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Preface

This book is about securitization as a theory, a policy, and a framework.1 Since the 
publication of Buzan, Waever and de Wilde’s Security: A New Framework for Analysis in 
1998, securitization has become one of the dominant approaches to security. 
Building upon a mixture of theories of International Relations, securitization 
addresses the following interdependent questions: W hat counts as a security prob­
lem? Why do certain challenges become security issues while others do not? How 
are threat images realized in policies? Are the realms of security and politics com­
patible or mutually exclusive?

Provisionally, I define securitization as a set o f interrelated practices, and the processes of 
their production, diffusion, and reception/translation that bring threats into being.'1 The innova­
tion of securitization theory is important for changing the attitude of security theo­
rists toward language. For securitization theory, language is not only concerned 
with what is “out there” as mainstream theories of International Relations hold, but 
is also constitutive of world politics. It is not only “representational”. The natural 
tendency of mainstream approaches to international relations, such as Realism or 
Liberalism, is to explain insecurity by identifying an objective situation as threaten­
ing to an objective entity. To students of securitization, by contrast, threats are not 
separable from the intersubjective representations in which communities come to 
know them. In short, insecurity partakes of a distinctive type of shared knowledge.

There is one fundamental political consequence to this. Traditional approaches 
to security often limit the responsibility of political leaders to their ability in curbing 
a given menace. The realist argument of external threat, for example, masks the 
construction of threat images, and the equally important political functions it 
serves. On this view, leaders can only be held accountable for failing to take appro­
priate steps in confronting a threat. To students of securitization, by contrast, the 
very way threats are tackled depend upon how they are perceived which is not 
always commanded by the objectives features of what is called a “menace”. Instead, 
the social design of a security problem conditions and legitimates the kind of means 
used to stop it. Thus, defining a menace is a normative political act. In other words, 
those who define a threat can be held accountable, as threats are also the product of 
their entrepreneurship.

Securitization is a popular area. The volume of articles produced in the last 
decade is impressive. There is now a rich (and growing) body of conceptual
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intuitions, theoretical claims, and hypotheses. In this context, the book argues that 
the main task facing students of securitization is not to add to the already long list of 
arguments and conjectures but instead to unpack and re-present these diverse 
approaches into a coherent set of assumptions guiding empirical research.

Securitization Theory aims to restructure securitization theory by developing a com­
mon theoretical ground upon which empirical studies can be grounded. To do so, 
it designs a new framework for analysis, which provides a sociological twist to 
understanding how security issues emerge, evolve and dissolve. My hope is that 
even when the contributions in this volume emphasize, in different ways, the three 
core assumptions offered in A Theory o f Securitization (chapter 1 of this volume), or 
push them in a specific direction, students of securitization will have acquired some 
analytically rigorous means, in the form of a  common language, which allows them 
to contribute to the construction of a comprehensive theory of securitization.

After a  first round of (electronic) exchanges, the book began to take life in May 
2009, at a workshop convened at the Centre for European Studies -  Sciences Po 
Paris. This gave us the opportunity to test and improve the arguments of the chap­
ters and to strengthen the book’s coherence. I thank Renaud Dehousse and Linda 
Amrani respectively, the Director and the Administrative Manager of the Centre, 
who offered invaluable logistic support. During that Workshop, and even after, 
contributors fully played the game of delving into other authors’ work and provided 
clear, often incisive, but always very helpful suggestions. The final product pre­
sented here owes much to their insights. They cannot, however, be blamed for all of 
what, as editor, I have done with their comments. I must acknowledge the impres­
sive contribution of Stephane Baele, Maijorie Legendre, Elisabeth Meur, and Leon 
Sampana, my research and teaching assistants. For so generously supporting my 
travels to places where the progress o f the book and its results were discussed, I owe 
thanks to the Belgian National Fund for Scientific Research (FRS-FNRS). I would 
not have contemplated the book without Peter Burgess’s encouragement to submit 
it to P R IO ’s New Security Studies series. Finally, I thank three anonymous review­
ers for Routledge.

Thierry Balzacq 
Lille (France)

Notes
1 The concept of “securitization” which was coined in the banking system was initially 

transposed into International Relations by Ole Wtever (1989).
2 For a comprehensive definition of securitization, however, see Chapter 1 of this volume.

1 A theory of securitization
Origins, core assumptions, 
and variants

Thierry B alzacq

This chapter reformulates the assumptions of securitization in a form appropriate 
to empirical studies and to the development of a comprehensive theory. Drawing 
on a variety of IR theories—constructivism, poststructuralism, critical theory—stu­
dents of securitization aim to explicate the structures and processes that constitute 
security problems.1 Securitization theory elaborates the insight that no issue is 
essentially a menace. Something becomes a security problem through discursive 
politics.2 However, within securitization theory there are various ways to charac­
terize this insight. On one side, those working in a poststructuralist tradition believe 
in a “social magic” power of language, a magic in which the conditions of possibil­
ity of threats are internal to the act of saying “security.” ‘The word “security” ,’ 
argues Waever (1995:55), a pioneer of securitization studies, ‘is the a c t. . .  by saying 
it something is done.’ In short, ‘security is a speech act’ (Ibid.).3 In essence, the basic 
idea of the speech act theory is, simply expressed: certain statements, according to 
Austin, do more than merely describe a given reality and, as such, cannot be judged 
as false or true. Instead these utterances realize a specific action; they “do” things: 
they are “performatives” as opposed to “constatives” that simply report states of 
affairs and are thus subject to truth and falsity tests. This view, which is part of the 
philosophy of language fold, provides foundations for the Copenhagen School (CS) 
approach to securitization. Thus, I call it “philosophical.”4

Others, including those with a social theory influence, talk about securitization 
primarily in terms of practices, context, and power relations that characterize the 
construction of threat images. The argument is that while discursive practices are 
important in explaining how some security problems originate, many develop with 
little if any discursive design. This variant is termed “sociological.” It inspires most 
of the contributions of this volume.

