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The Common Action Forum (CAF) is a transna-
tional, non-profit organization established in Ma-
drid, Spain in 2015. Acting as a global network, 
it convenes prominent and emerging experts 
from diverse backgrounds, including academia, 
politics, journalism and activism.

In doing so, CAF’s aims to establish and encour-
age independent platforms of cooperation, re-
search, innovation and advisory in order to shape 
alternative solutions and empower citizens to 
address today’s challenges. Such questions 
can include neo-fascist politics, the increase 
of economic inequalities, the social impacts of 
technology and the environmental limits of the 
planet. Ultimately, the Foundation advocates for 
collective creation of strategies and avant-garde 
frameworks that champion progressive values.

Since its founding in 2015, CAF has organized 
a forum annually, the topics of which are further 
described in this presentation. This year of 2019, 
CAF has launched a program of two annual 
events, allowing for even further exchange and 
action among relevant experts and actors. The 
first, the closed session OCTAGON, described in 
this report, takes place in Madrid in November, 
to allow uninhibited debate among the gathered 
participants. The second, CAF’s Annual Forum, 
will for the following years 2019-2024 be hosted 
in Mexico and open to the public. 

The annual forums past, held in Madrid, exam-
ined several pressing and timely challenges that 
CAF addresses in its mission and objectives. 
In 2015, the roundtable conference entitled 
‘Steps of Progress in Times of Crisis,’ gathered 
participants to debate transformations in the 
international world order. This meant exploring 
unforeseen tensions that have developed as 
society has progressed, focusing on the reali-
ties of transnationalism, international exchange 
and mobilization. The following year, the Forum 
conversation found its orientation via the theme 
‘The Rise of Global Fear: Why is the World Be-
coming Less Tolerant and More Radical?’ The 
event sought alternative solutions and narratives 
in the face of the rising tide of nationalism and 
persistent dialogue of fear, with particular atten-
tion directed toward the so-called refugee crisis 
in Europe.

The following years 2017 and 2018 continued 
the conversations. In its third Forum, CAF’s 
innovative proposals regarding problems dis-
cussed in past Forums were further developed 
under the umbrella of ‘The Limits to Inequality: 
seeking a sustainable society. From the citi-
zens’ perspective, it examined how new forms 
of control, accumulation, solidarity and freedom 
have resulted from globalization and the infor-
mation society. The 2018 Forum participants 
then contemplated “Global Racial Polarization 
and the Rise of Right-wing Politics,” at the event 
held in Johannesburg South Africa, addressing 
the deepening of cleavages and populist move-
ments.

Finally, in 2019, CAF celebrated the first of sev-
eral Forums to come in Mexico. Entitled, “A New 
Path to Development,” it emphasized the false 
promises of 21st century financial and economic 
systems and how they affected both humanity 
and the environment, advocating for reconcep-
tualizing systems in order to remedy the reper-
cussions that affect us all. The ensuing OC-
TAGON honed in on one of the false promises 
that perpetuates or reinforces such detrimental 
systems and inequalities, in debating “The Era 
of (In)security: Urgent matters and self-defeating 
prophecies.” This report will present the con-
tents of this second 2019 conference, and ex-
plain the OCTAGON’s significance within CAF’s 
overall mission.

Held from November 22nd to 24th in 2019, 
CAF’s first OCTAGON allowed experts on the 
topic of “(in)security” to engage with each oth-
er within a private setting, facilitating the free 
exchange of ideas and proposals. It launched 
with two panels in its public opening session on 
Friday, and was then followed by four separate 
closed-door sessions on Saturday, discussing 
various key aspects of the theme. 

Session topics of the Saturday meeting included 
“The political language of security: militarization 
and geopolitics,” “Security and the environment: 
a struggle for ownership,” “Democracy and 
whistleblowing: confronting an era of security,” 
and “Digital inequalities, citizenship and secu-
rity.” Discussants pointed to (in)security’s reali-
ties, potentialities and virtualities within a global 
citizenry. Through these talks, the conference 
aimed to provide strategies as to how a soci-
ety united in the common good could pursue 
progress and positive frameworks, enquiring as 
to how to change or reformulate in(security) nar-
ratives altogether.

presentation
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This year, following the public 2019 
CAF Forum in Mexico, the OCTAGON 
2019 in Madrid, “The Era of (In)secu-
rity: Urgent matters and self-defeating 
prophecies,” invited participants to an 
off-the-record setting to thoughtfully 
and freely engage in a flow of ideas sur-
rounding (in)security from the perspec-
tives of its intended and unintended 
construction and prevention. 

Given the current era of increasing 
(in)security, rhetoric of securitization 
and the ensuing opaque implications, 
a range of influences and interests 
beyond the traditional nation-state 
compete for legitimacy, framing soci-
etal, technological, economic and en-
vironmental dangers. Since these same 
agents eventually define the collective 
conditions of risks and hold the control 
in a true regime of security, the confer-
ence asked: who claims ownership of 
it, why this rhetoric is built and how, 
and which audiences remain objects or 
willing participants in the language of 
security and de-securitization. In par-
ticular, it sought to pinpoint the political 
strategies of power underlying narra-
tives and counter-narratives such as 
terrorism, corruption, climate change, 
economic crash and migration: how 
these narratives are coopted with the 
promise of security, or rendered as a 
threat of insecurity, in order to manip-
ulate, dominate and regulate public 
opinion and policy.

In light of this problematization, forty 
top intellectuals, among them mem-
bers of CAF’s Advisory and Executive 
Boards, joined an Octagon shaped 
conference table participated as a 
group with spontaneous input of their 
thoughts and proposals in a series of 
four thematic sessions. A moderator 
guided each session with two coordi-
nators that could speak to the particu-
lar theme anchoring the conversations, 
as well.

