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Against security

Mark Neocleous

We live, apparently, in insecure times. Sociology’s
current ‘grand thinkers’, for example, all highlight the
issue of insecurity in their accounts of what is vari-
ously described as ‘risk society’, ‘reflexive modernity’
and ‘postmodernity’. For Anthony Giddens, existential
anxiety is generated by the collapse of ontological
security in the late modern age, while Zygmunt
Bauman suggests reversing Freud’s argument in Civiliz-
ation and its Discontents. Where Freud believed that
civilization is a trade-off in which we achieve a certain
security by sacrificing a certain degree of individual
desire, it is now security which is sacrificed on the
altar of ever-expanding individual freedom and liberty,
producing endemic insecurity in its wake. Similarly,
Ulrich Beck’s influential thesis about ‘risk society’
depends heavily on the intrinsic connection drawn
between risk and security. Not only the new global
market, but what is taken to be its opposite — the
idea that society can be planned and bureaucratically
ordered from above — bring about insecurity on a
wide scale. The hazards and problems produced by
society ‘exceed the bases of societal conceptions of
security’. Thus the disappearance of lifelong jobs,
the fact that we can no longer feel safe in what we
eat or drink, the phenomenon of global warming, are
all indicators of intensified levels of insecurity — both
real and perceived.!

In an interesting parallel development, ‘insecurity’
has also come to play a major role in other disciplines.
Introducing a recent collection of essays on the theme
from within social policy, John Vail comments that
‘insecurity has seeped into the fabric of our lives, and
has become the template of our daily lived experience’
— an idea which has also been used within political
economy as a means of identifying and gauging the
damaging effects of neo-liberal policy.? Within main-
stream party politics Blair and his apparatchiks have
in part justified their reformist zeal on the grounds
that the Labour Party’s core constituency is insecure,
is feeling insecure, and must be made to feel secure
again.’® It appears that the ‘age of reason’, the ‘age of
science’, the ‘age of ideology’ and all the other ‘ages’

we are said to have been through have now been
replaced by the ‘age of insecurity’.

This widespread claim comes at a time when equally
widespread demands have been made for an expansion
of the concept ‘security’. Within international relations,
for example, long the disciplinary home of ‘security
studies’, arguments for a ‘broad’ concept of security
extending beyond the traditional sectors of state and
military are now common. Buzan, Waver and Wilde’s
‘new framework’ for security analysis, for example,
‘attempts to widen the security agenda by claiming
security status for issues and referent objects in the
economic, environmental and societal sectors, as well
as the military—political ones that define traditional
security studies’. Indeed, the question of how the
concept of security can be expanded, broadened or
deepened has been the central debate within inter-
national relations theory in the 1990s.*

Influential political figures and institutions have
also called for an expansion of the concept along
similar lines. The Clinton administration in the early
1990s and Yeltsin in the late 1990s both called for
‘a new understanding of the meaning and nature of
national security’, while the 1994 United Nations
Human Development Report encouraged ‘a new con-
cept of human security’ much broader than the older,
narrow, definition focused on military and territorial
issues. The Report invites us to move ‘from nuclear
security to human security’, with the latter incor-
porating ‘universal’ concerns within several broad
categories: economic security, food security, health
security, environmental security, personal security,
community security and political security. Similarly,
the 1995 Commission on Global Governance proposed
to broaden security ‘from its traditional focus on the
security of states’ to the ‘security of people and the
planet’, and in the same year the UN secretary-general,
Boutros Boutros-Ghali, called for a ‘conceptual break-
through’ going ‘beyond armed territorial security’
towards incorporating ‘the security of people in their
homes, jobs and communities’. Such arguments have
dominated debates within the European Union during
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the same period.”> In many ways such comments con-
solidate tendencies which first emerged within the
reports from international commissions in the 1980s,
such as the Brandt Report (1980) on the wealth divide
and the Brundtland Report (1987) on the environ-
ment. There had begun to develop what the Brandt
Report describes as ‘a new, more comprehensive under-
standing of “security” which would be less restricted
to the purely military aspects’® But they come at a
time when insecurity is a central trope around which
a whole host of social scientific researchers now base
their work.

One of the advantages said to follow from expanding
the security concept — to the individual, for example
— and incorporating within it more ‘human’ concerns
is that it helps focus on factors causing the generalized
insecurity we now face. Claiming ‘security status’ for
an issue is said to render it somehow more important
and the need to deal with it more urgent than simply
designating it a problem. The general outcome is a
demand for ‘more security’. One of Blair’s leading
wonks describes the key question in the ‘new economy’
as how to provide greater security; even more critical
writers comment that ‘at the heart of social democracy
is the one economic feature specifically and unasham-
edly ruled out by the resurgent free market: security.
Social democracy offers nothing if it does not offer
security.”” And one can trace a clear line between
the account of ontological security Giddens adapts
from Husserl, Schutz, Goffman and Garfinkel and his
presentation of the renewal of social democracy (the
‘third way’) as the basis of a new security.® It has even
been suggested that the way to mobilize resources to
deal with environmental degradation is to think of the
environment not just as a security issue, but as the
ultimate security issue.’