There are three key differences between the philosophical and the sociological 
view of securitization. First is that the philosophical variant ultimately reduces secu­
rity to a conventional procedure such as marriage or betting in which the “felicity cir­
cumstances” (conditions of success of speech act) must fully prevail for the act to go 
through. The sociological view argues, on the contrary, that securitization is better 
understood as a strategic (pragmatic) process that occurs within, and as part of, a 
configuration of circumstances, including the context, the psycho-cultural 
disposition of the audience, and the power that both speaker and listener bring to
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2 Thieny Balzacq

the interaction. In other words, if the strategic action of discourse operates at the 
level of persuasion and uses various artefacts (metaphors, emotions, stereotypes, 
gestures, silence, and even lies) to reach its goals, the speech act seeks to establish 
universal principles of communication, the value of which is to be functional what­
ever the context, culture, and whatever the relative power of the actors. In fact, this 
contrast between the strategic and speech act view of security parallels the differ­
ence between “pragmatics” and “universal pragmatics.”5 While the first deals with 
language usage, including a colourful use of language to attain a goal, universal 
pragmatics is primarily concerned with fundamental principles (or rules) underly­
ing communicative action.6

Second is that, for the sociological variant, performatives are situated actions 
mediated by agents’ habitus; that is, a set of dispositions that informs their percep­
tions and behaviors (Bourdieu 1990, 1991). Performatives are thus analyzed as 
nodal loci of practices, results of power games within the social field or context on 
the one hand, and between the latter and the habitus on the other. In this instance, 
the discourse of securitization manifests a distinct kind of agency, i.e., a ‘temporally 
constructed engagement by actors of different structural environment—the tem­
poral relational contexts of action—which, through the interplay of habit, imagi­
nation, and judgment, both reproduces and transforms those structures in 
interactive response to the problems posed by changing historical situation’ 
(Emirbayer and Mische 1998:970).

Third is that audience is important for both philosophical and sociological 
approaches to securitization, but it is conceived in different terms by each. For 
the philosophical view, the audience is a formal—given—category, which is 
often poised in a receptive mode. The sociological view emphasizes, by contrast, 
the mutual constitution of securitizing actors and audiences. In this respect, 
audience is not necessarily a fully constituted entity, across the board, as the 
speech act tends to assumes, but an emergent category that must be adjudicated 
empirically, before being set as a level of analysis. This does not mean that the 
sociological model subscribes to the argument that speech act “creates” the audi­
ence, because this would transform audience into a pure byproduct of a speech act 
event.

Taken together, these three differences open a new avenue not available to the 
philosophical view. Securitization can be discursive and non-discursive; intentional 
and non-intentional; performative but not ‘an act in itself. In short, security prob­
lems can be designed or they can emerge out of different practices, whose initial aim 
(if they ever had) was not in fact to create a  security problem. As Pouliot (2008:261) 
puts it, following Bourdieu, ‘social action is not necessarily preceded by a premedi­
tated design. A practice can be oriented toward a goal without being consciously 
informed by it.’ In this light, securitization consists of practices which instantiate 
intersubjective understandings through the habitus inherited from different, often com­
peting social fields (Balzacq etal. 2010). The dispositif weaves these practices. Thus, 
in addition to discourse analysis, the sociological view argues that the study of 
securitization is compatible with other methods currently available in social sci­
ences (see Chapter 2).

A theory of securitization 3

On the surface, the difference between the two variants seems rather stark. On 
closer inspection, however, the two variants are primarily ideal types, meaning that 
studies of securitization do not necessarily fall neatly within a particular category. In 
other words, examining the development of threats combines philosophical and 
sociological insights, with the proviso that statements about the “magical power” of 
speech acts are moderated. This is what Bourdieu attempted, if in a different 
domain, by insisting on the symbolic power of words, that is

the power of constituting the given through utterances, of making people see 
and believe, of confirming and transforming the vision of the world and, 
thereby, action on the world and the world itself, an almost magical power 
which enables one to obtain the equivalent o f what is attained through (mate­
rial) force. . . ,  by virtue of the specific effect of mobilization.7

In this citation, the qualification “almost” (in French: presque or quasiment) has been 
dropped by many commentators, but it is probably more important than often 
thought. In fact, for Bourdieu, the symbolic power does not pertain to the illocution­
ary force (in which case it will be absolute magic), but is, on the contrary, associated 
with the ‘belief in the legitimacy of words and those who utter them.’8 It is, there­
fore, mainly at the intersection of the legitimacy of agents involved and words used, 
that the symbolic power of security lies.

Securitization is not a self-referential practice but an intersubjective process.9 Recall 
the definition proposed in the preface, whereby securitization was understood as a 
set ofinterrelated practices, and the processes o f their production, diffusion, and reception/transla­
tion that bring threats into being. The strength of this definition is its parsimony. It has 
two main weaknesses, however. One, this definition is not so different from other 
conceptualizations of the construction of security problems. Two, it overlooks one 
of the fundamental constituents of securitization, namely time constraint or the 
sense of criticality (i.e., the time left before something purportedly irremediable, 
happens). I propose, in this light, to consolidate it.

I define securitization as an articulated assemblage o f practices whereby heuristic artefacts 
(metaphors, polity tools, image repertoires, analogies, stereotypes, emotions, etc.) are contextually 
mobilized by a securitizing actor, who works to prompt an audience to build a coherent network of 
implications (feelings, sensations, thoughts, and intuitions), about the critical vulnerability o f a ref­
erent object, that concurs with the securitizing actor’s reasons for choices and actions, by investing the 
referent subject with such an aura ofunprecedented threatening complexion that a customized policy 
must be undertaken immediately to block its development. Beginning with a critical investiga­
tion of its lineages (section I), this chapter codifies securitization theory in terms of 
three core assumptions from which the structure of the volume will be constructed: 
1) the centrality of audience; 2) the co-dependency of agency and context; 3) 
the structuring force of the dispositif, that is, a constellation of practices and tools. 
This is the subject of section II. Facing the difficulty of mapping out different 
variants of securitization theory, section III reframes the distinction between the 
philosophical and the sociological variants o f securitization in relation to their 
commitment to our three assumptions. In particular, it outlines how the association
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4 Thierry Balzacq

of the speech act (philosophical) view with “poststructuralism” leads to 
methodological impasses. The purpose of the chapter is to contribute to the devel­
opment of a comprehensive theory of securitization, stripped of some of its original 
tensions, so that it can be easily deployed to explicate the development of specific 
security problems.10

Speech act protocols and the evolution of securitization

It is widely recognized that the commitment of securitization theory to speech act is 
inspired by Austin and Searle, probably the most prominent figures in developing 
the performativity of language in philosophy.11 Thus, any attempt at revising, 
regrounding, and expanding the theoretical procedure of securitization requires a 
clarification of the central premises of the philosophy of speech acts. Such an under­
taking risks disparagement, however: ‘It is rather to insist,’ warns Quentin Skinner 
(2002: 106), ‘that we shall miss the relevance of speech act analysis if we think of it 
as just another piece of philosophical jargon that we can brush aside if we happen 
not to like the sound of it.’ Therefore, heading this caveat, this section provides the 
reader with the conceptual instruments needed to proceed, I hope, smoothly 
through the remainder of the article. Basically, it seeks to shed light on how I reeval­
uate the CS study of security, the manner in which I try to remedy its weaknesses, 
and how, in practical terms, the position adopted here leads us to a concept of secu­
rity as a pragmatic act.

