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Abstract: The article tackles the plural and evolving concepts of security by analysing their relation to human rights and ethics. Although the general impression is
that seldom the security discourse is associated with the respect of human rights and
ethics, at least from a theoretical point of view security is indeed intertwined with
those normative features (first thesis). Moreover, ethics and human rights can be
valuably and usefully employed to clarify issues related to security and eventually
to suggest improvements in the political management of security issues (second
thesis). We argue our theses by focusing on a case study of particular relevance to
the present day debate on security: the Syrian asylum seekers headed to Europe. In
our ethical and human rights enquiry into this case study we consider multiple aspects related to security (‘de jure’ or normative, ‘de facto’ and perceptive-societal)
and the interpretative lens provided by ethics and human rights sheds light on the
crucial and manifold centrality played by the notion of human dignity.
Keywords: Ethics, human rights, fundamental rights, human security, asylum, Europe, European Union, human dignity, Syrian asylum seekers, human mobility,
smuggling.

Introduction
The term security has turned to be omnipresent in our daily lives, both in the public
and in the private sphere. If in its classical sense, security, from the Latin securitas,
referred to composure, tranquillity of spirit, freedom from care, the condition that
Cicero named “the absence of anxiety upon which the happy life depends,”1 nowadays it is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as “the state of being free from
danger or threat.” The current concept of security is far from being monolithic or
static. It is rather plural, contextual, differently perceived according to historical
background as well as different internal and external threats and challenges identified
in a given territory by the institutional stakeholders.
In the contemporary reflection on the plural concepts of security, it is of key importance to analyse their relation to human rights and ethics: are the aims of security
© ProCon Ltd., www.procon.bg. This article cannot be reprinted, published on-line or sold without written permission by ProCon.

36

A Human Rights and Ethical Lens on Security and Human Dignity

conflicting with the ones set forth by human rights and ethics? Do they exclude each
other? Or should they be consistent and converge? Of course, the general impression
is that seldom is the security discourse associated with the respect of human rights
and ethics, although—as we shall see—it should be, at least from a theoretical point
of view. We shall try to clarify some of the reasons behind this apparent lack of cooperation. On the other hand, we wish to demonstrate that, despite this situation,
ethics and human rights can be valuably and usefully employed to clarify issues related to security and eventually to suggest improvements in the political management
of security issues.
The first section of the article will focus on the way security has been reframed, in
the light of human rights, from the Westphalian model to the paradigm of human security. The second section will investigate the relation among ethics, human rights
and security. It will introduce the instrumental concept of ‘ethical and human rights
lens’ and will focus on the implications that an in-depth look can have into issues labelled as ‘security or emergency situations.’ The challenges and opportunities related
to such approach will be explored in section three: in particular, we shall focus on the
case study of the Syrian asylum seekers headed to Europe. The article will close with
some reflections, proposals and recommendations as regards conceivable ways of
overcoming theoretical and practical divergences among security, ethics and human
rights.

