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The Quest for H uman Security: Cohesion, Dialogue and Moral Imagination. 

 

Keynote speech by Professor Kevin Clements,  

The Australian Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies,  

The University of Queensland, Brisbane Australia  

 

“ In the 21st century, all states and their collective institutions must advance the cause of larger freedom—by ensuring 

freedom from want, freedom from fear and freedom to live in dignity. In an increasingly interconnected world, 

progress in the areas of development, security and human rights must go hand in hand. There will be no 

development without security and no security without development. And both development and security also 

depend on respect for human rights and the rule of law”   

Kofi Annan, 2005, In Larger Freedom: Towards Development, Security and Human Rights for All.  

 

Kofi Annan’s plea for Human Security was subverted by the disappointing Millennium Plus 5 

Summit in September. Not only did his bold appeal for an integrated 

development/ security/ peace-building agenda not get endorsed it was sabotaged by the United 

States delegation tabling 750 amendments to the consensus final document that had been 

evolving for many months prior to the conference. This is extremely disappointing since 

problems in “ transitional environments”  are interconnected and solutions to one set of problems 

often generate others and will continue to do so until policymakers start designing and 

implementing more integrated analyses and programmes.  

 

The inability of the global community to agree on a more integrated approach to both 

development and peace-building and the rather anodyne commitments to the Millennium 

Development Goals creates a less than optimal environment for development and peace-building 

in the next five years. So I am grateful to GRM for developing this conference which hopefully 

will pick up and address some of the issues that the UN failed to agree on in September.  

 

Taking my cue from Kofi Annan, therefore, the first point that I want to make is that we will 

neither understand nor be effective in complex transitional environments unless we develop a 

capacity for systemic, holistic analysis and action, and higher levels of clarity about the concept of 

transition.  
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(i) Systemic analyses enable us to see connections and relationships between apparently 

disconnected sectors and behaviour at the local, national, regional and global levels. In 

relation to violent conflict a systemic analysis enables researchers and policy makers to 

locate specific instances of violence within wider conflict systems and sub systems. In 

West Africa, for example, the Liberian and Sierra Leonian civil wars were closely 

connected in terms of resource flows, weapons purchasing and exchanges of combatants. 

To deal with one conflict without exploring its links to others makes it very difficult to 

generate stability. There is little point, for example, developing a local or national gun 

retrieval process unless there is a corresponding desire to deal with the regional and 

global flows of light weapons.  

 

(ii) On the question of the concept of transition I think it is important to problematise it a 

bit. The dictionary has the following definitions of transition. Transition is: 

1. a process or period in which something undergoes a change and passes from one 

state, stage, form, or activity to another 

2. a passage connecting two sections of a musical composition 

3. a progression from one key to another in a piece of music 

4. a word, phrase, or passage that links one subject or idea to another in speech or 

writing 

5. a change between phases such as solid to liquid or liquid to gas 

6. a style of architecture in many buildings dating from the 12th century in Western 

Europe, in which elements of the Romanesque and Gothic styles are combined 

7. a change in the energy level or state of an atomic nucleus in which a single 

quantum of electromagnetic radiation is either lost or gained 

 

Or as a verb it is: to undergo a change of status or condition, or to cause somebody or something 

to undergo a change (informal). 

 

These definitions all highlight the bridging, connective qualities of transition. For purposes of this 

conference, however, I want to suggest that we focus on the permanent processual qualities of 

transition.  
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Transition is the norm in any human community (both developed and less developed). Every 

society is in a constant state of transition in terms of social, economic and political change. If this 

were not the case communities would be dead. The “ transitional environments”  that we are 

grappling with in this conference are simply less productive, less co-operative, less harmonious, 

bridges and are experiencing more dis-equilibrium than those normally experienced in the 

developed North. As Hurricane Katrina has demonstrated, however, even the most developed 

communities can experience a breakdown in equilibrium and regress to less developed states very 

quickly indeed.  

 

I wish to argue, therefore, that transition by definition always involves motion, flux, uncertainty, 

expectation and possibility; characteristics that I will return to later. The meta-question that 

underlies this conference, therefore, is how to manage change creatively? How do we (as 

development actors in partnership with colleagues in very adverse environments) embrace 

transitions as moments of opportunity rather than as crises? How do we work with the idea of 

transitional permanence or permanent transition both structurally and “processually”? In 

particular how do we, as development practitioners in collaboration with partners, learn to live 

with more questions than answers while working to develop pragmatic solutions to immediate 

sets of problems? I am becoming more and more convinced of the importance of holistic 

analysis but very concerned at the perniciousness of didactic (ideologically driven) holistic 

solutions.  