Locutionary, illocutionary, perlocutionary32

The enterprise of speech act philosophy can be interpreted as a movement away 
from descriptive grammar and generative transformational thinking. The first 
claims that language is a question of “sound and meaning,” whereas the second 
reduces language to truth conditional criteria of meaning. The latter position clearly 
lines up with logical positivism, with its belief that the meaning ofsentences lies in the 
verifiability principle—whether a sentence can be classified as true or false.13 Both 
assume, however, that linguistic communication is concerned with words, sentences 
and symbols per se. Taken together, these commitments pitch descriptive grammars 
and logical positivism against the speech act theory. In particular, the speech act the­
ory puts emphasis on the function of language— doing things—and thus moves the 
unit of linguistic communication from symbols, words and sentences so as to locate 
it in the composition of these elements in ‘the performance o f ... speech act(s)’ (Searle 
1969: 16). Thus, in contrast to logical positivism, that which constitute the primary 
units of linguistic communication are speech acts, where utterances are able to ‘per­
form’ an activity that can transform the way the world currently is.

From Austin’s perspective, each sentence can convey three types of acts, the 
combination of which constitutes the total speech act situation: (i) locutionary—the 
utterance of an expression that contains a given sense and reference (Austin 1962: 
95, 107); (ii) illocutionary—the act performed in articulating a locution. In a way, 
this category captures the explicit performative class of utterances, and as a matter

A theory of securitization 5

of fact, the concept “speech act” is literally predicated on that sort of agency;14 and 
(iii) perlocutionary, which is the “consequential effects” or “sequels” that are aimed 
to evoke the feelings, beliefs, thoughts or actions of the target audience. This triadic 
characterization of kind of acts is summed up by Jurgen Habermas (1984: 289) in 
the following: ‘to say something, to act in saying something, to bring about something 
through acting in saying something.’13

It is important to note that illocutionary and perlocutionary acts diverge in the 
direction and the nature of consequences they initiate. The first, by convention, is 
bound up with effects that occur if and only if all four of the “felicity conditions” are 
met: (i) a preparatory condition determined by the existence of a ‘conventional pro­
cedure having a certain conventional effect, that procedure to include the uttering 
of certain words by certain persons in certain circumstances’; (ii) an executive con­
dition to determine whether the procedure has been fully executed by all partici­
pants; (iii) a sincerity condition that posits that participants in this ‘conventional 
procedure’ must have certain thoughts or feelings, and ‘must intend so to conduct 
themselves’; (iv) a fulfillment condition determined by whether participants ‘actu­
ally so conduct themselves subsequendy’(Austin 1962: 14—15).

The second, perlocution, is ‘specific to the circumstances of issuance, and is 
therefore not conventionally achieved just by uttering particular utterances, and 
includes all those effects, intended or unintended, often indeterminate, that some 
particular utterances in a particular situation may cause’ (Ibid.).16 The source of this 
unfortunate mistake rests on the false assumption that the speech act encompasses 
both the illocutionary and the perlocutionary act. This might be grounded in a 
more profound confusion between the term “speech act” that is the illocutionary 
act, and the “total situation of speech act,” namely ‘the total situation in which the 
utterance is issued. . .  [and which allows us] to see parallel between statements and 
performative utterances [also referred to as speech acts, explicit performatives, or 
illocutionary act] ’ (Austin 1962:52,101 -32).17 Perlocution does not belong literally 
to speech act since it is the causal response of a linguistic act. Perlocution and illo- 
cution are ‘often confused because part of the speaker’s intent in issuing a speech act 
is to bring about the perlocutionary effect. Also, confusion comes about because 
success in achieving illocutionary effect (success in communicating via a speech act) 
is very often followed by success in achieving the perlocutionary effect (the desired 
causal result of many speech acts)’ (Fotion 2000: 22). Paraphrasing Searle, Fotion 
argues that confusing illocutionary and perlocutionary leads to “bad philosophy.” 
The reason is simple: the focus of speech acts is the philosophy of language) the focus of 
perlocution is linguistic philosophy. In other words, speech acts deal with language 
itself, how it functions in any language. On the other hand, linguistic philosophy is 
a mode of enquiry that tries to see how the analysis of language can help establish a 
link between the nature of reality and how we get to know that very reality. 
Perlocution falls into this category (Searle 1969:3—4). Thus, if perlocution does not 
adhere to rules conditioning the realization of an illocutionary act, which the CS 
paraphrases for its definition of security and securitization, it becomes plain that 
viewing security as a speech act is a restrictive theoretical position. Equally, in any 
intersubjectwe process such as securitization, the purpose is to prompt a significant
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response from the other (perlocutionary effect); unless this happens there is no secu­
ritization. Necessarily, then, perlocution is central rather than tangential to under­
standing how a particular public issue can change into a security problem.

Recent advances on securitization andperformativity

The potential and the weaknesses of the philosophical view of securitization have 
been exposed by several researchers. For instance, in their writings, Stritzel, 
McDonald, and Vuori advocate a different reading and/or a sustained revision of 
securitization theory. The former investigates the ‘conceptual tension* which per­
vades securitization theory, according to which security is at once a speech act event 
and the result of a negotiated process between an actor and the relevant audience 
(i.e., an inter-subjective endeavour). In developing his critique of securitization theory, 
Stritzel observes, and subsequent research tends to confirm, that this tension under­
mines the development of a comprehensive theory of securitization most funda­
mentally. Put simply, it is the contention that ‘the (decisionist) performativity of 
security utterances as opposed to the social process of securitization, involving (pre­
existing) actors, audience(s) and contexts), are so different that they form two rather 
autonomous centres of gravity’ (Stritzel 2007: 364).18 The argument, however, 
extends beyond finding the right centre of gravity of securitization theory to the dif­
ficulty of determining whether securitization has occurred. As he recalls, in ‘empir­
ical studies one cannot always figure out clearly which audience is when and why 
most relevant, what implications it has if there are several audiences and when 
exactly an audience is “persuaded”’ (Ibid.: 363). In recognition of this, McDonald 
(2008: 573) argues that there is ‘a clear need . . .  to draw the role of the audiences 
into the framework more coherently, but in doing so the CS will almost certainly 
need to downplay either the performative effects of the speech act or the inter-sub­
jective nature of security.’ Thus, adds, McDonald (2008:572): ‘how we know when 
(securitization) happens (is) radically under-theorized.. .  .* Though often implicit, 
then, the performative aspect of securitization (i.e., the productive power of speech 
act event) is the rule, not the exception.

In one of the most perceptive if radical discussions of securitization theory, Ken 
Booth (2007) sees comparable difficulties. He argues, for instance, that ‘the existence 
and salience of a security issue does not depend on the political success of an actor 
reaching out a particular audience,’ and that ‘if security is always a speech act, inse­
curity is frequently a zipped lip’ (emphasis in the original; Booth 2007: 167, 168). 
The point here is not that Booth is either correct or wrong, but rather to illustrate 
the idea that the lack of a clear position upon whether securitization is primarily of 
an intersubjective nature or an illocutionary (self-referential) act, is susceptible to lead 
to different kinds and often contradictory readings of securitization theory.