My concern in this article is as follows. There
is no doubt that the demand to ‘securitize’ issues
such as poverty and the environment comes from
a genuine desire to do something about them. Such
appeals to ‘security’ might have an instinctive appeal
for the Left generally, concerned as it must be with
these same issues. Buying into the assumption that
the best way to have something done about these
issues is to code them as questions of (in)security
would appear to render objections to it — arguments
against security — completely out of place. In fact,
as I shall argue, this is the very problem. A more
critical interrogation of the concept of security
reveals a deeply problematic core. In this article I
therefore aim to show, first, that ‘security’ is one of
the essential categories in the self-understanding of

bourgeois society; second, that the extensive ‘secu-
ritizing’ of such a wide range of issues now taking
place is in fact a mechanism by which they become
depoliticized; third, that this is a dangerous political
game to play; and fourth that, by implication at least,
the concept of security therefore has little place in
critical theory.

| like your word ‘security’

In the summer of 1945, a few days before Hiroshima
received its abject lesson in US military power, Joseph
E. Johnson, chief of International Security Affairs in
the US State Department, commented that ‘the abstract
noun “security” has acquired a very concrete signifi-
cance for us’. There had been, he thought, a significant
change in the attitude towards security, which could be
witnessed by the fact that it had become ‘impossible to
read a newspaper, or leaf through a magazine, or go to
a dinner party’ without being aware of the widespread
discussions of the concept. A few months later in the
autumn of that year a range of civilian and military
heads of different parts of the US state testified before
a Senate committee on the unification of the military
services; whereas talks on the same issue eighteen
months previously had barely used the term ‘security’,
by the 1945 talks the term was on everyone’s lips, in
conjunction with the concept of the nation — ‘national
security’. The most forceful advocate of the concept,
Navy Secretary Kames Forrestal, commented that
‘national security’ can only be secured with a broad
and comprehensive front, adding that ‘I am using the
word “security” here consistently and continuously
rather than “defense”.” The idea appeared so new that
one Senator commented, ‘I like your words “national
security”.1?

The subsequent creations of the US National Secu-
rity Council and the Central Intelligence Agency were
a product of debates not about ‘defence’ (seen as too
narrowly military) or even ‘national interest’ (seen as
too weak a concept to form the basis of the exercise
of state power) but about ‘national security’, embodied
in the National Security Act of 1947. The implications
of this development on the security concept were
massive, not just because the global expansion of US
power spawned and funded a generation of academ-
ics guided towards area studies, security studies and
international relations more generally,'! but because it
appeared to place the state at the heart of the security
question: it was the state which was to be secured
and the state’s security which was to be prioritized.
To spell out the implications of this we need to take
a historical detour.



The English word ‘security’ comes from the Latin
securitas/securus. As an explicitly political concept
securitas became prominent with the motto securitas
publica — the safety or defence of empire — which built
on the idea of necessity contained in the earlier idea
of raison d’état and followed the assumptions embod-
ied in the Peace of Westphalia. This was eventually
transformed into the idea of security of state. Hence
the Act of Security (1704), passed by the Scottish
Parliament excluding Queen Anne’s successor from the
throne unless conditions of government were enacted
securing the independence of the kingdom. The US
development of the concept in 1945 may be seen as
reviving and building on this tradition.

But ‘security’ has another, less obvious history.
The Latin securitas/securus is derived from sine
cura. Sine — meaning without, and cura — meaning
troubling, solicitude, care, anxiety, attention, pains,
grief and sorrow, guardianship, concern for persons
and things. Together they give us sine cura: to be
without care, free from cares and untroubled. Securitas
is consequently defined as freedom from concern and
danger, or, looked at from a slightly different angle,
safety and security.!> Lest this appear to provide the
taken-for-granted ‘positive’ dimension to security, it
is pertinent to note that the Oxford English Diction-
ary gives several examples of the way security was
originally thought of as a megative state: ‘our vayne
glory, our viciousness, avarice, ydleness, security’
(1564); ‘they ... were drowned in sinneful securitie’
(1575). Here ‘security is mortal’s chiefest enemie’,
as Shakespeare has Hecate declare in Macbeth (I11.
v.32). In terms of its origins, then, security referred to
individuals and was thought of as a careless, dangerous
and in some cases sinful confidence.

Although by the eighteenth century the term had
developed an intensely political meaning focused on
the state, the second half of that century was a period
of conceptual innovation for the concept of security,
as important as that after the Second World War, but
in an entirely different way. As with many concepts
in this period — such as ‘interest’ and ‘independence’
—‘security’ underwent a semantic drift, shifting from
politics to the marketplace and being re-focused on
individuals, but this time as a positive term. That John
Stuart Mill could declare that security is ‘the most
vital of all interests’ and that ‘security of person and
property ... are the first needs of society’® was one
of the achievements of eighteenth-century liberalism,
which treated security and liberty as more or less
synonymous. Adam Smith, for example, refers to the
‘liberty’ and ‘security’ of individuals in the same

breath, while Montesquieu claims that ‘political liberty
consists in security or, at least, in the opinion one has
of one’s security’. Bentham in his work of the 1780s
suggests that ‘a clear idea of liberty will lead us to
regard it as a branch of security’.!* Almost identical
claims are made by a range of other writers in the
liberal tradition: ‘if population be connected with
national wealth, liberty and personal security is the
great foundation of both’ (Ferguson); ‘the design and
end of government, viz. freedom and security’ (Paine);
‘the people, having no political liberty, would have
no security for the continuance of the same laws’
(Priestley); ‘the loss of security’ is ‘the loss of liberty’
(Paley); ‘I would call security, if the expression does
not seem too abrupt to be clear, the assurance of legal
freedom’ (Humboldt)."> It was also found to be part
of English constitutional law concerning individual
liberty during this period.'s