 

Related to this concern is another more niggling question about how we as development and 

conflict specialists immerse ourselves in complex transitional environments without doing an 

injustice to local statics and dynamics. How do we develop emancipatory and empowering 

partnerships with locals so that they are placed at the heart of their own problem solving, and 

how do we avoid imposing premature and often inappropriate solutions on specific localities? 

How do we do all of these things while adhering to ethical codes of conduct which ensure that 

we do no harm, and more optimally do some good, in societies that have already seen far too 

much suffering, pain and violence?  
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The second point I want to make is in relation to some of the characteristics of problematic 

transitional environments. The background document to the conference has identified these as 

armed conflict/ social upheaval, political economic transformation and terrorism, economic and 

social stagnation, ineffective illegitimate governance and concerns about equity which I would 

redefine as justice. These are then considered in terms of the ability of governments and different 

kinds of development agencies to grapple with these problems. This analysis is fine as far as it 

goes, but it is important that we start thinking about these issues in a less linear fashion and that 

we identify some goals which encapsulate all these concerns. Transitional environments in the 

GRM sense can be thought of as having been traumatised in some way or other (through 

violence, stalled development, natural disaster). Before we can work with locals to activate or 

reactivate processes of healing and change (drawing where possible on local adaptive mechanisms 

and processes) it is important to know what needs we are addressing and the pre-requisites for 

social integration and cohesion.  

 

I am involved in an UNDESA project on peace dialogues in social integration processes and 

would like to use some of this work to highlight some central problems in problematic 

ªtransitionº environments. Although UNDESA is developing a draft strategy and a schematic 

model for enhancing integration it is not meant to be a mechanist or linear model and is based on 

paying much more attention than is normally the case to the incorporation of locals in the 

analysis, planning and implementation of different kinds of development and peace-building 

processes. This whole project is quite explicitly aimed at the promotion of social cohesion which 

is both a cause and a consequence of positive development and peace-building strategies. It is 

also intended as an antidote to strategies which rest exclusively on the promotion of state 

effectiveness in transitional environments. The UNDESA team is not arguing that effective 

legitimate states are unimportant, only that their capacity for delivering effective public goods is 

severely limited if they are operating in dysfunctional, divided and violent communities. This 

raises some other interesting questions about sequencing: are strong and resilient communities a 

pre-requisite for capable and effective government or is it the other way around? What is clear is 

that if top-down initiatives do not meet bottom-up capacity they are unlikely to be successful.  

 

For both heuristic and practical purposes therefore, social cohesion will only be advanced if there 

is a conscious effort to incorporate bottom-up grass roots analyses and solutions into project and 
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programme design and implementation. This means thinking out of the box and designing a wide 

range of different kinds of dialogical processes to elicit local wisdom, and local solutions to 

problems. There are moments when elites (political and developmental) have to be directive and 

somewhat didactic but there are definite limits on what elites can achieve in adverse transitional 

environments. I would like to suggest that enhancing social cohesion is a vital development and 

security objective and an important criterion for evaluating the utility of different kinds of 

development initiatives. 

 

Development initiatives, therefore, should be both conflict and cohesion sensitive if they are to 

play a positive role in transitional environments. If cohesion is a key goal, then we need to be 

aware of how to move in this direction and what sorts of behaviours will advance this. In 

particular, as a sociologist I want to make a plug for a renewed focus on the importance of social 

relationships as a pre-requisite for effective development and peace-building strategies. For those 

of you who think automatically of outputs, outcomes and impacts, focussing on social cohesion 

raises fundamental questions about what constitutes negative and what positive social 

relationships and how we reduce the number of negative and maximise the numbers of positive 

social relationships?. In the UNDESA model social systems are seen as a hexagram: the bottom 

half of which is negative and the top half of which is positive. The positive processes should not 

be viewed as end states but as formative, expansive and generative dynamics. See diagram below: 
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In any application of this new methodology, the stakeholders themselves are supposed to define 

what these concepts/ stages mean to them, but for discussion purposes UNDESA provides the 

following definitions.  

·  “ Fragmentation: arises in situations of abuse, armed conflict and social breakdown, i.e. 

social relations disintegrate (most profoundly at the psychological level), creating a need 

for crisis counselling. 

·  Exclusion: arises where there is neglect or oppression (in legislation and custom), i.e. 

social relations are unequal and inequitable, creating a need for action research to achieve 

inclusion through self help and livelihood strategies. 