To inaugurate the closed-door OCTA-
GON sessions held on Saturday, as 
well as share the work of this event, the 
Common Action Forum made an open-
ing ceremony available to the public 
on Friday the 23 at Casa de America, 
Madrid. Composed of two panel ses-
sions described further in this report, 
“Threats to Universal Rights in an Era 
of Security” and “Contestations Over 
Space: from Securitization to Activism,” 
each session had three panelists and 
a host presenting the topic to the au-
dience from different perspectives. The 
public event preceded a private dinner 
for the OCTAGON participants and 
guests, with a speech from CAF Presi-
dent Wadah Khanfar.

The conference’s organization and 
content was provided and facilitated 
by CAF Executive Team members So-
fia Gohlke, Irene Lopez, and Tristán 
Torrejón, as well as the CAF Thematic 
Clusters. The Clusters serve as CAF’s 
intellectual engine, with Alternative 
Economy headed by Andrés Lomeña, 
Diversity and Identities by Colleen Bo-
land, Environmental Policy by Fernan-
da Ribeiro, Geopolitics and Demosco-
py by Gaspard Estrada, Media Arts & 
Technology by Mi You, Digital Citizen-
ship by Patricio Cabello, Society & Ter-
ritory by Rafael Heiber and Lawfare & 
Civil Rights by Renata Ávila.

The content of the contributions, col-
lective work and fruit of the discussions 
from the OCTAGON are now outlined 
in more detail, beginning with a full 
description of the presentations in the 
public opening sessions on Friday, as 
well as a general outline of the insights 
from the closed-door conference on 
Saturday, the latter of which had a for-
mat designed to enable unrestricted, 
open dialogue so as to surpass the lim-
its of traditional discussion settings. It 
offers information, analysis and above 
all, actionable strategies for combating 
the true causes and consequences of 
(in)security, for the benefit of a world-
wide common good.

introduction



In order to offer the public access to OCTAGON expert 
knowledge and to provide wider dissemination of the 
work of the conference, the public as well as local and 
international media were invited to attend two panels 
on Friday evening at Casa de America. The consortium 
is housed in the Linares Palace of Madrid, and its 
amphitheater allowed the audience to attend the panel 
sessions. What follows are the experts’ reflections and 
key discussion points. 

casa de 
américa 
inaugural 
event

The Era of (In)Security
La Era de la (In)Seguridad
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Threats to universal rights 
in an era of security

The first panel, “Threats to Universal Rights in an 
Era of Security,” sought to examine how questions 
of autonomy and authority arise alongside 
the march of globalization and an increasingly 
transnational reality. Power struggles in the 
domains of technology, the environment and 
geopolitics jeopardize or compromise human and 
universal rights, engendering increasing inequalities. 
Meanwhile, there is an opportunity to redirect this 
regression and create pathways to solidarity and 
the common good. Juan Luis Cebrián moderated 
as Baltasar Garzón, Jo Guldi and Maysoun 
Douas each discussed their approach to this topic. 

panel one:
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Baltasar Garzón spoke to the far-reaching 
implications of human rights violations 
committed in the name of security, or in 
response to supposed insecurity. He outlined 
how institutional structures and governments 
might not bear complete responsibility for 
generating such crises, but in fact may be 
simply incapable of efficiently responding 
to or managing them. He cited examples of 
current situations in Chile, Bolivia and Ecuador, 

where many are facing political persecution, 
crackdowns and institutional violence just as 
the OCTAGON was taking place. He argued 
that we should look to deeper root causes, 
including inequalities, rather than relying on 
superficial fake news and temporary solutions. 
Of course, examples are not limited to South 
America, but are observable throughout all 
regions of the world. Lawfare, the use of the 
law as a political weapon, and yet another 
manner of eroding institutional integrity, was 
underlined in the cases of Lula de Silva, Dilma 
Rousseff and Evo Morales. Such fake news, 
lawfare, corporate and financial totalitarianism 
consequently generate inequalities and abuses 
of justice and human rights, which can only be 
remedied via returning rights and power to the 
citizenry. 

In turn, Maysoun Douas continued the 
discussion in exploring the responsibilities 
of governance, and just which powers the 
citizenry remained in charge of, or could 
repossess. She pointed to how renewed 
governance finds promise in local networks, 
communities and youth. This decentralized 
governance provides a space for autonomy. 
She enjoined that data, technology and 

“Fake news has always existed, it is 
now just disseminated more broadly 
and even supported by legal systems 
and justice in some countries, and we 
remain incapable of detecting it… it 
continues to aggravate institutional 
violence and combat security, trans-
forming into insecurity.”

Baltasar 
Garzón
Jurist and Former Judge 
Spanish Criminal Court

Juan Luis Cebrián, Jo Guldi, Baltasar Garzón, Maysoun Douas
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the new knowledge that current and future 
generations could employ in this regard 
allowed for a different space of behavior, 
affecting transparency and overall citizen 
participation. She advocated for the continued 
fight to control citizen privacy and security 
via democratic participation. While dynamics 
in how fellow citizens relate, and traditional 
paradigms are reshaped or transformed via 
digitalization, there is an opportunity to identify 
citizen needs, address economic inequalities, 
and to redistribute wealth. It is within the 
hands of our societies, as well as individuals 
who must exercise their autonomy, to work 
towards transparency and privacy protection, 
so that data can offer improved citizenship 
rights and governance, rather than eroding 
them. 