The Current Reframing of Security
The Westphalian Paradigm and Its Crisis
The 17th century Westphalian realistic paradigm of security, which was at the base of
the modern State system and predominant in international relations in the last centuries, was exclusive, militaristic, boundary, territorial and State-centred; namely, it
acknowledged States as the only relevant political subjects. Indeed, their perspective
on security was far from being complex: as remarked by Hans J. Morgenthau “all
history shows that nations active in international politics, like other politics are continuously preparing for, actively involved in, or recovering from organized violence
in the form of war”2 consistently with the motto ‘si vis pacem para bellum,’ namely,
if you want peace, prepare for war.
In the 1980s the Copenhagen School of security studies criticised the traditional paradigm of security for the following reasons: a) the State-centeredness of the latter is
not able to provide insight into new menaces to security originating from different
kinds of actors, such as terrorists for instance; thus new levels of analysis are required (namely, the individual and the international one in addition to the State level
of analysis); b) the traditional primacy of militaristic security is too narrow; a more
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holistic perspective on security is required, one which aims at taking into account
also other sectors relevant to security like the economic, political, environmental and
societal, in addition to the militaristic and territorial ones;3 c) the traditional, objective and realistic approach to security falls short of understanding its societal relevance; indeed, menaces to security are often characterised by a process of social and
perceptive construction, called “securitisation.” Securitisation is a form of extreme
politicisation, when securitising actors (such as politicians, bureaucracies, governments, lobbies etc.) perceive and narrate that a menace is so urgent and foremost that
it even legitimates breaking the rules in order to gain security. 4
Securitisation has proved to be a useful concept in order to enquire into how to commence and fulfil a process of de-securitisation. However, as evidenced by several
episodes of these last years, and especially by 9/11, it exhibits a certain weakness as
regards its explanatory and predictive capacity. 5 Moreover, regarding its approach to
security, the Copenhagen School has been criticised for its unwillingness to admit
that the dynamics of securitisation/de-securitisation has to be tackled first politically
and not analytically.6 The reason behind this criticism lies in the fact that, even when
in present day democracies politics proves to be negligent as regards its duties, it still
is a fundamental actor of the security discourse, one—as we shall see—endowed
with ‘normative’ responsibility. This means that the dynamics of securitisation/de-securitisation raises questions about the type of politics we want, whether that is democratic politics of universal norms (like, for instance, those related to human rights)
and slow procedures or the exceptional politics of speed and enemy exclusion.

Human Rights Sowing the Seeds of Human Security
The establishment of the Organization of the United Nations in 1945, in the aftermath of the World War II, instilled a profound change in the way security and
international relations had been perceived until that moment. Far from the exclusive,
militaristic State-centred realistic paradigm, the United Nations established a system
of collective security to prevent and remove threats to peace, suppress acts of
aggression and settle international disputes by endowing the Security Council with
the primary responsibility for the maintenance of international peace and security.
The Charter of the United Nations 7 laid the foundation for a broader, comprehensive
concept of security by acknowledging the need to promote the universal respect for
and observance of human rights and fundamental freedoms and with a view to the
creation of stability and well-being which, as stated in article 55, are necessary for
peaceful and friendly relations among nations. Three years later, the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights 8 acknowledged for the first time that all human beings
are born free and equal in dignity and rights, without distinction of any kind, and it
further recognised that “everyone is entitled to a social and international order in
which the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration can be fully realized”
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(article 28). This had profound implications on the way international relations and
security were framed, as they needed to be conducive to the full realisation of human
rights.
The codification of human rights treaties at an international and regional level in the
last seventy years contributed to further specifying the contents of such rights on the
one hand, and to strengthening their protection by establishing monitoring and supervisory mechanisms, on the other. In such a fruitful framework, several soft law documents 9 and reports by Independent Commissions 10 investigated the relation among
security, development and disarmament, the interdependence between States’ and
citizens’ security, the need to encompass matters beyond military threats to build
peace, stability and security,11 sowing the seeds of a new concept of security, which
put human beings at the centre.
From the early 1990’s onwards, the concept of human security gained absolute relevance in the international debate. The 1994 UNDP Report acknowledged that “for
too long nations have sought arms to protect their security” and defined human security as being composed of two main dimensions: freedom from want and freedom
from fear.12 The Report marked a trend reversal as it called for urgent change of the
concept of security along two ways: from the exclusive focus on territorial security to
a much greater stress on people’s security and from security through armaments to
security through sustainable human development. 13
A few years later, the Commission on Human Security clarified that human security
entails “protecting fundamental freedoms that are the essence of life, […] protecting
people from critical (severe) and pervasive (widespread) threats and situations, […]
using processes that build on people’s strength and aspirations.”14 It further provided
some reflections on the dynamic nature of the concept of human security since what
people consider being vital and the essence of life varies across individuals and societies. Operationally, to adopt a human security approach in the design, implementation and assessment of policies according to such paradigm implies responsive and
sustainable measures that need to be consistent with the following principles of human security: people-centred, multi-sectoral, comprehensive, context-specific and
prevention-oriented.15