·  Polarisation: arises when groups mobilise against each other (most profoundly along the 

lines of religious/ ethnic identity), i.e. social relations are hostile and combative, creating a 

need for mediation/ reconciliation.º1 

 

In one way or another, these negative dynamics crop up in all the case studies done in 

preparation for this conference. The question is how to generate processes that will enhance 

more positive dynamics. How do locals and intervenors initiate processes that will generate 

conditions for some essential healing and mending of relationships as a first step towards the 

more medium to long terms goals of investing in and strengthening relationships in order to 

generate more resilient communities? UNDESA suggest that there are three types of social 

process that will result in stronger more resilient relationships and communities. These are: 

·  “ Coexistence: which arises with the tolerance of difference. i.e. social relations revolve 

on civic and civil dialogue and consensus building which in turn generate a need to 

prioritise and to act. 

·  Collaboration: arises with a widening sense of socio-economic justice, i.e. social relations 

require some form of participatory and inclusive development planning. 

·  Cohesion: arises with shared meaning, i.e. social relations which generate higher levels of 

co-operation and harmony through education, the media, inter-religious dialogue, sport 

etcº.2 

 

                                                
1 UNDESA Strategy Discussion Document on Peace Dialogue in the Social Integration Process 2005 
UNDESA/ DSPD p 3 
2 ibid p 4 
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Clearly moving from minimalist coexistence to maximalist cohesion requires that unmet needs at 

any level are met. It is not possible to generate forward momentum on different kinds of 

development strategies for example, if whole populations remain traumatised. Such trauma has to 

be dealt with at macro, meso and micro levels. These programmes can be simultaneous with 

those aimed at satisfying basic human needs but they cannot be ignored or postponed. The 

model, therefore, provides one simple way of prioritising and sequencing responses to dislocated 

societies. The next table represents another way of capturing these issues while highlighting the 

central importance of more sophisticated dialogical processes for dealing with them. Reference 

for this table is Page 5 of UNDESA Discussion document 
 

Stages Needs/ Intention Peace Dialogue Procedures 
1. Fragmentation 
Inner/ outer peace is 
shattered. Survival is 
threatened. 

To mend/ heal distress. Rehabilitate for 
resilience. Mental health underpins all 
transformations towards peaceful social 
relationships. 

Stress counselling, active listening healing 
rituals, public information. [Other 
procedures: policing and peacekeeping, relief 
aid and social services. When sensitive to 
social relations they support and mainstream 
a social integration approach]. 

2. Exclusion 
Out groups are 
disempowered and 
made invisible. 

To build livelihood skills and options. 
Retool for work. Work skills and access 
secure inclusion without need for revolt 
by excluded, with defensive response 
from elites. 

Action research in microfinance and 
cooperative enterprise. Collective bargaining 
in the workplace. Community based 
(re)integration of displaced peoples and 
migrants.[Other procedures: affirmative 
action, redistributive taxation. 

3. Polarisation 
Competing groups 
clash in quest for 
recognition and 
equality. 

To resolve conflicts. Reconcile for 
harmony. Dialogue provides an 
alternative to violence or silence. 

Collaborative Problem solving, mediation 
and reconciliation processes. [Other 
processes: adjudication, arbitration] 

4. Coexistence 
People tolerate 
diversity. 

To tolerate diversity. Realign views 
democratically. Civil society creates 
associations, engages in collective 
decision making and supports good 
citizenship and governance. 

Civic dialogue practiced in forums, 
associations, enhanced participation in 
decision making and governance. [Other 
procedures taken FOR people without 
dialogue]. 

5. Collaboration 
People participate in 
socio economic 
planning for social 
justice. 

To participate in the formation and 
implementation of development plans, 
redirect development planning to reach 
all sectors. Inclusive development helps 
planners pick up signals of distress, 
balance interests and share benefits.  

Village, town hall meetings, focus groups, 
community score cards, citizen report cards, 
hands-on impact assessments. [Other 
procedures taken FOR people without 
dialogue]. 

6. Cohesion 
People share meaning 
values. Unity in 
diversity with high 
levels of equity and 
social justice. 

To rebuild peace cultures. Imagine, re-
imagine new possibilities. People build 
flourishing lives, cultures and 
communities together. 

Arts-narrative and metaphor, media-
discussion and reflection, education-
mindfulness and capacities, religion-meaning 
and ethics, science-enquiry and testing, sport 
outreach celebration. 
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This table is in effect a plea by UNDESA to mainstream social integration/ cohesion as well as 

conflict and security sensitivity into development planning. But it is also a desire to connect social 

integration programmes with peace dialogues in order to incorporate key stakeholders into the 

building of human communities. What is neat about this particular approach is that it is an 

attempt to start operationalising Kofi Annan’s holistic vision in specific practice. It aims to do so 

not by establishing finite end points to transitional processes but continua along which 

individuals and communities will be constantly moving-sometimes in a progressive sometime in 

regressive directions. It focuses attention on key domains and the links between them and does 

help us think about priorities and sequencing. 