Finally, Jo Guldi brought a broad view to the 
discussion, couching it within a historical 
trajectory and contemplating what current 
events can mean for (in)security in the long 
term, and how they link to past lessons. She 
pointed to a shift in faith from governments 
and institutions to technological systems, and 
the realities of political inaction. She argued 
that this inaction could be traced to lack 
of intergenerational solidarity, collaboration 
on the part of the developed world at the 
expense of the developed world and the 
corruption of institutions. Contemplating the 
latter, she explained that distrust in institutions 
and the intertwined corruption of education, 
banking and taxation not only detracts from 
the causes of the people, but also profoundly 
affects the world climate and environment. 
In light of this inaction, citizens have an 
immediate responsibility to hold institutions 
and governments accountable, from local to 
international levels, and must advocate for 
urgently necessary reform. 

Throughout these contributions, Juan Luis 
Cebrián observed the vanishing will to fight for 
liberty in the face of questions of (in)security. 
He pointed to increasingly blurred lines when 
it came to democratic systems and human 
rights, their breakdown; inequalities and 
ensuing insecurities they generated might 
stem from citizen ambivalence. Instead of this 
apathy, the situation demands a refreshed 
commitment to universal values and action 
that builds solidarity. 

“Technology is a Trojan horse that 
we live with: in our meetings, 
in our houses, listening to our 
conversations. It is like an 
elephant in the room we still do not 
quite know how to deal with.” 

Maysoun 
Douas
Councilwoman and 
Physicist 
Madrid City Council

“We live during a time when 
the world boasts the greatest 
technological and cultural 
advances in history, yet we are 
also in an age where democracy 
is in serious danger, affecting 
all countries.”

Juan Luis 
Cebrián
Writer and Journalist 
Co-Founder, El País

“If we believed in democracy and we 
believe that technology is supposed 
to serve a majority of human beings, 
if we invested in it appropriately, 
what would that horizon of 60 years 
look like?”

Jo Guldi
Professor 
Southern Methodist 
University, USA



OCTAGON 2019 | 9

MADRID
November 2019

THE ERA OF 
(ΙΝ)SECURITY

Urgent matters 
and self-defeating 

prophecies

OCTAGON 2019 | 9

Global crises raise phenomena of (in)
security that interlink all peoples and 
communities

While the North-South dichotomy and 
disparity is evident throughout the global 
context, communities, countries and entire 
regions are experiencing commonalities in 
undergoing crises and facing situations of 
insecurity. With advances in globalization 
and the interconnectedness of societies, 
systems of inequality become entrenched 
and perpetuated. Financial systems, multi-
national corporations, unregulated capital-
ism and the elites they benefit span borders 
to appropriate what once were, or by right 
should be, commonly shared resources and 
gains. For this reason, protest and precar-
iousness answered with institutional vio-
lence or neglect, generates instability and 
insecurity on a global scale. Underlying the 
(in)security phenomena are breaches of uni-
versal human rights. 

Recognizing institutional compromise 
and corruption and its threat to the 
collective 

With wealth and power concentrated in the 
hands of a few, institutional erosion and de-
terioration in democratic governance per-
vades. For example, strategies of lawfare, 
and its manipulation of the justice system, 
detract from human rights regimes and thus 
stability. Rather than public administrations 
taking responsibility for the education of its 
citizenry, such a role is increasingly com-
promised by corporate or partisan inter-
ests. This often means neglect of climate 
science results in consequences affecting 
everything from the natural environment 
and non-human ecosystems, to human dis-
placement. International institutions even 
succumb to hegemonic powers and narra-
tives, affecting how public goods are distrib-
uted and further contributing to imbalances 
of power. In recognizing what has occurred, 
new and reformed national and international 
systems or institutions must be construct-
ed to correctly allocate resources and apply 
advancing technology for collective benefit 
and a more stable, sustainable society and 
environment.

Need to call to account the ways 
in which big data and media can 
exacerbate crisis

As part of or alongside institutional com-
promise, big data and technologization, as 
well as the communications networks and 
larger interests that often manipulate them, 
undoubtedly create precarious and even 
emergency situations for many different 
publics and peoples. Privacy and anonymity 
have either been violated or are in danger of 
exposure thanks to large corporations and 
institutions that have almost or completely 
exclusive access to, and control of, data 
and technological resources. At the same 
time, citizens continue to be or choose to 
remain unaware of this unbridled control 
and manipulation, succumbing to fake news 
or engaging in consumerism without regard 
for the short and long-term effects it will 
have on their privacy, security and auton-
omy. While the threats and pitfalls that big 
data and media pose have been identified, 
further action is required in contesting and 
opposing surveillance, lack of transparency 
and consolidation of power.

Civic participation as a means to take 
charge and initiate reform

Again, while big data and the media are 
identified as culprits of surveillance, and 
implicated in the deprivation of rights, they 
remain tools for democratic activism and 
action. Reform is not limited to redirecting 
the use of technology and communications. 
It would require collaboration on the part of 
both individuals, institutions and systems: 
the recognition that solidarity holds the 
promise of true stability and security. Look-
ing to the past, we can witness how human 
ingenuity was utilized to advance common 
interests and progress, via public works 
systems or the facilitation of collective mo-
bilities and access. A fresh, innovative and 
future-oriented perspective from current 
generations could employ the resources 
available in order to create more equal sys-
tems and distribution, and thus provide se-
curity for all. To do so, it is imperative that 
individuals as well as collectives mobilize 
and engage in constructive dialogue with an 
aim to restore power, decision-making and 
equality to all citizens.

panel one 
takeaways:
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Contestations over space: 
From securitization to 
activism

panel two:

The second panel, “Contestations Over Space: from 
Securitization to Activism,” noted the links between security 
and insecurity, and how threat can be used to manipulate 
society, populations, and the spaces we occupy. It explored 
control of common spaces via militarization, border security, 
anti-corruption and states of emergency, leveraged through 
a rhetoric of crisis and threat. In addition to analyzing the role 
of geopolitics and militarization, the panel reflected on how 
the same channels of technology and information utilized by 
the power structures and interests perpetuating insecurity 
could be maneuvered to take back control for the sake of 
the common interest. Amanda Third moderated as David 
Vine, Qing Wei and Valeska Teixeira offered their varying 
perspectives.
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To begin, David Vine offered a detailed 
account of the securitization patterns. Citing 
the US example, he pointed out the human 
destruction and further insecurity that military 
activity in at least 22 countries had caused, 
and how the securitization of policy, as well as 
the fear tactics accompanying it, undermines 
strategies of providing peace and security. 
Given increasing military presence and 
securitization, countries affected by these 
movements and policies are also forced to 
increase their defenses and structures in 
order to secure their own economies and 
security. He pointed to how military spending 
detracts from providing the common good, 
in that it diverts resources that could be 
directed towards a green energy economy or 
improving citizen welfare. He explained how 
viable solutions to security include decreasing 
the number of military bases and focusing on 
a foreign policy agenda of violence reduction 
and peace. While acknowledging the grim 
situation in many cases, he noted that several 
encouraging citizen movements seeking 
demilitarization provided hope and inspiration. 
Qing Wei then turned to examining a root 
cause of anxiety about security, describing it 
as the fear of the unknown. He noted that in 

order to combat such anxiety, it is necessary 
to recognize and accustom ourselves to the 
fact that there is a great deal we as humans 
do not know or have yet to understand. Citing 
problems that had been discussed over 
the course of the session, like securitization 
and its consequences, as well as how data 
and technology can be coopted by partisan 
interests in order to create power imbalances 
and instability, he offered a manner of resolving 

“We need to delegitimize war as a 
policy solution: war should not be 
seen as a legitimate policy option. 
We especially need to reinforce 
the well-documented finding that 
war is not an effective response to 
terrorism. The war on terror has 
resulted in more people employing 
terror as a tactic.”

David
Vine
Professor of 
Anthropology American 
University, USA 

David Vine , Amanda Third, Valeska Teixeira, Qing Wei
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such conundrums. Rather than fearing the 
manipulation and misuse of new technologies 
and a transforming society, we must recognize 
the collective power of our human nature and 
how we can build and construct, rather than 
destabilize and combat each other. Harkening 
back to the past example of the Renaissance 
age, he encouraged the combination of 
individual contributions to knowledge in order 
to continue collective progress in the spirit of 
solidarity. Most of all, he explained, this meant 
refusing to succumb to fear, maintaining 
respect for fellow humanity, and embracing the 
new as positive change, rather than allowing it 
to create division.  

Valeska Teixeira then elaborated upon how 
such division currently functions, and in 
particular how enemies are targeted and 
annihilated through the phenomenon of 
lawfare. She explained how such strategic 
use of the law to harm the opposition 
establishes and attacks enemies in order to 
maintain or obtain power, from the political 

to the economic. Providing the example of 
the Foreign Corruption Practices Act, she 
demonstrated how justice systems were 
subverted by operating outside the bounds 
of the law and conducting activities such as 
illegal surveillance, inventing charges and 
establishing guilt without evidence. She also 
explained how the media is often complicit in 
establishing presumption of guilt with regards 
to victims of lawfare. Such victims can include 
political leaders and social activists, but also 
companies. Lawfare wreaks devastating havoc 
in that it harms innocent individuals, but also in 
how it perverts justice. The most paradoxical 
aspect of this phenomenon is that the law 
should be used as a means to defend the 
innocent in the face of injustice, rather than 
used as an instrument for arbitrary accusation, 
repression and persecution. She called for the 
preservation of democratic systems, and as 
part of that, the rule of law, using justice as 
a means to peace rather than a destabilizing 
weapon of war. 

In moderating the panel, Amanda Third 
oriented the discussion in emphasizing how 
fear and insecurity have been mobilized 
by multiple forces throughout the world, 
engendering a mindset that remains paralyzed 
in contemplating deteriorating situations. 
She noted that it was important to remain 
conscious of the opportunities to look beyond 
these challenges and to solve, rather than 
react. 

“Fear is the least of our priorities 
at this moment. Instead, we need to 
be courageous, to learn new things, 
to work towards every one of us 
understanding how new technology 
is functioning. This way, we can 
advance as a new version of human 
being.”

Qing 
Wei
Digital Transformation 
Methodology Specialist 
and CTO

“In addition to focusing on the 
terrible situation that we find 
ourselves in, we must also think 
about the kinds of ways that we might 
contest or indeed move beyond those 
narratives of fear and insecurity.”

Amanda Third
Research Fellow 
Institute for Culture and 
Society, Western Sydney 
University

 “Fear is used, hatred is used, 
to create a smokescreen, so that 
meritless actions and procedures may 
be perpetrated to convict innocent 
people … we have actually destroyed 
our institutions in not complying with 
basic standards of human rights.” 

Valeska 
Teixera
Attorney and Co-Founder 
Lawfare Institute, Brazil
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New manifestations of war and the 
human consequences 

The panel discussed how so-called wars on 
terror, calls for securitization, anti-corrup-
tion and the exercise of lawfare represent 
new forms of warfare that receive less vis-
ibility due to their non traditional methods 
of combat. The post 9-11 “wars on terror” 
have taken countless military, civilian and 
aid worker lives in Afghanistan, Syria, Iraq, 
Pakistan and Yemen conflicts. Moreover, 
many civilians harmed or displaced, the lat-
ter adding to a growing number of refugees 
without recourse. Desensitization occurs as 
these conflicts continue, and further inter-
ventions and aggressions go unchallenged. 
Meanwhile, lawfare takes its toll on both 
individuals and institutions as well as entire 
countries, as political persecution, impris-
onment, and altering of democratic elec-
tions can occur in this miscarriage of justice. 