Human Rights and Security Strategies in Europe
At the regional level, Europe relies on two main human rights treaties: the European
Convention for the protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms (ECHR) 16
adopted in 1950 in the framework of the Council of Europe and the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (CFREU). 17 The Charter, inspired by the
constitutional traditions and international obligations common to Member States, the
ECHR, the European Social Charter as well as the case law of the Court of Justice
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and of the European Court of Human Rights, further expanded the contents of the
ECHR. Both human rights instruments acknowledge “the right of everyone to liberty
and security of person”18 which protects against any arbitrary interference by the
State. It should be underlined that States do not enjoy unlimited discretion to counteract threats to their national security such as terrorism, since they are bound to human rights and the rule of law.19 In exceptional circumstances such as in times of war
or other public emergency threatening the life of the nation, States may unilaterally
derogate from some of their obligations to ECHR “to the extent strictly required by
the exigencies of the situation, provided that such measures are not inconsistent with
its other obligations under international law.”20 Limitations must be subjected to the
principle of proportionality, may be introduced only if they are necessary, required
by the exigencies of the situation and genuinely meet the objectives of general interest or the need to protect the rights and freedoms of others. In particular, fundamental
human rights can never be derogated from, namely the right to life, the prohibition of
torture, the prohibition of slavery or servitude, no punishment without law, abolition
of death penalty, the right not to be tried or punished twice. 21
In the past years the European Union has adopted some security strategies to orient
its action in the domain of internal and external security, which make reference to the
importance of promoting and protecting human rights. A Secure Europe in a Better
World,22 adopted by the European Council in 2003, identified terrorism, proliferation
of weapons of mass destruction, regional conflicts, State failure and organised crime
as the main threats to security. It further acknowledged that “security is a precondition to development” and that “in much of the developing world, poverty and disease
cause untold suffering and give rise to pressing security concerns.”23 In particular, it
recognised that the best means of strengthening international order entail “spreading
good governance, supporting social and political reform, dealing with corruption and
abuse of power, establishing the rule of law and protecting human rights.”24 The Report on the Implementation of the European Security Strategy (ESS) Providing Security in a Changing World, adopted in 2008, further underlined “the need to continue
mainstreaming human rights issues in all activities in this field, including ESDP missions, through a people-based approach coherent with the concept of human security.”25 It further highlighted the “shared responsibility to protect populations from
genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.”26
As to the internal domain, the EU Internal Security Strategy Towards a European Security Model,27 adopted by the European Council in 2010, explicitly acknowledged
that “Europe must consolidate a security model, based on the principles and values of
the Union: respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, the rule of law, democracy, dialogue, tolerance, transparency and solidarity.”28 In particular, “the concept of internal security must be understood as a wide and comprehensive concept
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which straddles multiple sectors in order to address these major threats and others
which have a direct impact on the lives, safety and well-being of citizens, including
natural and man-made disasters such as forest fires, earthquakes, floods and
storms.”29 The respect, protection and safeguard of the rights and freedoms of EU
citizens, and those residing or staying in the EU, form a cornerstone of the ISS. 30
Finally, the European Agenda on Security, adopted in April 2015,31 sets out a shared
approach on how the Union could bring added value to support the Member States in
ensuring security. The Agenda prioritises the following three main threats: terrorism,
organised crime and cybercrime, and further specifies that “security and respect for
fundamental rights are not conflicting aims, but consistent and complementary policy
objectives.”32