This identification of liberty with security should
be understood as part of the articulation of a certain
vision of security: ‘liberty’ designated a range of
activities which occurred outside the political realm. In
stark contrast to the state-centred approach embodied
in the 1704 Act of Security and later revived by
the American state, as security became the decisive
criterion of liberty it came to imply the security of an
undisturbed development of the life process of society
as a whole. In other words, ‘security’ for liberalism
came to refer to the liberty of secure possession;
the liberty, that is, of private property. Government
exists ‘for the security of property’, Smith tells us,
presenting us with a triad of concepts which are run so
closely together that they are almost conflated: ‘liberty,
security, property’. The same triad can be found in
diverse places in the late eighteenth century, from
Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England
(1769) to the French declaration that the ‘Rights of

Man’ are ‘liberty, property, security’.!”

‘Security’, in
other words, became the cornerstone of the liberal
bourgeois mind. Liberalism’s radical recoding of the
politics of order in the eighteenth century turned
politics into a range of ‘security measures’ consistent
with liberal principles. The concept of security thus
became the ideological guarantee of the independent
and self-interested pursuit of property within bourgeois
society — the guarantee of the egoism of civil society.
In doing so, security became the supreme concept of
bourgeois society.'s

Historically, then, it might appear that there are two
broad approaches to security, a state-centric approach
and an approach focused on the individual property
owner. However, far from being opposites, these two



‘strands’ in the history of security are two sides of the
same security coin. Thinking about what unites them
reveals some of the problems with recent demands for
more security and the attempt to securitize a range of
social issues.

'Police, good order, and security’

Daniel Yergin has argued that the concept of national
security ‘postulates the interrelatedness of so many
different political, economic, and military factors that
developments halfway around the globe are seen to
have automatic and direct impact on America’s core
interests’. As a consequence virtually every develop-
ment in the world is perceived to be potentially crucial.
The range of threats becomes limitless. ‘The doctrine
[national security] is characterized by expansiveness, a
tendency to push the subjective boundaries of security
outward to more and more areas, to encompass more
and more geography and more and more problems’.!
But it is pertinent to note that as an explicit anti-com-
munist move, ‘national security’ was (and remains)
concerned with domestic as much as foreign politics.
The expansiveness of the doctrine also holds for per-
ceived problems internal to states: anything which
appears to threaten or even question the state regime
is deemed a security threat. The doctrine of ‘security’
postulates the interrelatedness of so many different
internal political, economic and social factors that
virtually nothing is beyond its concern. Characterized
by expansiveness concerning domestic issues and a
tendency to push the subjective boundaries of security
into more and more areas, ‘national security’ questions
come to encompass more and more spheres of social
life. This is apparent from the statutes themselves. The
National Security Act made the US military a central
participant in the American economy, requiring the
National Security Council ‘to advise the President
with respect to the integration of domestic, foreign
and military policies relating to the national security’;
the British Security Service Act of 1989 imposes on
the security service the function of ‘safeguard[ing] the
economic well-being’ of the nation; the US National
Security Education Act of 1991 similarly makes direct
links between national security and the ‘economic
well-being of the United States’. Such formulations
obscure any distinction between the civil and military
spheres and merge internal and external security. As
much as ‘national security’ may be state-centric, then,
it is in fact concerned with the penetration of civil
society by the state (which, we shall see, takes us back
to the concerns of liberalism). The best way to under-
stand this penetration is as a police project. 1 shall
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develop this argument initially through a brief account
of the work of two writers from very different intel-
lectual backgrounds who developed a critique of the
liberal conception of security in the early nineteenth
century: G.W.F. Hegel and Patrick Colquhoun.

While Hegel is clearly heavily influenced by Smith’s
account of the political economy of the wealth of
nations, his own understanding of the system of private
property is that it needs to be administered politically:
‘its adjustment also needs to be consciously regulated
by an agency which stands above both sides’. One of
the reasons for this is because the system of private
property necessarily requires the existence of a class
of poverty. This is a problem which ‘agitates and
torments modern societies’ but to which there is no
solution. The problem, however, is not poverty per se,
but the fact that from the class of poverty a further,
more dangerous ‘class’ can emerge, a ‘rabble’ without
right, integrity and honour and thus in rebellion against
property. This is a condition of profound insecurity
which needs to be dealt with politically. Colquhoun’s
starting point is also the links between the insecurity
of private property and the necessary existence of a
class of poverty. Because poverty is ‘that state and
condition in society where the individual has no sur-
plus labour in store, and, consequently, no property but
what is derived from the constant exercise of industry
in the various occupations of life’ — that is, ‘the state
of every one who must labour for subsistence’ — it is
not poverty that is the problem but indigence, ‘the
state of any one who is destitute of the means of
subsistence’. The insecurity of property therefore lies
in the existence of a class of poverty, and in particular
in the threat of this class becoming indigent (Hegel’s
‘rabble’). As with Hegel’s account, this situation needs
to be dealt with politically. For both writers the politi-
cal solution resides in the police.