Militarization and securitization by 
hegemonic powers, creating a cycle 
of insecurity 

The violence occurring in these new forms 
of war are often justified with calls for se-
curitization and the supposed need for in-
creased militarization. Ramping up military 
spending and securitization efforts creates 
a domino effect, as various affected na-
tions and regions feel the need to respond 
to threat. This creates a continuous cycle 
of insecurity justifying purported security 
measures, meanwhile feeding conflict that 
creates both human and environmental de-
struction. Determining which actors are us-
ing tactics of fear and terror becomes more 
complex, as a range of interests wage an 
escalating power struggle. Instead of mak-
ing the world a safer place, this type of se-
curitization destabilizes it further. 

Setbacks in human rights and the 
reexamination of justice 

New forms of warfare alongside cyclical vi-
olence evidently detracts from universal hu-
man rights and the steps the international 
community has taken thus far in both com-
mitting to and implementing them. In fact, 
the international community has fallen short 
in recognizing, condemning or intervening in 
the face of multiple blatant and persistent 
human rights transgressions. Again, cases 
of lawfare serve to illustrate the point: rule 
of law is challenged or ignored when justice 
systems are manipulated for political ends, 
due to a climate of disinformation and fake 
news directed at swaying public opinion, as 
well as inaction on the part of international 
institutions, which treat transgressors with 
impunity. Judicial power and the institutions 
that wield it must be scrutinized and held to 
account, or even reformulated, in order to 
divert from this dangerous path. 

Information as a means to advance 
and restore the human spirit

As discussed in the previous panel, despite 
the overwhelming evidence of crises in our 
global society, there is possibility and room 
for reform, or complete reconceptualization 
of our systems, in order to deal with the cur-
rent reality. While the advent of globalization 
and transnationalism and the technological 
transformations and networks that accom-
pany these processes has allowed powerful 
actors to pursue ends contrary to the com-
mon good on an unprecedented scale, the 
same tools they coopted can also be used 
by a global citizenry committed to solidarity. 
Technology, digitalization and revolutionized 
means of communication can and already 
have been employed by social justice and 
citizen-minded movements. Humanity, in-
stead of falling prey to the fearmongering 
of security actors, or standing idle while 
human and environmental rights are jeopar-
dized in a cyclical race to pursue exclusive 
interests, can enact radical change if they 
are prepared to work together for a future 
beneficial to all.

panel two 
takeaways:



The Saturday sessions were conducted in Chatham format 
to preserve anonymity, but the fruit of these discussions and 

collaborative thought elaborated upon here in order to catalyze 
action. While the discussions were separated into four approaches 

to the overall theme, as is evident in the below summary, 
many issues overlapped. This further underlines the growing 

connectedness of our global society, and how the many challenges 
it confronts should be a concern and priority for all. 



saturday 
sessions

The Era of (In)Security
La Era de la (In)Seguridad



When considering the 
theme of (in)security or 
securitization, often the 
preliminary reference that 

comes to mind includes 
geopolitical contestations 
and how militarization and 

criminalization are employed.

Citing factors from terrorism to 
corruption, the mechanizations of 
securitization are no longer limited to 
nation state actors, but can include 
corporations and other apparatuses 
that use or reproduce a language of 
security, and employ accompanying 
measures, in order to pursue their 
desired outcomes. Participants 
discussed how this has been 
conducted in recent years by various 
regional, national and global actors, 
and the ways in which it impacts our 
society. Going beyond this, however, it 
examined the origins and outcomes of 
such securitization rhetoric and action, 
exploring how to end the cycle. 

Wadah Khanfar, Khairy Jamaluddin, Fernando Ron-Martin

Pierre Sané, Ayo Obe, Agnes Callmard 

Irene Lopez, Pedro Brieger, Ana Urrutia, Rafael Heiber
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The political language  
of (in)security:  
militarization and geopolitics

1st session:



Gaspard Estrada
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Security as a poorly disguised 
means of control 

No matter the conditions, security can be 
presented as the sole solution, whether 
referring to pre-conflict, to ongoing con-
flict and post-conflict situations. These 
forms of control and their development 
proliferate as powerful actors understand 
the possibilities. The security narrative and 
its strategies are exported, or imported, to 
gain or maintain control. It can be billed 
as national, regional or global security, 
and promises freedom from fear, or need, 
while really it is used as a means to power. 
Citizens are entitled to legal, physical and 
goods security, but protections are few. 
Everything from forced regime change in 
the name of reinventing democracy, to the 
criminalization of citizen protests, points 
to the opposite of freedom and protection. 
Even at the highest levels, international 
mechanisms are manipulated in the name 
of security or democracy. Western powers 
have continuously employed so-called se-
curity to simply impose their will. The truth 
is purposefully never brought to light. 

Use of language in regenerating 
conflict 

In this perpetual system of conflicts, the 
truth is obscured via a corrupted dis-
course. False narratives are spread in or-
der to further agendas that either do not 
provide the people with more security, or 
worse, provide further instability. Using 
words like “intervention” instead of “in-
vasion,” rationalizing aggression as pro-
tection of democracy, or employing the 
phrase “fighting against corruption” as a 
manipulative strategy, is all too common. 
There may indeed be conditions of inse-
curity, but instead of offering solutions to 
root out inequalities or precarious living 
conditions that affect so many popula-
tions, populist right wing movements and 
leaders engage in empty rhetoric in order 
to gain power. This pattern is spreading 
to all corners of the globe, as it has so far 
served as a successful strategy. Initiative 
is necessary in order to deploy a construc-
tive counter-narrative. This requires going 
on the offensive, and identifying and hold-
ing abusers accountable when language 
of security is misused and perverted for 
partisan interests. 