Vuori (2008) raises different kinds of challenges to securitization theory, at dif­
ferent levels of conceptualization, and sees different strategies available for coping 
with them. For instance, in order to operationalize securitization processes in a 
non-democratic context, Vuori (2008: 76) emphasizes the function of security 
utterances, by distinguishing four strands of securitization: ‘(1) Securitization for
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raising an issue on the agenda, (2) the securitization for deterrence, (3) securitization 
for legitimating past acts or for reproducing the security status of an issue, and (4) 
securitization for control.* This is justified insofar as these strands shape the frame­
work of analysis, but it means that revising securitization theory relates more to 
method than to unpacking some of the tensions identified by Stritzel and 
McDonald, for instance. However, to the extent that conceptual epithets are impli­
cated in the way social processes are studied, questions of methods are ineluctably 
linked to substantive issues (Little 1991; George and Bennett 2005). In effect, as 
Wendt (1999: 34) correctly notes, ‘while . . .  methods do not determine substantive 
theory. . .  they are not always substantively innocent.’ In this light, the four strands 
raise a difficulty as they adjudicate the theoretical leverage of securitization against 
its political functions (e.g., deterrence, agenda setting, control). This nonetheless 
allows Vuori to recast the theoretical polemics about whether audience acceptance 
(i.e., perlocutionary act) should be a matter of concern for students of securitization 
into a discussion about the logics of illocutionary speech acts, and the different polit­
ical functions they complete: ‘The criteria for successful securitization,* he argues, 
‘depend on the function security arguments are intended to serve’ (Vuori 2008: 73). 
Thus, he reclaims a privileged theoretical status for illocutionary act, which com­
ports the rare advantage of being applicable to different contexts, but pitches it at a 
functionalist level by reducing the success of securitization to the function of argu­
ments (Vuori 2008:66,68, 75-76).19

More recently, a number of scholars have argued for the need to reset audience’s 
role in the process of securitization. Among the theoretical innovations advanced is 
an attempt to avoid “false generalizations” (Ruzicka 2009; Balzacq and Leonard 
2009). The key argument is that both successful and failed securitizations, are best 
captured by disaggregating the audience, as different audiences are receptive to dif­
ferent kinds of arguments, and have distinct types of power. For instance, Salter 
(2008) focuses on the importance of developing an analytical capacity to determine 
whether securitization has occurred. To do so, he dwells on Goffman and 
Huysmans. From the former, he borrows a concern with dramaturgical analysis 
and the importance of setting; from the latter, he retains the drive to account for the 
diversity of audiences. To think in terms of dramaturgical analysis and multiple 
audiences is to insist upon the variability of securitizing moves. In other words, 
‘securitizing moves in popular, elite, technocratic, and scientific settings are 
markedly different—they operate according to different constitutions of actor and 
audience’ (Salter 2008: 329; see also Chapter 6 in this volume).

Contrary to the speech act philosophy, according to which the securitizing actor 
and the audience remain unchanged, whatever the context, Salter (2008: 329) 
argues, in Goffman*s vein, that ‘the presentation of the self changes from different 
social settings, and that an understanding of the setting can illuminate the exigen­
cies of different performances.* Both the securitizing move and the acceptance of 
audience are enabled and constrained by the setting (Salter 2008: 328). In turn, 
argues Salter (2008:330), ‘the relationship between the audience and the performer 
structures how . . . speech acts are made and received.’ This relationship seems 
particularly apposite for processes of securitization because how securitizing moves
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are accepted or rejected is function o f ‘the grand narratives by which truth is 
authorized, the characters who are empowered to speak, and the relationships 
between characters and audience* (Ibid.).

These studies all converge around one decisive point: the principle that securiti­
zation requires acceptance by an audience is a distinctive feature o f securitization 
theory. Throughout this section, we have made the case that these studies suggest 
the potential fruitfulness o f clarifying the nature, the types, and functions of audi­
ence^). This permitted a focused engagement with existing conceptual literature, 
but might have suggested that we subscribe to a causal approach to securitization in 
which all that matters is whether audience “decides** to back up the claims of the 
securitizing actor, or a  tit-for-tat one in which all that matters is the differential 
power between the securitizing actor and the audience. We advocate neither. That 
audience subscribes to a threat image for it to produce political effects is important, 
and the quantum  of power is rarely even. However, what empirical evidence we 
have indicates that the demanding assumption of securitization theory that an— 
observable— audience must agree with the securitizing claims, generates tremen­
dous problems (compare Abrahamsen 2005; Hansen 2006; Huysmans 2006). 
There are indeed two main disadvantages. First, threat images that become preva­
lent in a society, without explicit audience assent, cannot be captured in terms of 
securitization theory, nor participate in the development of the conceptual appara­
tuses of the latter. Second, as a consequence, other approaches to understanding 
the emergence of security issues are treated either as subordinate of, or as substitute 
for securitization theory. This is unwarranted. O n the one hand, keeping the 
assumption of audience assent in securitization theory yields difficult inference 
obstacles. O n the other hand, dropping it would be fatal to the argument that secu­
ritization is an inter-subjective process. Only by restricting this premise is it possible 
for securitizadon theory to integrate the ideas of alternative views of the formation 
o f security problems, and propose results that were previously untapped. That 
means that audience can only be one element o f a larger theoretical pattern in secu­
ritization studies, one which draws its importance in relation to others.

Core assumptions of securitization theory

In order to improve our empirical studies, securitization studies must generate the­
oretical assumptions about intersubjectivity, context, and practices. Toward this 
end, this section presents and discusses three core assumptions of securitization, 
respectively, the centrality of audience, the co-dependency of agency and context, 
and the dispositifand the structuring force of practices. This restatement of securiti­
zation provides foundations on which the development of a  coherent theory of 
securitization can be built.

Assumption 1: The centrality o f audience

For an issue to be pronounced an instance o f securitization, an ‘empowering audience3 must agree 
with the chums made by the securitizing actor. The empowering audience is the audience which:
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a) has a direct causal connection with the issue; and b) has the ability to enable the securitizing actor 
to adopt measures in order to tackle the threat. In sum, securitization is satisfied by the acceptance o f 
the empowering audience o f a securitizing move.