Since for Hegel security is a form of universality
and a shape assumed by rationality, what the police
provides for ‘is the actualization and preservation
of the universal ... within the particularity of civil
society’. The police does this ‘as an external order
and arrangement for the protection and security of
the masses of particular ends and interests which have
their subsistence in this universal’. Security needs to be
guaranteed, and this is what the police provides. Simi-
larly, Colquhoun comments that ‘Security [of property]
does not proceed from severe punishments [but is] to
be attributed to a more correct and energetic system
of Police’. The purpose of policing here is ‘extend-
ing security to Commercial Property’ as a whole:
‘Wherever a proper Police attaches’, Colquhoun states



categorically, ‘good order and security will prevail.’
Police exists for the ‘well ordering and comfort of
Civil Society’, as Colquhoun puts it, or to ‘to mediate
between the individual and the universal’ and ‘care for
the particular interest as a common interest’, as Hegel
remarks. As such it consists in the most general pro-
cesses and institutions of public regulation, including
street-lighting, bridge-building, the pricing of daily
necessities, public health and, most significantly, the
poor law.?°

‘Police’ therefore consists in the ways in which
the state fabricates social order and administers civil
society in its search for security: security is the police
project. As Marx puts it, with typical acumen: security
is the concept of police.?' It is under the banner of
‘police’ that security most often marches, and vice
versa. This deepens the concept of security and draws
together the two approaches outlined above. First,
because in specifying the centrality of the policing
of poverty to security, the question of class — as the
key to making a market economy possible — becomes
from the bourgeois point of view an essential part
of the politics of security.”?> This undermines and
transforms the liberal identification of security with
individual liberty, turning it instead into a question of
class dynamics. Second, it is clear that despite Hegel’s
and Colquhoun’s attempts to locate police as part of
the institutional framework of civil society, for both
writers police is ultimately administered, and security

ultimately achieved, by the organs of state power.
The condition of security is thus not so much liberty
and property, nor the state itself, but the penetration
of civil society by the state via a range of police
mechanisms. Far from being a spontaneous order of
the kind found in liberal mythology, civil society is the
security project par excellence. Police is a mechanism
for securing civil society; a mechanism, that is, for
securing class society.

That the security of civil society is fabricated by the
state tells us something important about the concept of
security. The Oxford English Dictionary organizes the
entry for ‘Security’ under three sections, each highly
revealing. The first two sections reveal that ‘security’
operates as both noun and verb. ‘Security’ refers to
a condition (of being secure or protected), a state (of
freedom from care or doubt), or a quality (of being
securely fixed). But it also refers to a means of being
secure and thus a process (of making safe, of securing
something). The third meaning is financial — in the
sense of ‘security-bonds’ — revealing that ‘security’,
like ‘capital’, is a key term for both bourgeois econom-
ics and law. The fact that ‘security’ is both noun and
verb reveals that as much as one might talk about
the condition of security, one must also address the
substantive and active process of securing. As Dillon
puts it, security is not just a noun that names some-
thing, but a principle of formation that does things.?
On this basis, police should be thought of not as
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an institution or set of institutions but as a process,
a principle of formation. This process is necessary
because of the insecurity inherent in the system of
private property. The market rests on the insecurity
of economic actors, is founded on the insecurity of
a class of poverty forever on the edge of falling into
the state of indigence and becoming a rabble (or, as
some would later come to argue, consciously opting for
the money provided by the state rather than the wage
provided by capital) and, finally, is rendered insecure
by generating political enemies.

All security is defined in relation to insecurity. Not
only must any appeal to security involve a specification
of the fear which engenders it (as in Hobbes), but
this fear (insecurity) demands the counter-measures
(security) to neutralize, eliminate or constrain the
person, group, object or condition which engenders
fear. Securing is therefore what is done to a condition
that is insecure. It is only because it is shaped by inse-
curity that security can secure. This is what James Der
Derian describes as the paradox of security: in security
we find insecurity. Any argument for security contains
a strong trace of insecurity within it: ‘originating in
the contingency of life and the certainty of mortality,
the history of security reads as a denial, a resentment,
and finally a transcendence of this paradox. In brief,
the history is one of individuals seeking an impossible
security from the most radical “other” of life, the
terror of death.”>* One can apply this argument to civil
society and the state in general: the terror of death can
be thought of as a terror of social death — the death of
civil society itself. The history of security is a history
of the state seeking an impossible security from the
terror of the death of civil society and thus the end of
private property. To make the point in more explicit
class terms: it is because civil society generates its own
enemies that private property is inherently insecure.
The economic inactivity of the working class is the
heart of the insecurity of the system; the resistance of
this class to the social domination of private property
is its next step; and the political mobilization of the
class its highest form. Thus the history of police as a
security project is a history of private property’s fear
of its most radical ‘other’ (communism). The police
project involves nothing less than securing the social
system — the fabrication of social security — the aim
of which is less the security of the individual citizen,
assured of a safety net in place to help him or her in
times of need, and more the security of the existing
forms of social domination.?’ It is for this reason that
the idea of security is one of the principal ideological
mechanisms in operation within bourgeois society.
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Securitization as depoliticization