International conflicts, 
their victims, and a lack of 
accountability

The need for national, regional and glob-
al security is demanded time and time 
again, and used as a justification for ag-
gression. As war and its construction has 
facilitated crimes against humanity and 
genocide with the world as a literal wit-
ness thanks to new technologies, the vic-
tims remain forgotten. Security can entail 
the security of the government in power, 
rather than its citizens. The protections 
that purportedly drive security measures 
do not manifest in a way that benefits the 
people. State actors and non-state actors 
are only held accountable at the interna-
tional level symbolically, often charged 
with simply one transgression, without 
the victims in attendance when supposed 
justice is dealt. Moreover, throughout all 
of these offenses and the reasoning that 
drives them, human security is ultimately 
neglected. While humanitarian efforts are 
put forth in the guise of security, human 
rights are consistently compromised. The 
militarization of democracy takes place via 
states of emergency or when the military 
is unrightfully deployed to exercise control 
over the people. As global citizens, we fail 
to adequately denounce this, to support 
victims, and to demand accountability not 
only from perpetrators but also the insti-
tutions that are apathetic to both those 
perpetrators, and their victims. 

Privatization in the cycle of 
security and insecurity

These victims discussed may suffer phys-
ical harm, but they may also have been 
a casualty in the economic warfare taking 
place. Many actors who leverage the se-
curity to their advantage are doing so in 
order to obtain or retain their property, or 
resources. Ironically, at some point secu-
rity meant more people having access to 
goods, rather than less. Now, public, na-
tional budgets are allocated to private se-
curity contractors. In the name of security 
technology and via financial transactions, 
states are able to force their agendas on 
other states. While we have witnessed a 
failed war on organized crime, a failed war 
on drugs, and a failed war on terror, not 
only have we ignored the repeated unsuc-
cessfulness of such warring as a response, 
but we have allowed entire economic 
ecosystems to increasingly consolidate 
and further unequal wealth distribution. In 
permitting the actors behind security nar-
ratives to continue to operate, goods are 
appropriated by a small elite.

panel takeaways:
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The note on the 
privatization of security in 

geopolitics and ownership 
questions provided a 

fitting segue into how 
the environment becomes a 
space of contestation and 

objectified property. 

In an era of climate change, humanity must 
reconsider its former approach to ecological 
systems, world resources and ownership. In the 
struggle for control, a very real competition for 
resources has been influenced by a trajectory 
of capitalist and neoliberal trends. Debate 
regarding climate security encompasses access 
to food, water, livable environments and a host 
of resources that have always been grounds for 
contestation. Given how our shared resources 
have been commandeered and exhausted, 
bioeconomy offers a new way forward in seeking 
sustainable use of biological resources. This 
would build the networks in order to develop a 
new system that serves the commons, rather 
than the interests that exercise the most power 
and authority to the detriment of our planet. 

Security and the environment: 
a struggle for ownership

2nd session:

Jessé Souza, Ayo Obe, David Vine, Arlene Clemesha, Alfredo Aguilar

Lorenzo Marsili, Murilo Komniski

Andrés Lomeña Laura Basu



Environmental breakdown as a true 
threat to security 

When approaching this issue, however, the same 
traps discussed earlier with the geopolitics tug-
of-war can also take place in the environmental 
domain. So many conflicts in Latin America and 
the Middle East in recent years have arisen from 
thinly veiled power struggles for natural resourc-
es like petroleum. In fact, it is worth considering 
whether future wars will be waged in the pursuit 
of natural resources. Moreover, state actors are 
willing to make deals with other interest groups 
at the expense of their peoples. Another form of 
control is manifested in the way powerful lobbies 
influence public opinion and detract from the 
little momentum that environmental conscious-
ness and movements have achieved. Through-
out this, large groups of disenfranchised remain 
without access to the most essential of resourc-
es, like water. On the one hand, humanity is an 
unchecked threat to environmental security. On 
the other, a majority of humanity faces very little 
stability as they are increasingly barred from ac-
cess to the natural resources of their own plan-
et. For this very reason, it is important for us to 
reflect on how we can create laws and policies 
that protect and manage natural resources, so 
as to prevent the lack of these resources from 
triggering future conflict. Ultimately, lifestyles that 
consume less energy seem an achievable and 
imperative strategy in addressing these issues, 
and we need to bring about policies and behav-
iors that reflect these sustainable lifestyles. 

Inclusive policy formulation, with the 
affected regions incorporated into 
decision-making 

Natural resources in developing countries are 
exploited by developed countries, and wealth is 
thus sapped from entire populations. One can 
look to the examples of agriculturalism, min-
ing and foresting that have been conducted in 
countries in the Global South at the expense of 
its inhabitants. Alternatively, many regions and 
nations do not have the resources to transition 
to renewable energy. When discussing how se-
curity and control affects resources across the 
globe, it is important to keep in mind that many 
regions and governments do not have the same 
social, political and economic agency as others. 
When there is human displacement due to cli-
mate change, it can often take the form of inter-
nal displacement within a country or region, and 
it never reaches international awareness. In this 
vein, climate migrations from South to North are 
often responded to with policymaking from the 
receiving, rather than sending countries. While 
a rapid and urgent transition to sustainability is 
necessary, it must also be accomplished in a just 
manner that respects the rights and interests of 
all groups, especially those most affected. Si-
multaneously, in this change and policy forma-
tion, other groups that should be considered 
include future generations, as to date humanity 
has taken a short-term approach to steward-
ship of the environment and deprived them of so 
much already.