Human Rights, Ethics and Security 33
The Pivotal Role Played by Ethical Reflection
As already emphasised, the reframed meaning of security is intrinsically related to
the effort of protecting and empowering human rights. 34 Human rights provide a
‘normative’ framework, viz. an ‘ought’ perspective thanks to which it is possible to
understand, interpret and eventually assess the ‘is’ level, namely specific events as
well as overall trends related—in this regard—to the issue of security. Indeed, the
understanding of the ‘is’ through the lens of the ‘ought’ provides useful insight for
actions and measures to be taken in order to achieve security, especially in controversial and complex cases. Besides, consistently with the debate on liberty started in the
17th century,35 achieving security requires to safeguard the basic conditions of
individual and social existence (security-from) so that the human being is able to
fully flourish and accomplish his or her existence according to satisfactory standards
of humanity (security-to).
The branch of philosophy dealing with actions and their relationship to ‘normative’
issues and the ‘ought’ perspective is called ethics. Ethics highlights precisely a ‘normative’ feature, since it involves comparing the human conduct with its ‘ought-tobeing’ dimension. Traditionally, although the latter has been variously identified with
regards to its foundation, content, characteristics, and aims, it has been generally
identified with what is ‘right,’ ‘good,’ ‘just,’ in opposition to what is ‘wrong,’ ‘evil,’
‘vice.’
What is the point in ethics? To what extent is it of some use to the topics we are considering (security and human rights)? A first answer supplied by the Western philosophical tradition is the following: ethics provides a rational and theoretical understanding of the gap between ‘is’ and ‘ought,’ so that individuals can consequently
address their conduct as to bridge such a gap. Accordingly, ethical reflection is a pro-
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cedure of logical-argumentative confrontation, and an attempt to justify the norms
regulating public and social life. As a result, ethical reflection confers priority to the
juridical dimension, and shows plain indifference towards (a) an inquiry into fundamental questions of sense, and (b) a thorough investigation into the unity, integrity
and complexity of personal existence.36
This is, however, only a first (indeed, reductive and inadequate) answer to the aforementioned questions. A different response—one that is more stimulating for our
topic—is the following: ethics ought to effectively interact with deeds by providing
ethical principles viz. general guides of action, whose aim is to “provide a standard
of relevance or ‘reasonableness’” 37 for human conduct (both at an individual and a
social level).
As the result of its semantic reframing, ethics provides a heuristic tool (or a critical
and reflective lens)38 enabling us to understand how we can sensibly fulfil a meaningful life and a proper ‘human’ existence. 39 From this perspective, ethics—just like
human rights—is based on human dignity, 40 as a notion endowed with ‘normative’
relevance. This means that human dignity is something that ought to be pragmatically
fostered in compliance with specific ethical concepts (such as universality, equality,
individuality, human flourishing) and operational guidelines.
Thus, on the one hand, ethics and human rights share a commonality, since both are
based on the core notion of ‘human dignity.’ On the other hand, however, it is precisely thanks to the philosophical and ethical reflection of the last centuries, which
gave a thorough contribution to the shaping of the ‘ought’ dimension, that the very
notion of ‘human rights’ was finally achieved and theorised. In particular, the philosophical reflection encouraged an understanding of the ‘ought’ dimension through
the lens of the aforementioned concepts, which were practically operationalised into
corresponding ‘normative’ claims and guidelines. 41 The so-called ‘human rights’ are
the result of this process: indeed, human rights are valid for all human beings (universalisation claim) and apply unconditionally (categorical claim). They are valid for
all individuals to the same extent (equalitarian claim) and they hold good for each
human being (individualisation claim). Finally, they aim at the thorough and concrete
development of each human being’s potential (human flourishing claim).

The ‘Ought’ Perspective on Security
Let us now return to security. As already stated, human rights are inherent to every
human being by virtue of being human, and based on the dignity of every human being. And their recognition and codification in the recent past contributed to shaping
the notion of security as human-centred and multidimensional. Moreover, the previous paragraph highlighted that human rights and ethics provide a ‘normative’ framework thanks to which it is possible to understand and assess specific events and over-

42

A Human Rights and Ethical Lens on Security and Human Dignity

all trends related to security. How can this be understood in detail? A preliminary
remark: the present day interest for security is set within an overall framework characterised by vulnerability (of nature as a whole, of the human nature, of individuals,
groups and societies, etc.), complexity, uncertainty, fear, need for governance, individual and social pathologies, challenges and risks related to technological development, globalisation and multiculturalism-interculturalism.42 Hence, the need for ethics related to security. Thanks to its claims and essential connection to human rights,
ethical principles and the human rights paradigm aim at: (a) recognising and detecting potential menaces and threats to human rights in security issues; (b) understanding and assessing the relevance of these issues in a multilevel perspective (‘de jure,’
societal perception, ‘de facto’); and (c) promoting individual and social awareness,
responsibility, participation etc. in the resolution of issues related to security. 43 Furthermore, in those cases where there is a conflict between moral or normative principles (for instance, the opposition between community security and personal freedom
or the one between solidarity and economic security), 44 ethics provides human-centred guidelines (namely, the human rights) for achieving reasonable accommodation
and trade-offs between different goals, and eventually for going beyond those tradeoffs.45