One of the features of the recent attempts to ‘achieve
security’ and to expand the concept accordingly is
that it speaks to the common-sense assumption that
security is something we all naturally seek. The texts
in question are replete with comments on the ‘pro-
found and unquenchable desire for security’, on how
‘insecurity is a timeless concern that is always with
us’, or how ‘concerns about human security are as
old as human history’, or how the need for security
is embodied in the ‘primal relation’ as ‘a fundamental
human emotion’?® On this assumption is based the
further argument that the things to be secured are
universal concerns — the environment, biotechnology,
economic life, and so on — about which there can be
no debate. ‘Environmental security’, for example, is
said to concern ‘the maintenance of the local and the
planetary biosphere as the essential support system on
which all other human enterprises depend’. Its ulti-
mate referent is therefore ‘the risk of losing achieved
levels of civilization — a return to forms of societal
barbarism’.?” Presenting us with the option ‘security
or barbarism?’ invites us to accept the identification
of security with, crudely speaking, ‘the good things
in life’ — that is, virtually everything to which we
think a rational society ought to aspire.”® As a politi-
cal technique, securitizing an issue simultaneously
homogenizes and mobilizes social and political forces
by highlighting an existential threat in the form of an
enemy, justifying actions outside the normal bounds
of political procedure. In the process the disruption of
normal liberal politics under the exercise of emergency
powers is legitimized. But this is a dangerous game
to play, for it encourages the blurring of the dividing
line between ‘normal’ and ‘exceptional’ or emergency
powers.?® Key social and political aspirations become
wrapped in the security blanket and incorporated into
the security agenda.

The corollary of the focus on (in)security is the per-
petual mystification of the processes of social power.
Whatever one feels about treating the environment,
economic change, new forms of migration, develop-
ments in biotechnology and so on, as existential threats,
the logically and politically prior point to be made is
that these are socially manufactured problems. To say
this is not to say that they are unimportant. It is to
say that they need to be understood in the context of
the historical intensification of capital accumulation,
an increased desire on the part of national govern-
ments to facilitate the search for profit on the part of
corporate power, and the decline of effective politi-
cal opposition. To securitize them, or to view them



through the prism of security, represents a profound
and disturbing failure of political awareness.® Far
from being unimportant, the ‘insecurities’ in fact raise
the central questions of social and political power; the
central questions, that is, of critical theory. And this
is the point: in the process of being securitized these
questions are being depoliticized.

Transforming social issues into questions of secu-
rity plays into the hands of corporate power by turning
us into consumers of the products of finance capital.
‘Security’ becomes a positional good defined by income
and access to private protective services, a prestige
symbol concerned less with dealing with the social
causes of insecurity and more with one’s own private
safety and personal insulation from ‘unsavoury’ social
elements. This revives the liberal assumptions about
individual autonomy and private property in the guise
of new forms of neo-liberal subjectivity. Much of the
contemporary sociological discourse on security, for
example, assumes that its achievement can be found
in a more productive relation to the self as a condi-
tion for liberty, requiring active participation in the
schemes and plans put forward by those institutions
of corporate finance which have come to replace the
more traditional mechanisms of ‘social security’ (the
‘third way’). Thus ‘insecurity’ comes to be used as a
strategy for encouraging investment in private health-
care schemes and pensions, or for consuming the
commodities which are said to make us more secure.
This denies that security is a political relation and
makes it the responsibility of the private individual
pursuing their self-interest, consolidating its position
as one of the greatest commodities of our time.

Far from encouraging political action, the outcome
has been to help realize a fortress mentality, either
forcing us further into our privatized (but secure)
universes or transforming the public sphere through
the intensification of surveillance programmes.?' There
is an integral link between security and knowledge, as
Nietzsche noted (‘is the jubilation of those who attain
knowledge not the jubilation over the restoration of a
sense of security?’), but the point needs to be made
politically. Security functions as knowledge, relies on
knowledge, produces knowledge, and uses its claim
to knowledge as licence to render all aspects of life
transparent to the state. Security therefore requires
that civil society be calculable and knowable, a project
of knowledge and calculation in the services of state
power. Hannah Arendt’s comment that under totali-
tarian rule ‘the police dreams that one look at the
gigantic map on the office wall should suffice at any
given moment to establish who is related to whom and

in what degree of intimacy’ is the police dream in a
liberal democracy too. It is no more than the dream
of state power and its search for security.*?