Despite pervasive ambiguities surrounding agents’ perception of a threatening 
external development or a state o f affairs, it can be argued that the success of secu­
ritization is highly contingent upon the securitizing actor’s ability to identify with 
the audience’s feelings, needs, and interests (see Edelman 1988). T o persuade the 
audience (e.g., the public), that is, to achieve a perlocutionary effect, the speaker has 
to tune his/her language to the audience’s experience. In fact, identification is the 
perspective through which the cognitive and behavioral change induced by security 
utterances can perhaps be accounted for most explicidy. This is demonstrated by 
the work of Kenneth Burke (1955: 55) for whom an effective persuasion requires 
that a speaker’s argument employs terms that resonate with the hearer’s language 
by ‘speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying (her/his) ways 
with (her/his).’ Indeed, securitizing actors ‘develop maps of target populations 
based on both the stereotypes (of the referent subject) they themselves hold and 
those they believe to prevail among that segment o f the public likely to become 
important to them’ (Schneider and Ingram 1993: 336).

The securitizing actor is sensitive to two kinds of supports, formal and moral (see 
Roe 2008). They can be congruent or not; nonetheless the more congruent they 
are, the more likely the public issue will be successfully securitized. Be that as it may, 
although moral support conditions formal backing, the two should not be conflated; 
they are of a different status and are unequally distributed depending on whether 
the target audience is a formal institution. For example, to wage a war against a 
country to rid the state of a threat—real or perceived—political officials will appeal 
for moral support from both the public and the institutional body whose attitude 
has a direct causal connection with the desired goals. But while moral support is gener­
ally necessary, alone, it is not enough. Often, it is the formal decision by an institu­
tion (for instance in the form of a vote by a  Parliament, Security Council, or 
Congress) that mandates the government to adopt a specific policy. This support is, 
generally, necessary and sufficient. The requirement o f a “direct causal connection 
with desired goals” is important because audiences do not have the same “power 
over” a given securitizing actor. As we know, states can do without the U.N. 
Security Council, but generally need the support of their legislative branch to 
launch a military action. Be that as it may, securitizing agents always strive to con­
vince as broad an audience as possible because they need to maintain a social 
relationship with the target individual group (Kasper 1990: 205). In common with 
the desire to transmit information, political officials are responsive to the fact that 
winning formal support while breaking social bonds with constituencies can wreck 
their credibility. T hat explains why, while seeking formal acquiescence, political 
officials also cloak security arguments in the semantic repertoire of the national 
audience in order to win support. T he following text, articulated by the Greek 
orator Demosthenes, is particularly useful in understanding the impact of this 
technique.
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Had my opponents urged the right policy in the past, this discussion would be 
superfluous.

First, then, we must not be downhearted at the present situation, however 
regrettable it seems.. . .  The fact that it is plain dereliction of duty on our part 
which has brought us to this position. . . .  Why mention this? To set this fact 
firmly before your minds, gentlemen, that if you are awake, you have nothing 
to fear, if you close your eyes, nothing to hope for. To prove this I point to two 
things, the past power of Sparta, which we defeated by sheer attention to busi­
ness, and the present aggression of Macedon, which alarms us because our atti­
tude is wrong. If the belief is held that Philip is an enemy hard to face in view of 
the extent of his present strength and the loss to Athens of strategic points, it is 
a correct belief. But it must be remembered that at one time we had Pydna, 
Potidaea, Methone and the whole surrounding district on friendly terms, and 
that a number of communities now on his side . .  . would have preferred our 
friendship to his. . . . Consider the facts, consider the outrageous lengths to 
which Philip has gone. He does not offer us the choice between action and inac­
tion. He utters threats.. . .  When are we to act? What is the signal? When com­
pulsion drives, I suppose. Then what are we to say of the present? In my view 
the greatest compulsion that can be laid upon free men is their shame at the cir­
cumstances in which they find themselves.

First, then, gentlemen, I  declare the need to provide fifty triremes, and sec­
ondly to arouse a spirit in the men of this country which will recognize tha t. . .  
they must serve in them in person. Further, transports and sufficient smaller 
craft for half the cavalry must be provided. This I maintain should be a stand­
ing force to use for immediate moves away from hom e.. . .  The idea must be 
implanted in Philip’s mind that Athens has abandoned inaction, and may 
make a sudden move.

When you vote. . .  you will be giving your vote for action against Philip, and 
action not confined to the words of manifestos and dispatches.

(as quoted in Saunders 1970: 188—89,190—91,193—94)

Threatened by Philip of Macedon, Demosthenes tries to get his audience to vote for 
action and provide necessary means—financing an expeditionary force against 
Philip—to alleviate the danger he represents to the good life of Athenians. 
Demosthenes’ choice of language to sway audience’s attitude and arouse action is 
characterized by a high sense of urgency—‘This I maintain should be a standing 
force to use for immediate moves away from home.’ To convince them to stand by his 
side, Demosthenes connects to his audience by using inclusive plural pronouns like 
“our,” “us,” “we.” Two modalities affect the semantic repertoire upon which 
Demosthenes, as any securitizing actor, draws, in order to fuse his/her perspective 
with his audience’s: collective memories, products of social experiences—‘it must 
be remembered that’—and the Zeitgeist (spirit of the times) reflected in words that 
convey the general feeling prevalent among Athenians—‘We must not be down­
hearted at the present situation,’ and ‘If the belief is held that Philip is an enemy 
hard to face in view of the extent of his present strength and the loss to Athens of
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strategic points, it is a correct belief.’ Further, although the Zeitgeist can be rooted 
in collective memory, it is mostly constituted by the predominant social views, 
trends, ideological and political attitudes that pervade the context in which 
participants are nested—‘Consider the facts, consider the outrageous lengths to 
which Philip has gone. He does not offer us the choice between action and inaction.’ 
In turn, as it appears in the excerpt, collective memory and the condition
how a given community perceives and symbolizes urgency, the kind of language 
likely to induce an audience to change its ideas on a subject and convey political 
immediacy (Bar-Tal 2000: 87-90; White 1992: 146). The essence of this point of 
view is the assumption that speaking is an action, and that the question of expedient 
agency underlies any attempt to securitize a public issue by eliciting a suitable 
attitude.

Assumption 2: The co-dependency of agency and context

The semantic repertoire ofsecurity is a combination o f textual meaning— knowledge o f the concept 
acquired through language (written and spoken)— and cultural meaning— knowledge gained 
through previous interactions and current situations. Thus, the performative dimension o f security 
rests between semantic regularity and contextual circumstances.