The Green New Deal as an alternative 
proposal to current ownership models 

The Green New Deal, the title of which refers to 
Great Depression polices in the U.S. aimed at 
reform and public works, proposes legislation to 
ameliorate climate change and inequalities. The 
concept, its proponents and the various propos-
als that fall under it, however, are of course not 
limited to the North American continent. This 
type of reform requires ambition and the restruc-
turing of international institutions, but its objec-
tives are promising. It must be emphasized that 
global public goods benefit the entirety of the 
international community, precisely because their 
management supersedes state frameworks; for 
this reason and as part of this, global and coordi-
nated management of such goods is absolutely 
essential. Especially given that no one country 
can solely tackle the ecological crisis, the old 
ways of addressing humanity’s relationship with 
the natural environment must be reorganized. 
As we have continuously engaged in privatiza-
tion and the seizing of resources, it has also re-
sulted in the privatization of knowledge in a way 
that bars any progress in making an ecological 
transition. Moreover, it is evident that these old 
models of increasing consumption, with little re-
gard for the consequences, have been exhaust-
ed. Alongside initiatives like the Green New Deal, 
more creative solutions are necessary. While only 
eight countries classify ecocide as a crime, for 
example, this type of strategy to protect could 
be further developed. 

Moving towards a sharing of resources 
under the concept of the commons 

The idea of the commons and the sharing of re-
sources is not a revolutionary concept. Various 
cultures throughout human history have rec-
ognized the natural environment, whether as-
cribing to animism or incorporating nature into 
their belief systems. In fact, several indigineous 
peoples throughout the world have adopted 
world views that recognize the rights of nature, 
providing us with inspiration to move forward in 
this direction. A culture of care is key in revers-
ing the environmental destruction thus far. In 
addition to the legal, administrative or political 
measures necessary in order to protect and sus-
tain the natural world, remembering the human 
element that forms part of it can help to orient 
a new ethics. The discussions have addressed 
the pitfalls in our current world order, including 
systems of inequality and diverting resources to 
broken systems like war and militarization; both 
these problems and their solutions are clearly 
interconnected. The remedy is looking towards 
how we as living organisms relate to living sys-
tems. It involves working for a better equilibrium 
and harmony, perhaps through political or social 
restructuring, maintaining an emphasis on the 
collective and solidarity. 
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While this has received some degree of public 
attention and has attracted controversy, there 
has not been sufficient activism to truly address 
the problem and violations. Monopolies are 
increasingly permitted, and corporations even 
align with government organizations in the name 
of security, eroding rights, privacy and freedoms 
purportedly guaranteed in liberal democracies. 
Whistleblowers attempt to flag these breaches, 
including those implemented under the guise 
of cybersecurity. The media’s manipulation and 
role in this concern is also a key factor and bears 
consideration. Finally, this type of securitization 
translates to exclusion, in that extensive virtual 
and physical boundaries are created between 
communities, affecting how humans relate to one 
another in the new digital age.

Just as environmental 
rights violations were 

explored in the previous 
session, this conversation 
examined how governments 
and private entities have 
been manipulating recent 
technological advances at 

the expense of human rights. 

Democracy and whistleblowing: 
Confronting the era of security

3rd session:
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Elites continuously seeking 
privilege at the expense of 
democracy

Several poles of power are now in motion: 
large corporations, increasingly authoritar-
ian governments and powerful financial in-
stitutions. They continue to grasp at more 
privilege, evading or eliminating democrat-
ic structures meant to ensure equal rights 
for all. Meanwhile, many do not enjoy rights 
as basic as food security and freedom from 
hunger. These powerful interests have been 
leveraging technology, as well as privatiz-
ing its use, in order to create divides and 
thus weaken the opposition, as evidenced 
by polarization via new media. Moreover, 
these actors are continuously concerned 
about maintaining their power, and consis-
tently attempt to undermine anything, in-
cluding democratic public institutions and 
systems, in order to preserve it. They often 
do so using illegal or alegal means. This 
escalates to an extreme degree, as those 
individuals and groups who attempt to pre-
vent their actions, or demand accountabil-
ity for such actions, can end up jailed, tor-
tured and even killed. Wealth is protected 
at all costs, and traded for freedom. 

Utilizing whistleblowing as a tool 
for democracy

Whistleblowers alert the public about ille-
gal activity, committed by everything from 
individuals, to corporations and govern-
ment entities. The narrative regarding 
whistleblowing is contested, and even the 
media participates in manipulating it. In 
fact, whistleblowers are often publicly per-
secuted and criminalized with the assis-
tance of media players. On the other hand, 
in many places, whistleblowing is still not 
even a practice that is recognized. Those 
who have acted, however, those that re-
port the wrongdoings of both public and 
private authorities, must be supported in 
their efforts to protect the transparency 
that bastions democracy. Again, a long-
term approach could assist: supporting 
networks and structures that protect and 
advance the work of whistleblowers. An 
example includes ensuring that legislation 
does not target whistleblowers. Another 
includes allowing whistleblowers refuge or 
enabling their transition to a new commu-
nity when they are exiled for their actions. 
Civil society has an obligation to amplify 
the individual voices, and support these 
activists, academics, journalists and dissi-
dents. They have demonstrated the cour-
age to relay certain information they believe 
should be in the public domain, and they 
do so despite the consequences. 

