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A FEW months ago, the Mahbub ul Haq Human Development Centre published a report entitled Human Development in South Asia 2005 with the sub-title, Human Security in South Asia. So, how secure is the life of a human being — this ‘naked ape’ sans claws; sans fangs; sans scales on the body; sans the speed of an antelope or the strength of a lion or the bulk of an elephant?

It can be killed quite easily or starved of food, and is vulnerable to germs. It has always been insecure and has sacrificed animals (and human beings) since time immemorial to forces it could not understand. It has developed weapons and made itself more insecure as a species because, while it can fight against stronger animals than itself, it can also kill its own species. In fact, it can eliminate its own race in times of war. Moreover, it threatens to wipe out the earth itself. But still we look at security through the prism of hostile armies and not the behaviour pattern of our species.

As human beings accumulated knowledge, they also began to kill each other more efficiently and thus became more insecure. The 20th century was very violent but the 21st one may be bloodier if the last few years are any indication of new trends. Let us see what the newspapers tell us. The headlines of October read: ‘October deadliest month in Iraq’; ‘North Korea tests nuclear bomb’; ‘Maximum casualties in Afghanistan; ‘Earthquake affectees still not settled’; ‘Lebanon littered with Israeli bombs’; and ‘Dengue fever claims another life’. In addition, there are the usual cases of men killing women for honour and so on.

This was merely the score for October. During the summer, a war raged between the Hezbollah and Israel in Lebanon, a terrorist plot to blow up passenger jets over the Atlantic was discovered, Mumbai commuter trains were bombed, etc. Such events lead to despair vis-a-vis human security.

A more useful response would be to pay attention to the phenomenon of insecurity, its perception among the people and its causes — in short, the kind of information that the above-mentioned report offers us.

The report begins with Mahbub ul Haq’s concept of human security i.e. the security of income, employment, food, health, education and environment. It includes insecurity arising from war, internal conflicts, domestic violence and official maltreatment. In South Asia, the people are not secure. In India, out of 1001 respondents, over 94 per cent ranked war as the first threat to their security; in Pakistan robbery; in Bangladesh terrorist attacks and in Sri Lanka, understandably, civil war. In all these countries, fear of the police was a major concern.

The atmosphere of perpetual conflict in South Asia is responsible for many of our problems. We have large armies and nuclear weapons, which, instead of guaranteeing security, increase insecurity. This is because this security apparatus is so costly that it leaves little money to be spent on the citizens. Indeed, contrary to propaganda, nuclear weapons have not reduced the size of the armed forces nor have they guaranteed security from low-level conflict which leads to further insecurity.

One effect of creating garrison states is to increase poverty. This is further enhanced because of globalisation. This means that state subsidies decrease and the disparity of income between the poorest 10 per cent and the richest 10 per cent increases. Thus, the number of the malnourished and the undernourished at present exceeds 300 million in South Asia. This directly translates into bad health. Unhealthy people succumb easily to all diseases including HIV/Aids, malaria, TB and dengue fever. Indeed, according to the report, there is an epidemic of HIV/Aids. This, in turn, is linked to the lack of information about health as well as the patriarchal structure of society.

Our education system, such as it is, does not tell our children much about the environment, the prevention of disease, good nutrition and how destructive discrimination can be for the security of vulnerable groups: women, religious minorities, working classes and marginalised people as a whole. It does not even talk about the exploitation of children nor equip them to deal with those who may abuse them sexually. Nor does it tell us how to deal with Aids.

Indeed, the concept of education, which is pointed out in other reports elsewhere but not in this one, is what educator Paulo Freire called the banking concept of education. You put in concepts in the short-term memory to be exchanged for marks or grades. If the concepts can be used in real life to understand the security of livelihoods, environment and human life then it would be a revolutionary change. However, so far this kind of education is not even remotely possible in South Asia.

The most vulnerable groups in society are the working classes, the marginalised and weak minorities, women and children. Poverty is a major condition for exploitation. The poor from the same groups are exploited far more than the rich. The report points out, for instance, that children are exploited because they are poor. With 23 million of them engaged in child labour, there is no way this reality can change unless poverty itself is reduced and more schools set up for children.

In short, the factors causing insecurity are interlinked. We inherited a colonial elite which did not invest much money on the poor anyway. Still, there were government schools; government hospitals and government buses running on the roads. True, the government schools were Urdu-medium institutions whereas English was the key to the best jobs and social prestige. True, the hospitals were crowded and the poor had to wait in endless queues while the well-heeled barged into doctors’ offices out of turn. True, the buses were creaky and ran late, as did the trains, but they did run.

But then the elite got richer both as individuals and as corporate bodies. In Pakistan, of course, the armed forces entered the corporate sector, eying real estate and agricultural land. They even entered the lucrative education sector (English-medium schools and universities). The government system is becoming more and more ghettoised.

In India, as Thomas Friedmann’s book The Earth is Flat tells us, the corporate sector entered the IT revolution. It seemed as if India was shining but it was only urban India which was doing so. Rural India remained mired in poverty and squalor and the footpaths of Kolkata were as populated as ever. The man-pulled rickshaws remained in place. India was more unequal than ever. It was shining only in patches while the rest remained dark, festering with sores.

South Asian elites are mostly indifferent to the plight of the masses. By security they understand the security of borders by huge professional armies. The security of cities boils down to the security of the VIPs and some upscale localities. The term in general means keeping the citizens away from the bureaucrats.

The United States, with the European countries in tow, have reduced security to creating laws allowing for the maintenance of secret prisons, arresting people without proper legal procedures or appeal to courts of law, humiliating people at airports and getting away with offensive statements against Muslims which, in turn, invite even more offensive statements from some Muslims against the West. In short, the concept of security has always had a pro-state, pro-powerful, pro-rich bias.

What the late Mahbub ul Haq (and Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen) did was to democratise the concept of security. This report is essential reading for those who are caught up in the colonial, pro-establishment concept of security or, even worse, the modern neo-conservative version of it. Security is to make us all free from want and fear. If this is understood, the need for a new interpretation of security becomes obvious, even if very few people are ready to do anything about it.