Let us restate the baseline assumptions for our treatment of securitization. The GS 
endorses the postulate that language is performative; in other words, by uttering the 
term security the previous state of affairs changes. This highlights what the speech 
act approach to security consists of: modifying the context through the enunciation 
of utterances, the success of which hangs upon “felicity conditions” (necessary and 
sufficient rules that must prevail for linguistic acts to produce their effects), and for 
communication to be practicable. It implies that if the speech act is achieved under 
prescribed rules, the context alters accordingly; hence, a formerly secure place will 
become insecure. On this internalist approach, the context is shaped by the use of 
the concept of security. Thus, security, or at least its illocutionary force, remodels 
the context in which it occurs. W hat is key here is the “abductive power” of words; 
indeed, as an abductive tool, the concept of security permits the activation of a new 
context, or converts the existing one into something different. In this sense, security 
utterances operate as ‘instructions for the construction and interpretation of the sit­
uation. The power of these tools is such that appropriate conditions can be created 
when they are not textually or contextually erased’ (Violi 2001:187). I would like to 
follow Patrizia Violi’s ideas on this to their logical conclusion. I interpret Violi to 
mean that words create their own conditions of receptiveness by modifying, or 
building a fitting context. To illustrate something of what is at stake, consider the 
story of the Popish Plot that involved Catholics in England in 1678. Eugene E. 
White (1992:108) recounts it in remarkable terms:

[A] perjurer, Titus Oates, projected a complex, fabricated story that Catholics 
were conspiring to murder [King] Charles, substitute his Catholic brother, and 
restore England to Catholics by rebellion. This tale led much of Protestant
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society to believe that a provoking crisis of gravest immediacy actually existed. 
It was widely thought that in coordinated strikes the Catholics were going to 
massacre thousands of Protestants and that the queen was in league with assas­
sination attempts on her husbands life. Largely on the basis of invented evi­
dence supplied by Oates and testimony given by a known conspirator and 
confidence man, William Bedloe, seven men were executed for treason and 
[consequently] a Disabling Act was passed excluding Roman Catholics from 
both houses of Parliament. Although there was no “real” substance to the con­
spiracy, it constituted a very “real” urgency to the alarmed Protestants, and 
through the rhetoric o f their Parliament and their Courts they modified the 
alleged exigency to their satisfaction.

This segment reveals how linguistic content can modify a  context by investing an 
individual group with a specific ominous tone. For members of the CS, this is a clear 
articulation of the Janus-faced nature of security: a practice and a discourse, or, 
indeed, a ‘discursive politics o f security/ 20 Highlighted in this context, the word 
“security” does not point towards an objective reality; it is an agency in itself to the 
extent that it conveys a  self-referential practice instantiated by discourses on exis­
tential threats that empower political elites to take policy measures (sometimes 
extraordinary) to alleviate “insecurity.” Furthermore, this approach reinforces the 
CS view that “real rhetorical urgency” does not always equal the existence of a “real 
threat.” T he radical approach to the relation between language and the facts sur­
rounding it can be described like this: what is decisive for security is what language 
constructs and, as a consequence, what is “out there” is thus irrelevant (compare 
Campbell 1992: 1—2; Knudsen 2001).

However, despite important insights, this position remains highly disputable. 
T he reason behind this qualification is not hard to understand. With great trepida­
tion my contention is that one of the main distinctions we need to take into account 
while examining securitization is that between “institutional” and “brute” threats. 
In its attempts to follow a more radical approach to security problems wherein 
threats are institutional, that is, mere products of communicative relations between 
agents, the CS has neglected the importance of “external or brute threats,” that is, 
threats that do not depend on language mediation to be what they are: hazards for 
human life. In methodological terms, however, any framework over-emphasizing 
either institutional or brute threat risks losing sight of important aspects of a multi­
faceted phenomenon. Indeed, securitization, as suggested earlier, is successful 
when the securitizing agent and the audience reach a common structured percep­
tion of an ominous development. In this scheme, there is no security problem 
except through language game. Therefore, how problems are “out there” is exclu­
sively contingent upon how we linguistically depict them. This is not always true. 
For one language does not construct reality; at best, it shapes our perception of it. 
Moreover, it is not theoretically useful nor is it empirically credible to hold that what 
we say about a problem would determine its essence. For instance, what I say about a 
typhoon would not change its essence. The consequence of this position, which 
would require a deeper articulation, is that some security problems are the attribute
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of the development itself. In short, threats are not only institutional; some of them 
can actually wreck entire political communities regardless o f the use of language. 
Analyzing security problems then becomes a matter of understanding how external 
contexts, including external objective developments afFect securitization. Thus, far 
from being a departure from constructivist approaches to security, external devel­
opments are central to it.

Specifically, a large part o f what is going on in securitization is overlooked by an 
internalist view of the context, the logic of which overstates the intrinsic power of a 
rule-governed use of concepts. The fact is, to move an audience’s attention toward 
an event or a development construed as dangerous, the words of the securitizing 
actor need to resonate with the context within which his/her actions are collocated. 
With this awareness of the limits of an internalist position, I would like to advance a 
second, externalist approach to connecting security utterances to a context.

While the CS insists that the concept of security modifies the context by virtue of 
a successful application of the constitutive rules o f a speech act (illocutionary act), I 
suggest, on the contrary, that to win an audience, security statements must, usually, 
be related to an external reality (Grace 1987:48—49). Hence success, that is, the pos­
sibility of marshalling the assent o f an audience (perlocutionary effect), rests with 
whether the historical conjuncture renders audience more sensitive to its vulnera­
bility. If so, the alarming discourse put on the “marketplace o f ideas” by the elites 
would elicit the required conduct from the masses (Snyder and Ballentine 1996; 
Kaufman 1996). This means that the success o f securitization is contingent upon a 
perceptive environment. Therefore, the positive outcome of securitization, 
whether it is strong or weak, lies with the securitizing actor’s choice of determining 
the appropriate times within which the recognition, including the integration of the 
“imprinting” object—a threat—by the masses is facilitated.21 This tends to sub­
scribe, moreover, to the view that the public would accept the description of threats 
deployed by elites, and securitization will successfully take place, if the times are 
critical enough.

A simple idea underlies this, though the details might be arcane. We agree that 
when the concept “security” is used, it forces the audience to “look around” in order 
to identify the conditions (the presumed threats) that justify its articulation. In other 
words, the context “selects” or activates certain properties of the concept, while oth­
ers are concealed. This sensitivity to the modeling function of the context is to a 
large extent that which activates some properties o f the concept while at the same 
time maintains other properties, naturalized parts of the semantic repertoire of 
security (Williams 1976: 21-22). In this respect, the conditions for success of the 
Popish Plot can be seen under a fresh light. O f course, the aforementioned inter­
nalist interpretation possessed elements o f cogency: rhetoric, in short, catalyzed the 
sense of urgency. Yet, while there may be little harm in relying on the intrinsic prop­
erties of words to explain how Titus Oates maneuvered England toward his posi­
tion, overlooking the broader context of seventeenth century England would be 
shortsighted. Indeed, research in the success of securitization should also examine 
the facilitating conditions that predisposed Britons to agree with Oates’s ideas.
In this respect, two important contextual factors are rioteworthy. First, at the
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domestic level, England was still very traumatized by London’s 1666 fire, for which 
Catholics were thought to be responsible. In addition, many Protestants scorned 
the prospect of having Jam es who was a Catholic, succeed his brother upon death. 
Second, at the European level, England felt economically threatened by France’s 
King Louis XIV, a Catholic, who had just invaded the Netherlands and tightened 
his hold on Spain. Taken together, these circumstances made the masses ripe for 
persuasion; indeed the context could have served to cause this direcdy. Oates used 
the context purposefully by stressing the dangers that were allegedly lurking for 
Britons, and, as a result, he convinced England to espouse his concerns and take 
action against the Catholics.