Moreover, labelling an issue a security problem
enables the state to curb criticism, shut off debate,
undermine civil liberties and, if necessary, destroy
those individuals and groups which offer political
opposition to the system that produces the insecurity
in the first place — groups, that is, which try to
politicize rather than securitize the issues. For if, say,
environmental questions are security questions, then
it is perfectly reasonable for the security services to
place environmental groups under surveillance. Thus,
as a major contribution to making us more secure, the
Prevention of Terrorism bill currently being considered
by the British parliament will treat environmental
groups as terrorist organizations. The liberal-Left res-
ponse to this argument is that the demand for ‘more
security’ has to be couched in terms of the rule of
law and basic rights. But this reveals itself to be
a politically naive misunderstanding of ruling-class
inventiveness with the concept of security, not least
because the ruling class has been most sensitive to
the fact that property and the state are the two sides
of the security coin. For example, Master of the Rolls
Lord Donaldson has argued that,

although they give rise to tensions at the interface,
‘national security’” and ‘civil liberties” are on the
same side. In accepting, as we must, that to some
extent the needs of national security must displace
civil liberties, albeit to the least possible extent, it is
not irrelevant to remember that the maintenance of
national security underpins and is the foundation of
all our civil liberties.*?

The beauty of such a formulation is in the way that it
synthesizes the classical liberal principle of individual
rights with one of the most trenchant twentieth-century
formulations of authoritarian rule.

The demand for security, then, lends itself to the
greater exercise of state power and private property.
As part of the coinage of power ‘security’ is a funda-
mental ideological tool of the system of internal
political repression and social domination, and secu-
ritization little more than a technique for grounding
and legitimating the political regime, equating the
political status quo with the desirable order and giving
the state virtually carte blanche powers to protect
it.* In a situation where the obvious existence of
widespread insecurity would appear to make the call
for more security unchallengeable, the Left needs to
remember that security is the supreme concept of
bourgeois society. Far from generating new ways of
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thinking about social and political questions, the cry
of ‘insecurity’ has induced an intellectual paralysis
and failure of political awareness. To demand ‘more
security’ is to add our signatures to the operating
manual of class rule and blind us to the possibility
of building real alternatives to existing forms of the
state and private property. Securitizing questions of
social and political power has the debilitating effect
of allowing the state to subsume genuinely political
action concerning the issues in question, consolidating
the power of the existing forms of social domination,
and justifying the short-circuiting of even the most
minimal liberal democratic procedures. Rather than
securitizing issues, then, we should be looking for
ways to politicize them in non-security ways. It is
worth remembering that one meaning of ‘secure’ is
‘unable to escape’: we should avoid thinking about
state power and private property through categories
which may render us unable to escape them.

Notes

1. Anthony Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity,
Polity Press, Cambridge, 1990, p. 131; Anthony Gid-
dens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in
the Late Modern Age, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1991,
pp. 35-69; Zygmunt Bauman, Postmodernity and its
Discontents, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1997, pp. 2-3,
124; Zygmunt Bauman, Globalization: The Human Con-
sequences, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1998, pp. 116-18;
Zygmunt Bauman, In Search of Politics, Polity Press,
Cambridge, 1999, pp. 16-24; Ulrich Beck, Risk Society:
Towards a New Modernity, trans. Mark Ritter, Sage,
London, 1992, pp. 76, 98, 153, 197, 220, 227; Ulrich
Beck, Ecological Enlightenment: Essays on the Politics
of the Risk Society, trans. Mark Ritter, Humanities Press,
New Jersey, 1995, p. 126; Ulrich Beck, World Risk So-
ciety, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1999, pp. 6, 38, 56, 74;
Jane Franklin, ed., The Politics of Risk Society, Polity
Press, Cambridge, 1998, pp. 2, 77, 85, 90-95, 121, 126;
Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens and Scott Lash, Reflexive
Modernization: Politics, Tradition and Aesthetics in the
Modern Social Order, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1994,
pp. 80, 116-17, 141.

2. John Vail, ‘Insecure Times: Conceptualising Insecurity
and Security’, in John Vail, Jane Wheelock and Michael
Hill, eds, Insecure Times: Living with Insecurity in Con-
temporary Society, Routledge, London, 1999; Larry El-
liott and Dan Atkinson, The Age of Insecurity, Verso,
London, 1998.

3. Tony Blair, ‘Battle for Britain’, Guardian, 29 January
1996, p. 11; Peter Mandelson and Roger Liddle, The
Blair Revolution: Can New Labour Deliver?, Faber,
London, 1996, pp. 1-7.

4. Barry Buzan, Ole Waver and Jaap de Wilde, Security:
A New Framework for Analysis, Lynne Rienner, Boulder
CO, 1998, p. 1. More generally, see Jessica Tuchman
Mathews, ‘Redefining Security’, Foreign Affairs, vol.
68, no. 2, 1989, pp. 162-77; Michael Renner, National
Security: The Economic and Environmental Dimen-
sions, Worldwatch Paper 89, Washington DC, 1989;
Barry Buzan, People, States and Fear: An Agenda for

14

International Security Studies in the Post-Cold War
Era, 2nd edn, Harvester, Hemel Hempstead, 1991; Ole
Weaver, Barry Buzan, Morten Kelstrup and Pierre Le-
maitre, with David Carlton, Identity, Migration and the
New Security Agenda in Europe, Pinter, London, 1993;
J. Ann Tickner, ‘Re-visioning Security’, in Ken Booth
and Steve Smith, International Relations Theory Today,
Polity Press, Cambridge, 1995; Ronnie D. Lipschutz,
‘On Security’, in Ronnie D. Lipschutz, ed., On Security,
Columbia University Press, New York, 1995.