A Human Rights and Ethical Lens on Security
The reflections of the previous paragraphs clarified the interconnection and interdependence between ethics, human rights and security. Operationally, the adoption of
the human rights and ethics approach acts as a critical lens, which allows an in-depth
look at certain issues, events or policies. Adopting such a lens implies re-considering
security threats, strategies/policies and issues in terms of ‘security of whom?,’ ‘security from what?,’ ‘security by what means?’.46
Such a lens helps to shed light on the probable distance between existing phenomena
or threats to security (the ‘de facto’ dimension), the related societal perception and
the principles enshrined in soft law documents as well as the rights acknowledged in
legally binding treaties and conventions (namely, the ‘de jure’ dimension). Moreover,
the lens provides guidelines for the policies to be adopted in order to operationally
bridge the gap between ‘de jure’ and ‘de facto.’ It also allows to assess the ethical
and human rights consistency and implications of such policies and measures.

The Case of Syrian Asylum Seekers Headed to Europe
A decade ago, the Global Commission on International Migrations recommended
that “women, men and children should be able to realise their potential, meet their
needs, exercise their human rights and fulfill their aspirations in their country of
origin, and hence migrate out of choice, rather than necessity.”47 Nevertheless, due to
conflicts and persecution, in 2014 the number of displaced persons, refugees and
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asylum seekers worldwide has exceeded 50 million people for the first time following the World War II, mainly due to the war in Syria. 48 Currently 59.5 million people
are forcibly displaced worldwide, including 19.5 million refugees mostly living in
developing countries.49
In this regard, the Syrian conflict has produced unprecedented displacement and refugee flows: Syria has turned both into the country with the highest number of internally displaced people (7.6 million) 50 and into the largest source country of refugees.
Currently 4,088,078 Syrian refugees are registered in Syria’s neighbouring countries,
namely Lebanon, Jordan, Turkey, Iraq, Egypt and other northern African countries.51
A small percentage of Syrians have also headed to Europe; it is estimated that between April 2011 and July 2015, 348,540 Syrians have applied for international protection in 37 European countries (47 percent of them in Germany and Sweden).52 The
European Charter of Fundamental Rights acknowledges the right to asylum (article
18).53
A human rights and ethical lens allows to look more in-depth into the phenomenon of
Syrians heading to Europe both by sea and by land, by considering this phenomenon
in view of these three questions: Security from what?, Security of whom?, and Security by what means? The first question allows us to look more in-depth into the
threats undermining Syrians’ security in their daily lives, while the other two questions, which are closely interrelated, allow us to uncover whether the human security
has been prioritised in recent years and which means were employed to achieve such
security.
Syrians are heading to Europe in search of freedom from fear as their security is
threatened by conflict, persecution and war. According to data from Frontex, in 2014
Syrian was the top nationality being detected for illegal border crossing in the European Union, both by land and sea. 54 Recent data confirm that out of 485,500 people
who entered Greece and Italy between 1 January and 18 September 2015, more than
182,000 were Syrians.55 In particular, Syrians are the top nationality being smuggled
to Greece both by land and sea and the fifth nationality landing in Italy. 56
A human rights and ethical lens allows to question the reason why people in need of
and entitled to international protection resort to illegal border crossing, namely to
smugglers, to reach Europe. It further sheds light on the implications of such phenomenon.57 Indeed, there are extremely limited legal channels available to Syrians in
search of human security to reach Europe safely: pledges by the European Union
Member States for resettlement and other forms of admission (such as humanitarian
admission and humanitarian visas) 58 for Syrian refugees are extremely modest if
compared to the number of Syrians in need of resettlement, estimated 377,700 in
2015.59 Furthermore, the number of pledges for Syrians by EU Member States is far
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from being balanced, with some countries, such as Germany, currently providing
more than 60 percent of European places.60
Due to extremely limited legal ways to reach Europe safely, these people have little
alternatives but resorting to smugglers and putting their lives further at risk to access
and enjoy such a fundamental right, as shown by the high number of migrants and
asylum seekers of different nationalities, who died in the Mediterranean, estimated
3,419 in 2014.61 From 1 January 2015 till 29 September 2015, 2,892 asylum seekers