Actually, every securitizadon is a historical process that occurs between 
antecedent influential set o f events and their impact on interacdons; that involves 
concurrent acts carrying reinforcing or aversive consequences for securidzadon. 
Because securidzadon is the product of such a complex repertoire of causes, an 
investigation focused on a  unique factor (e.g., speech acts) may fail if other elements 
exert a significant influence on the process. To analyze the construction of a secu­
rity problem, then, we ought to take note of the fact that any securidzadon ‘encom­
passes not only the particular piece(s) of persuasion that we are interested in but also 
all other successful and abortive attempts at modification that are relevant to expe­
riencing that rhetoric’ (White 1992: 13).22 Thus, the semantic repertoire of 
security rests with overarching consequences for a given community, for instance, 
the possibility for a people’s slaughter. The semantic repertoire of security is, to reit­
erate, a  combination of textual meaning and cultural meaning. Taken together, 
these two kinds of meanings form a frame of reference through which security 
utterances can be understood. Chapter 4 reflects on the implications of framing 
for securitization theory and looks at empirical illustrations through content 
analysis. Chapter 9 attempts to clarify the work of the semantic repertoire of secu­
rity not only in the diffusion of threat images, but also in the translation of distinc­
tive dynamics of security, from one cultural context to another. This suggests 
something close to Bubandt’s (2005: 276, 291) argument that the ‘concept of 
security is contextualized in terms of local political histories’ and that ‘security is 
conceptualized and politically practised differendy in different places and at 
different times.’

The role of a frame is to structure various properties o f an entity or development 
under the same label— “threat”—by virtue of the conventions governing the use of 
the concept and the conditions under which its invocation is justified. More prag­
matically, the basic idea is this: the performative dimension of security sits between 
semantic regularity and contextual circumstances. Indeed, security utterances are 
complex strings of creative and performative arguments pointing toward an exter­
nal threatening referent subject.23 It is not necessary, in attempting to understand­
ing a security issue, to have recourse to an abstract definition that functions as 
formal “barbed wire,” and thus constrains its application to different agents’ 
domains of experience. I posit that security utterances are linguistic ‘marks 
intended to recall or direct the attention (of the audience) to some person, object, 
idea, event or projected activity. . . ’ (Sapir 1934:492).24 This enables us to say that
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security is a symbol. W hat is involved in the mediation of the symbolic aspect of 
security is an elucidation that points to specific features o f natural or social devel­
opment which, in turn, influences the action of the other, o r o f the assembly, as the 
case applies.25 The symbol of security is isomorphic, that is, although it is a natural­
ized frame, it is also shaped by current information about the context, and the influ­
ence of the speaker’s discourse (see Balzacq 2004).

In fact, the mobilization of security arguments requires a judgm ent o f best fit 
between the state o f affairs or a development and a voiced utterance. T o  use Philip 
N.Johnson-Laird’s (1983:471) words, the manifest content o f security discourse ‘is 
usually a blueprint for a state of affairs: it relies on the (audience) to flesh out the 
missing details.’ It is important to note, however, that security utterances can only 
have a meaning ‘for those who know how to interpret them  in terms of that which 
they refer’ (Sapir 1934: 492). Therefore the meaning o f security derives from the 
mutual recognition of the content o f the threatening object that is symbolically 
referred to. The configuration of securitization evolves within a  symbolic context of 
forces that define what a conceptual event (security) is for an  audience, and when 
the use of that concept resonates with the context in order to increase or win the sup­
port for the enunciator’s policy.

Assumption 3: The dispositif and the structuring force o f  practices

Securitization occurs in a field o f struggles. It thus consists o f practices which instantiate inter- 
subjective understandings and which are framed by tools and the habitus inheritedfrom different 
socialfields. The dispositif connects different practices.

Securitization is not necessarily the result o f a rational design wherein goals are set 
beforehand, following a predetermined agenda. T he thrust o f the argument is that 
beneath and above the discursive “level” loom subtle yet decisive processes of secu­
ritization that only an approach through practices can disclose. ‘Practices,* writes 
Reckwitz (2002:249), are

a routinized type of behaviour which consists o f several elements, intercon­
nected to one another: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, 
‘things’ and their use, a background knowledge in the form of understanding 
and know-how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge.26

Security practices are enacted, primarily, through policy tools. Given the thickness 
of security programs, in which discourses and ideologies are increasingly hard to 
disentangle, and differences between securitizing actors and audiences are blurred, 
there is growing evidence that some manifestations o f securitization might best be 
understood by focusing on the nature and functions o f policy tools used by 
agents/agencies to cope with public problems, defined as threats. In other words, 
the study of tools is not reducible to an analysis o f their endogenous, technical func­
tions. Instead, because operating tools activates a specific dispositif27 they can be 
regarded as basic elements contributing to the emergence of a security field and in
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the routinization of practices (i.e., habitus). Security tools or instruments are the 
social devices through which professionals of (insecurity think about a  threat. They 
contribute to the taken-for-grantedness of security practices. Tools rest upon a form 
of background knowledge about a  threat, and the way it needs to be confronted. 
Balzacq (2008:79) defines the instruments o f securitization as ‘an identifiable social 
and technical “dispositif ’ embodying a specific threat image through which public 
action is configured to address a  security issue* (cf. Linder and Peters 1984; Salamon 
2002: 19; Lascoumes and Gales 2004: 13). Put differently, security tools embody 
practices.