. Yeltsin, cited in Jonathan Steele, ‘The Dream Goes

Cold’, Guardian, 17 November 1999; Bill Clinton,
speech at the United Nations, 27 September 1993, and
Boutros Boutros-Ghali, ‘Let’s Get Together to Halt the
Unravelling of Society’, International Herald Tribune,
10 February 1995, both cited in Emma Rothchild, ‘What
is Security?’, Daedalus, vol. 124, no. 3, 1995; United
Nations Development Programme, Human Development
Report 1994, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1994, pp.
1-3, 22-40; The Commission on Global Governance,
Our Global Neighbourhood, Oxford University Press,
Oxford, 1995, p. 78. For a range of comments from
within the European Union concerning unemployment,
welfare, law and order, immigration and a whole range
of other issues, as security issues, see Buzan, Waver
and Wilde, Security, pp. 179-89.

. Report of the Independent Commission on International

Development Issues, North—South: A Programme for
Survival, Pan Books, London, 1980, pp. 124-5; World
Commission on Environment and Development, Our
Common Future, Oxford University Press, Oxford,
1987, pp. 6-7, 290-304.

. Charles Leadbetter, Living on Thin Air: The New Econo-

my, Penguin Viking, London, 1999, pp. 157, 226; Elliott
and Atkinson, Age of Insecurity, p. Vii.

. Anthony Giddens, The Third Way: The Renewal of So-

cial Democracy, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1998, pp. 62,
124. Also note Beck’s comment on the politicization of
security in Democracy Without Enemies, trans. Mark
Ritter, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1998, p. 134.

. Norman Myers, Ultimate Security: The Environmental

Basis of Political Stability, W.W. Norton, New York,
1993. On the same theme, see Michael Renner, Fighting
for Survival: Environmental Decline, Social Conflict and
the New Age of Insecurity, Earthscan, London, 1997.

. Daniel Yergin, Shattered Peace: The Origins of the Cold

War, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1980, pp. 194-6.

. Recently given new impetus by the National Security

Education Act (1991) which created a $150 million fund
to improve university teaching of area studies and for-
eign languages.

. Michael Dillon, Politics of Security: Towards a Political

Philosophy of Continental Thought, Routledge, London,
1996, pp. 16, 125.

. ‘Utilitarianism’ (1861) and ‘Considerations on Repre-

sentative Government’ (1861), in Utilitarianism, On Lib-
erty and Considerations on Representative Government,
ed. H.B. Acton, Dent, London, 1972, pp. 50, 355.

. Adam Smith, Lectures on Jurisprudence (1762-64),

ed. R.L. Meek, D.D. Raphael and P.G. Stein, Liberty
Fund, Indianapolis, 1982, pp. 405, 412, 540, 722-3,
944; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws (1748), trans.
Anne Cohler, Basia Miller and Harold Stone, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 1989, Pt 2, Book 12, Ch.
2; also Pt 2, Book 11, Ch. 6; Jeremy Bentham, Principles
of the Civil Code, in The Works of Jeremy Bentham,
Volume I, ed. John Bowring, William Tait, Edinburgh,



16.

17.

18.

19.
20.

21.
22.

23.
24.

1843, pp. 302, 307; also see An Introduction to the Prin-
ciples of Morals and Legislation (1789), in A Fragment
on Government and An Introduction to the Principles
of Morals and Legislation, Blackwell, Oxford, 1960, p.
147.

. Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil So-

ciety (1767), Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh,
1966; Thomas Paine, Common Sense (1776), in Rights
of Man, Common Sense and Other Political Writings,
ed. Mark Philp, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1995,
p- 7; Joseph Priestley, ‘An Essay on the First Principles
of Government’ (1771), in Political Writings, ed. Peter
Miller, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1993,
p. 32; William Paley, The Principles of Moral and Politi-
cal Philosophy, R. Faulder, London, 1785, pp. 444-5;
and Wilhelm von Humboldt, The Limits of State Action
(1792), ed. J.W. Burrow, Liberty Fund, Indianapolis,
1993, p. 84.

Entick v. Carrington (1765), in which the court argued
that the constitution existed to protect liberty and secu-
rity (State Trials, 1765, 1030).

Adam Smith, Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the
Wealth of Nations (1776), ed. R.H. Campbell, A.S. Skin-
ner and W.B. Todd, Liberty Fund, Indianapolis, 1979,
pp- 710, 944, see also 456, 910; William Blackstone,
Commentaries on the Laws of England, vol. 1, Dawsons,
London, 1966, p. 125.

Karl Marx, ‘On the Jewish Question’, in Karl Marx,
Early Writings, trans. Rodney Livingstone and Gregor
Benton, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1975, p. 230.
Yergin, Shattered Peace, pp. 5-6, 12—13, 196.