Empowering civil society rather 
than ceding democracy to private 
interest

Public regulation and control are weak, 
while the private sphere has obtained more 
sophisticated strategies of control, or at 
least have adapted these strategies to the 
current reality. Inventing more avenues to 
public participation in keeping with techno-
logical advance and progress is key to in-
cluding the people in societal governance. 
Transparency is of course fundamental to 
democratic societies, and citizen initiatives 
can demand more transparency, as well as 
organize ways of conducting and imple-
menting it. Citizen-led projects demanding 
accountability and pursuing justice are in 
motion, though further efforts and aware-
ness is necessary. The technology that is 
used for control can also be used to gather 
and effect change. Discovering new ways 
of mapping and sharing resources is one 
possible way to accomplish this. Examples 
of how protests have spread via social me-
dia or via information sharing, demonstrate 
the potential of citizen movements in the 
digital era.

Pursuing unity in order to protect 
human rights 

In seeking justice for all, the collective ulti-
mately benefits, although it may not seem 
urgent or problematic at an individual level. 
Transparency and preserving democra-
cy must be a joint effort. For example, in 
cases where an oppressive or authoritarian 
government is demanding unjustified ex-
tradition, there is a responsibility to stand 
up for rights and democratic systems. Now 
is time to no longer permit illegitimate inter-
ests, operations and organizations to feign 
legitimacy. Collaborating throughout the 
world to fight these multinational corpora-
tions and international financial networks 
is the only way to challenge these trans-
gressions. Both state and non-state actors 
must be held to account for human rights 
violations. Building constructive networks 
and redeploying international organiza-
tions, via building alliances in education, 
technology and other domains, should be 
conducted not just as a reactive effort, but 
in a preemptive strike against the oppo-
nents and deterrents of rights and democ-
racy. 
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In follow up to the previous 
panel, many questions arise 

about who truly benefits from 
transforming economic systems 
and technological advances.

Continued exacerbation of inequalities result 
from current economic models of privatization; 
and, with the new tools of globalization in the 
hands of a powerful few, access to natural and 
virtual resources, as well as mobility, become key 
issues. The welfare of populations is jeopardized. 
Citizens question how purchasing power parity is 
even a relevant measure of their own wellbeing. 
The session explored why we have come to use 
technology the way we do and how it affects 
us as individuals and a collective. It examined 
how certain groups and populations, including 
our youth, participate and interact differently 
both politically and socially as a result of this 
change. Finally, it sought alternative systems 
and ensuring that our evolving human interaction 
benefits the common interest.

Digital inequalities, 
citizenship and security

4th session:

Javier López, Thembisa Fakude, Talal Kanaan,  
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Recognizing how technology 
and innovation is used for 
control and division

The negative consequences of tech-
nology are often the most visible, and 
elicit our initial reaction. This is justified; 
digital inequality propounds. Moreover, 
some of the most jarring examples of 
how technology and data can be mis-
used include the oppression and cor-
ruption of democratic institutions and 
citizenship. By disseminating misinfor-
mation and aligning with other forces 
willing to employ their corresponding 
technologies, what were once inargu-
ably democratic movements are now 
repressed in the name of public secu-
rity. In looking to the current example 
of protests in South America, security 
is cited to legitimize force and quash-
ing the opposition. When citizens ex-
ercising their rights are dehumanized 
and not only physically harassed but 
also publicly persecuted in the invasive 
ways that technology can facilitate. 
Institutions, regimes and powerful fac-
tions can capitalize on the confluence 
of wealth and technology to control 
the public. Needless to say, the misuse 
of big data and the privacy violations 
committed by corporations and gov-
ernments additionally facilitate unprec-
edented public control.

Innovation as a tool for 
inclusive citizenship

Working with new technologies to 
solve problems, rather than fearing the 
advance of progress, can offer reme-
dies to the many challenges surround-
ing security discussed. Social partici-
pation has potential for transformation 
with the advent of these new tech-
nologies and the wealth of data they 
bring. Innovation can offer new forms 
of pursuing a sharing economy. Pool-
ing our resources and talent, rather 
than competing to achieve advances 
and thus gain wealth or exercise exclu-
sive control, is the strategy that should 
be adopted if we are to remedy the 
current crises. New generations have 
tools and information build upon past 
human knowledge to reach a new level 
of creativity, intelligence and progress. 
This allows for us to create societies 
enabled to protect and provide secu-
rity to more of our collective than ever 
before. 

Considering access to 
technology with respect to 
rights and equality

At the same time, access to technol-
ogy and its benefits remains limited. 
While many have unprecedented ac-
cess to information, a vast majority 
remain unconnected. Especially when 
contemplating rural areas, the North-
South divide, the underprivileged, the 
inequalities are obvious. Data and 
technological advancement are crucial 
in health and medicine, for example, 
and all citizens should have access 
to the inroads that have been made. 
Technology also serves as a key vehi-
cle for education, and many children 
are still left out of the equation; in fact, 
we could argue that the digital gap 
also signifies an economic gap. Troll-
ing and fake news, alongside fascist 
movements that gain traction via the 
use of new media, is also drastically 
gendered. In short, many groups and 
populations do not reap the benefits 
of our collective human progress, and 
this reality is not challenged in the way 
it should be. 

Combining science and ethics 
for an improved and secure 
society

Understanding the epistemology be-
hind technology and innovation should 
accompany its application. Why we 
have engaged with it, and how we re-
late to fellow members of society be-
cause of it, is an important question 
to guide our future action. A contex-
tualized form of technology that has 
regard for the trajectory of human de-
velopment and understanding, as well 
as works to improve this development, 
is possible. In achieving progress, re-
spect and dignity must ground our 
work. These discussions stressed the 
importance of united effort, long-term 
intergenerational commitment and a 
mindset that embraces ideally equal 
participation and prosperity, or at least 
at the most basic level of secured well-
being, for all communities and the nat-
ural space they occupy. Again, collab-
orative effort and balance is required to 
ensure the collective good. 
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