 

Schema: Domains and Stages3 

            Cohesion Collaboration Coexistence 

  

 Fragmentation Exclusion Polarisation 

       Psycho-cultura domain  Socio-economic domain  Socio-political domain 

 

Domain Dialogical Procedure (illustrative)-by stage) 

Psycho-cultural domain 
(emotion and ideation focus) 

- Crisis Counselling to heal trauma/ fragmentation 
- Peace arts, media and education to advance cohesion 

Socio economic-domain  
(material focus) 

- Life and livelihood skills to remedy exclusion-income 
generation-food security 

- Village/ Town hall meetings to advance collaboration 
Socio political domain  
(civility focus) 

- Reconciliation / mediation to resolve polarisation 
- Civic Dialogue and assembly to advance co-existence 

 

What I find particularly helpful about this scheme for tackling adverse transitional environments, 

is that it focuses on the active engagement of populations in the solutions of their own problems. 

It adds social cohesion and integration to the Human Security/ Governance agendas and it forces 

intervenors to be much more creative about what sorts of social and economic processes might 

yield positive outcomes in adverse environments. Designing appropriate dialogical processes and 

new decision making circles requires good structural and stakeholder analyses, but most of all it 

suggests the importance of acknowledging local and indigenous wisdom and grafting that into 

                                                
3 Ibid p 6 
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both analysis and project design. The matrix also suggests the importance of constant evaluation 

of the impact of the integration and dialogical processes on context and vice-versa.  

 

For any of these processes to take effective root with partners and even with our development 

colleagues, it is important to practice what John Paul Lederach calls ªMoral Imaginationº. In a 

lovely new book called The Moral Imagination: The Art and Soul of Building Peace John Paul argues 

that moral imagination requires the following: 

·  The capacity to imagine ourselves in an inclusive and expandable web of relationships 

which includes our enemies as well as our friends. 

·  The ability to sustain a problem solving curiosity that embraces complexity without 

reliance on dualistic polarity, either/ or decision making processes. 

·  The fundamental belief in and pursuit of the creative act. 

·  Courage and an acceptance of the risks involved in peace-building. 

 

This way of looking at problematic environments and our own specific role within them is crucial 

to living with questions, standing in solidarity with those who are suffering and for reminding all 

who are involved in the difficult business of satisfying basic human needs of the central 

importance of human relationships. Far too often in development work we become so fixated on 

providing technical assistance, capacity building within specific sectors, developing more effective 

and legitimate forms of government that we forget the dense web of relationships, 

responsibilities, obligations, positive reciprocity which enables most communities to survive 

through time. By reasserting a central interest in human relationships, in social integration and 

cohesion as a way of advancing the human security agenda we may stand a better chance of 

transformational transitions and of healing and rebuilding broken communities. The importance 

of applying moral imagination to these issues is so that we can be effective peace-

builders/ peacemakers. This task, as my old friend Adam Curle, used to say is really one of seeing 

that things which are apart are one. That everything is connected in very fundamental ways. If we 

deal with presenting problems without going deeper into their underlying sources we will never 

be able to deal effectively with some of the bigger, more intractable development and peace 

building problems that confront us. I cannot put this better than an 18th century Tibetan poet 

Jigme Lingpa. In his poem Each Act he says: 
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When the eagle soars in the endless blue, 

its shadow races after, far below. 

Yet space does not divide; bird and 

shadow are linked. So too each act - 

each choice and consequence. 

 

So too are all of our development choices linked and each act, each choice has very real life and 

death consequences. There are unfortunately no quick fixes: development and peace-building are 

both marathons which require a marathon mentality and marathon preparation. It is sometimes 

difficult to remember this when we are caught up in a particular project which may be designed 

in ways which focuses on immediate deliverables and quick fixes rather than long-term processes. 

It is important even under these circumstances to ensure that governmental and inter-

governmental organisations know when project designs are likely to deliver the opposite of what 

is intended, or worse, actually harm social cohesion and community resilience.  

 

In all of this work it is vital to ensure that we take the time to reflect with those we are working 

with, to ensure that the processes we help promote and the choices we make are positive rather 

than negative, that they advance cohesion rather than fragmentation, transformation rather than 

stasis, life rather than death, justice rather than inequality, dialogue rather than monologue, 

legitimacy rather than illegitimacy, transparency rather than secrecy and holistic awareness of the 

interdependence of all social, economic and political processes.  