and migrants are reported to have died or be missing in the attempt to cross the Mediterranean Sea.62 Although no comprehensive data are available, recent events such
as the bodies found inside a truck at the side of the main highway between Budapest
and Vienna 63 may lead us to think that smuggling of asylum seekers by land both to
EU Member States, as well as to European countries which are entry points to the
EU, is causing increasing death among migrants and asylum seekers. Recently, due
both to the pressure of the International community and the social mobilisation of
European citizens in favour of the refugees, among other things, some European
Union Member States have opened their borders to asylum seekers mainly coming
from Syria who themselves walked into Europe 64 paying smugglers and putting their
lives at risk.65 Other countries are, however, attempting to seal their borders through
the erection of fences, leaving asylum seekers stuck in a limbo.66 Some reflections
may be made in this regard: first of all, people in search of human security should not
be left without other solutions but turning to smugglers in order to apply for asylum
in those European Union countries which recently adopted an open door policy. For
too long the human security of civilians fleeing the Syrian conflict, as well as asylum
seekers from other countries, has been neglected and disregarded by both politics and
public discourse. Having little alternatives but risking one’s life to enjoy some form
of protection is against human dignity – a principle which is enshrined at article 1 of
the European Charter of Fundamental Rights and that has been recently recalled by
the President of the European Commission. 67 The right to asylum should entail the
right to access the territory and the institutions responsible for receiving asylum application safely and consistently with the principle of human dignity. 68 In this regard,
what the European Union and its Member States still ‘ought’ to do is to willingly and
effectively cooperate in order to make the right to asylum accessible and utilisable
‘de facto.’ In other words, the ‘de jure’ recognition of such an important right needs
to be complemented by concrete policies, which make possible for people in need of
international protection to access the European Union Member States safely. In this
regard, far from implementing open door policies in some EU countries and erecting
fences in others, a prompt and more significant increase in the number of legal ways
to reach the EU would allow Syrian asylum seekers to achieve human security by
means which are consistent with human dignity.
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Concluding Remarks
In this article we endeavoured to adopt a ‘normative’ framework, namely the human
rights and ethical approach to security, which we tried to operationalise through three
questions: Security from what?, Security of whom?, and Security by what means?
We achieved results with regards to the following aspects of security: ‘de jure’ or
normative (the priority of the relationship between human/fundamental rights in the
European legislation and the special focus on human dignity), ‘de facto’ (the political
and operational difficulty in agreeing and putting into practice adequate policies and
measures in order to protect, safeguard and prevent the exploitation of human dignity), and perceptive-societal (the role played by public opinion in the political response to security issues).
In particular, the case study of Syrian asylum seekers headed to Europe shows that
security and human rights are still far from being considered really “consistent and
complementary policy objectives.”69 What is worse, the human rights violations
experienced by migrants and asylum seekers smuggled by sea and land to Europe,
mainly in transit countries, were far from being unpreventable and unavoidable.
Their death in the attempt to reach safety is the result of lack of alternatives and legal
channels to reach Europe in a dignified and safe way. Human rights, on the contrary,
are a matter of freedom and alternatives. And it is the specific duty of politics to foresee, if possible, and aim at beating the menaces to anyone’s freedom of choice between alternatives.
The recent policy development agreed at the European Union level, with the decision, taken by large majority, to relocate 120,000 asylum seekers 70 from EU frontline
countries represents a meaningful step forward in terms of sharing responsibility
among EU Member States, but at the same time shows that some EU countries such
as Hungary, Romania, Slovakia and the Czech Republic are still divided on this issue.71 The great delay as well as the lack of unity in converging on such decisive issues evidences that the EU Member States still do not share, as they should, a common perspective on security and its connection to human rights and ethical issues. 72
Most likely this division explains why at the present only in some countries asylum
seekers are politically recognised and socially accepted as persons endowed with
human rights, while elsewhere they are thoroughly perceived as a menace.
Progress should now be made on resettlement 73 to avoid asylum seekers resorting to