G.W.F. Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, ed.
Allen Wood, trans. H.B. Nisbet, Cambridge University
Press, Cambridge, 1991, paras. 188, 232-3, 236, 244,
248-9; G.W.F. Hegel, Lectures on Natural Right and
Political Science: The First Philosophy of Right: Heidel-
berg, 1817-1818, trans. J. Michael Stewart and Peter
C. Hodgson, University of California Press, Berkeley,
1995, para. 119; G.W.F. Hegel, ‘Lectures of 1819-1820°,

cited in Allen Wood, ‘Editorial Notes’ to Philosophy of

Right, p. 453; G.W.F. Hegel, Encyclopedia of the Philo-
sophical Sciences (1830), published as The Philosophy
of Mind, trans. William Wallace, Clarendon Press, Ox-
ford, 1971, para. 533; Patrick Colquhoun, A Treatise
on the Police of the Metropolis, Etc., 2nd edn, H. Fry,
London, 1796, pp. 357, 428-35; Patrick Colquhoun, A
Treatise on Indigence, etc., J. Hatchard, London, 1806,

pp. 7-8; Patrick Colquhoun, A Treatise on the Police of

the Metropolis, Etc., 7th edn, J. Mawman, London, 1806,
pp. Preface, 94-5, 567, 591-601. For a fuller account
of the significance of Colquhoun and Hegel’s work on
these issues, see Mark Neocleous, ‘Policing the System
of Needs: Hegel, Political Economy, and the Police of
the Market’, History of European Ideas, vol. 24, no. 1,
1998, pp. 43-58, and Mark Neocleous, ‘Social Police
and the Mechanisms of Prevention: Patrick Colquhoun
and the Police of the Poor’, British Journal of Criminol-
ogy, forthcoming, 2000.

Marx, ‘On the Jewish Question’, p. 230.

Colin Gordon, ‘Governmental Rationality: An Intro-
duction’, in Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon and Peter
Miller, eds, The Foucault Effect: Studies in Govern-
mentality, Harvester Wheatsheaf, Hemel Hempstead,
1991, p. 31.

Dillon, Politics of Security, pp. 16, 122.

James Der Derian, Antidiplomacy: Spies, Terror, Speed,

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

and War, Blackwell, Oxford, 1992, p. 75; R.N. Berki,
Security and Society: Reflections on Law, Order and
Politics, Dent, London, 1986, pp. 39, 231; Dillon, Poli-
tics of Security, p. 121.

For a fuller account, see Mark Neocleous, The Fabric-
ation of Social Order: A Critical Theory of Police
Power, Pluto Press, London, 2000.

Respectively: Bauman, In Search of Politics, p. 23;
Jane Wheelock, ‘Who Dreams of Failure? Insecurity in
Modern Capitalism’, in Vail et al., eds, Insecure Times,
p- 24; Renner, Fighting for Survival, p. 18; Bill Mc-
Sweeny, Security, Identity and Interests: A Sociology of
International Relations, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 1999, pp. 15, 199.

Buzan, People, States and Fear, pp. 19-20; Buzan,
Weaver and Wilde, Security, p. 75.

See here Laurence Lustgarten and lan Leigh, In From the
Cold: National Security and Parliamentary Democracy,
Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1994, p. 27.

See here William Scheuerman, ‘Globalization and Ex-
ceptional Powers: The Erosion of Liberal Democracy’,
Radical Philosophy 93, Jan/Feb 1999, pp. 14-24.

For similar claims in the context of the environment
and migration respectively, see Daniel Deudney, ‘The
Case Against Linking Environmental Degradation and
National Security’, Millennium, vol. 19, no. 3, 1990,
pp. 461-76; and Jef Huysmans, ‘The Question of the
Limit: Desecuritisation and the Aesthetics of Horror in
Political Realism’, Millennium, vol. 27, no. 3, 1998, pp.
569-89.

Mike Davis, City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in
Los Angeles, Vintage, London, 1992, pp. 223-63. The
use of ‘security cameras’ in public spaces is a good
example of the ways in which security issues lend them-
selves to corporate and state power. In Britain the evi-
dence for how successful security cameras are in making
us more secure is mixed. The only Home Office review
to date found that CCTV had little impact on the crimes
that most concern the public, and that in the areas exam-
ined robbery and theft continued to rise. Nonetheless the
argument that such surveillance renders us more secure
continues to be made, most notably by the corporate
powers which have an economic interest in the sale of
such technology and by the state which has a politi-
cal interest in surveillance — indeed, the Home Office
press release launching the report made no mention of
any negative findings, instead choosing to repeat the
platitudes about CCTV reducing crime and therefore the
need for such surveillance. For a discussion of this and
related research, see Clive Norris and Gary Armstrong,
The Maximum Surveillance Society: The Rise of CCTV,
Berg, Oxford, 1999, pp. 63-7.

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science (1887), trans. Wal-
ter Kaufmann, Vintage, New York, 1974, p. 301; Hannah
Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (1950), Harcourt
Brace, San Diego, 1973, p. 435; Dillon, Politics of Se-
curity, p. 17.

R. v. Secretary of State for the Home Secretary, ex parte
Cheblak [1991], All England Law Reports, 1991, vol.
2, p. 334, writing about the internment of Iraqis and
Palestinians during the Gulf War.

Huysmans, ‘Question of the Limit’, p. 580; David Camp-
bell, Writing Security: United States Foreign Policy and
the Politics of Identity, University of Minnesota Press,
Minneapolis, 1992.

15


https://www.researchgate.net/publication/288915112