smugglers and thus risking their lives to access a fundamental human right. In a
word, the European Union ought to establish a human rights-based, coherent and
comprehensive migration policy, which makes human mobility its central asset. 74
Moreover, policies regarding such essential matters should be discussed, agreed upon
and adopted more promptly and straightforwardly by the European Union Member
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States in the future. If not, possible asylum seekers would be forced to continue recurring to smugglers and thus putting their lives at risk in order to reach Europe. We
regret to confess that a lot of time has been wasted already and that from the point of
view of those who are forced to abandon their homeland in search of human security,
little has likely changed since the tragic events which took place off the coast of
Lampedusa on 3 October 2013 when 366 migrants lost their lives. Our hope is that
policies implemented in this field will start being human security oriented and that
this will allow to broaden asylum seekers’ and migrants’ choices.
In addition to these results, we believe that the analysis of the Syrian asylum seekers
case study through the human rights and ethical lens provides further insight. Firstly,
it supplies a normative framework that puts human dignity at the core of any reflection focusing on security and thanks to which the safeguard of human dignity is the
primary ethical duty, one that is stronger and more cogent than any other. This means
that the ethical motivation to comply with human dignity should inspire: 1) law, 2)
politics, and 3) individual and collective behaviour. The 2015 migrant and refugee
crisis evidences a discrepancy among these three spheres: the EU fundamental legislation is in line with the safeguard of human dignity, while politics lacks in promptly
providing effective and coherent migration policies. And what about the European
citizens? In some States they showed enthusiasm and solidarity towards the asylum
seekers, and this may be understood as a visible confirmation of the primacy of solidarity and human dignity. This highlights a second aspect connected to the employment of the human rights and ethical lens: the case of the Syrian asylum seekers evidences also from a practical point of view that it is not true that the safeguard of the
human dignity of some and the economic security of others are essentially conflicting
values. This is because core ethical values, like solidarity and the protection of human dignity, are somehow generative of social relationships and of the human flourishing of all those involved.75 As a result—and this is our third remark—the theoretical and practical relevance of human dignity along with its holistic connection to
other aspects of security supplies guidelines for prioritising interventions and policies
aiming at safeguarding human dignity and security.
In particular, as an overall framework, it helps understanding present day issues and
challenges with a constant eye on what ‘ought to be.’ We wish to provide a little example, the examination of which requires indeed further research. In this article we
focused on the case of Syrian asylum seekers. But what if the people trying to enter
Europe in millions were, as it will likely be in the next decades, 76 economic migrants
in search of freedom from want, which is one of the dimensions of human security?
And here come the difficulties (and a couple of questions) related to security: (a) if
these migrants aspired to enter Europe legally, most likely they would have to give
up, since there are very little (and quantitatively insufficient) legal and safe ways to
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do so and due to the inadequacy of an European migration policy; (b) but if they tried
to enter irregularly, they would encounter severe security threats (risk of life, risk to
be caught by the police and returned, 77 risk to be exploited by underground labour
markets etc.); and (c) would they have the support of the public opinion, as the Syrian asylum seekers? Would the politicians face the issue promptly and effectively?
How to achieve a reasonable accommodation and trade-off (as suggested by the human rights and ethical perspective on security) between the diverging goals of the
economic security of Europeans on the one hand and the safeguard of the migrants’
human security (the fulfilment of which entails the right to be free from want) on the
other hand?
Despite the complexity of this issue, we do believe that the human rights and ethical
lens on security provides at least two useful indications: a) the human dignity of all
human beings, and especially of those exposed to major threats or most vulnerable to
human rights violations, ‘ought’ to be safeguarded; b) since the future of Europe and
of the globalised world will be characterised by an increasing rate of cultural diversity, everyone—European citizens and foreigners alike—‘ought’ to build strong and
dynamic relationships with the so-called ‘other,’ to communicate effectively and to
take care of him or her in order to make a contribution to building inclusive communities.78
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