This definition, imperfect as it may be, offers four basic characteristics of the 
instruments of securitization. First, each tool of securitization has (UfiningfeaturesthaX. 
align it with others, and design traits that make it unique or, at least, vary from one 
program to another. For instance, all European Union (EU) Justice and Home 
Affairs databases require the collection, storage and exchange of information, but 
they differ significantly in the nature of the information they collect, the duration of 
the storage, and the conditions under which they can be retrieved. Second, tools 
configure actions, in the sense that each instrument ‘has its own operating proce­
dures, skills requirements, and delivering mechanisms, indeed its own “political 
economy*** (Salamon 2002: 2). What is involved here, moreover, is the idea that 
tools are institutions of sorts, which means they are routinized sets of rules and pro­
cedures that structure the interactions among individuals and organizations. A 
nuclear weapon, for example, does not only provide a sense of security or power to 
the state that acquires the capacity to design one; it also alters the relationships 
between the latter and other states and thus transforms the configuration of the 
international system. In short, policy tools shape social relations in decisive ways. In 
this respect, by their very nature, tools ‘define who is involved in the operation of 
public programs, what their roles are, and how they relate to each other’ (Ibid.: 19). 
Third, the tools of securitization reconfigure what is called public action, the aim of 
which is to address issues identified as threats. Fourth and finally, tools embody a 
specific image of the threat and, to a large extent, what ought to be done about it 
(Balzacq et al. 2010). In this respect, EU Justice and Home AfTairs databases, for 
example, do not only quantify but also categorize individuals entering into and 
moving within the EU area, as well as commanding a particular method of policing: 
tracing and localizing those whose marks are stored in the databases.

From what has been said, it follows that knowledge of security instruments and 
their attributes reflects something of the threat that public action is meant to 
respond to. Further, it reveals policy preferences and the direction of action. In spite 
of basic similar attributes, each tools of securitization phases in different effects. In 
fact, different tools are not equally effective in all cases. Moreover, sometimes, secu­
rity instruments have limited consequences or indirect effects. It becomes therefore 
obvious that the function of an instrument has a major impact on securitization. 
This function rests, in turn, on the nature of the tool.

Thus, the policy instruments of securitization do not represent a pure technical 
solution to a  public problem. O f course, the operational, i.e., technical character of 
any security instrument, has to be adequately linked with a specific issue that it
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intends to address. However, a narrow focus on the operational aspect of security 
tools neglects two crucial features of instruments, namely the political and symbolic 
elements. On the one hand, the tools of securitization are fundamentally political. 
To put this point another way, both the selection and use, as well as the effects of 
security instruments depend on political factors and require political mobilization 
(Peters 2002: 552). It should thus be kept in mind that while security tools might 
have technical attributes, why they are chosen, how they operate and evolve, and 
what their consequences are cannot be reduced to the technical particulars of the 
instruments. On the other hand, there are symbolic attributes built-in policy instru­
ments ‘that [tell] the population what the [securitizing actor] is thinking . .  . and 
what its collective perception of problems. . .  [is]’ (Peters and van Nispen 1998: 3). 
In other words, the focus on the political and symbolic aspects o f security tools will 
allow for an imaginative leap into a  more robust conceptualization o f how ‘the 
intention of policy could be translated into operational activities’ (de Bruijn and 
Hufen 1998: 12).

Broadly speaking, security practices relate essentially to two kinds of tools: regu­
latory and capacity instruments.

Regulatory instruments

The starting-point here is that regulatory tools seek to “normalize” the behavior of 
target individuals (e.g., policy regulation, constitution, etc.). Policy instruments of 
this sort thus aim to influence the behaviors of social actors by permitting certain 
practices to reduce the threat; by prohibiting some types of political activities which 
are transformed into a menace; by promoting certain perceptions of threat—e.g., 
since 2002 almost all of the documents on illegal migration and asylum (in Western 
countries) have a strong connection to terrorism (Balzacq and Carrera 2005; 
Balzacq et al. 2006). Moreover, what makes regulatory instrument so attractive is 
that they often provide the framework within which capacity tools operate.

Capacity tools

These are the most contentious tools of the EU strategy on counter-terrorism, yet 
they are the most preferred. In simple terms, capacity tools often call for enable­
ment skills, that is skills that allow individuals, groups and agencies to make deci­
sions and carry out activities, which have a reasonable probability of success 
(Ingram and Schneider 1990: 517). Whereas regulative tools relates essentially to 
the processes of govemmentality, capacity tools are specific modalities for imposing 
external discipline upon individuals and groups (compare Boswell 2007 and Neal 
2009). In this sense, capacity tools include, inter alia, information (personal and non­
personal), training, force, and other resources necessary to attain policy purposes 
(e.g., nuclear weapons). Finally, capacity instruments are hardly stable. EU internal 
security databases, for example, are always under pressure to adopt new protocols 
and practices, to extend their functions, and to mobilize new resources to attend to 
the transformations of what is perceived as a precarious environment (Bigo and
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Tsoukala 2008). Tools change through practices; in turn, tools ineluctably affect 
practices.

To summarize: the important point that stands out from this section is that the 
speech act model of security, emphasis the creation, not the construction of security 
problems. In other words, it conceals more than it reveals about the design, let alone 
the emergence of security problems. One of the lessons to be drawn is that perlocu- 
tionary effect is not literally part of the speech act (see Fotion 2000). There are crucial 
differences, which the philosophical view overlooked. Thus, to palliate this short­
coming and, as a result, strengthen the theory of securitization, I have developed the 
view that securitization should be understood as a pragmatic (sociological) practice, 
as opposed to a universal pragmatics (speech act), the aim of which is to determine 
the universal principles of an effective communicative action of security. Another 
lesson is that, if from the standpoint of the CS, an effective securitization is derivable 
from the magical power of the speech act, the sociological approach embeds securi­
tization in a configuration of circumstances, the congruence of which facilitates its 
realization. O f course, the circumstances leading to securitization vary in form and 
content; it would therefore be presumptuous to think that they can be grasped com­
prehensively. However, in order to make the analysis of securitization more 
tractable, I have narrowed down their number by arguing, in substance, that the 
conditions underlying the effectuation of securitization fall into at least three set of 
assumptions, pertaining respectively to the audience, the context and the dispositif.

Some may contend that these assumptions cannot tell us what causes securitiza­
tion. To this I will answer: the problem of a strict causality in securitization dynam­
ics is probably an inaccurate frame. Indeed, rather than looking for a 
one-directional relationship between some or all of the three factors highlighted, it 
could be profitable to focus on the degree of congruence between them. This does 
not mean that I am writing off causality from  the analysis of securitization; instead, 
what I would like to propose is to inquire into causal adequacy rather than causal 
determinacy. It seems to me that one of the best ways to do this is through an exam­
ination of the degree of congruence between different circumstances driving 
and/or constraining securitization. The advantage is noteworthy: an investigation 
of degrees o f congruity enables us to determine the relative status of one of the forces 
within the network o f causality. Since it is tricky to identify a precise causal link as the 
exclusive source of a securitized issue, investigating congruence between, for 
instance, the strategies of the securitizing actor, the frame of reference of the audi­
ence, the immediate context, and the work of the dispositif, may yield more credible 
results. In other words, rather than clinging to set of a priori universal principles, the 
analysis of the degree of congruence among relevant concurrent forces should bet­
ter guide attempts at understanding securitization, because how these various fac­
tors blend tells us a great deal about the likely outcome of the process.

Two models of securitization

There are many ways of scripting securitization. It is generally assumed that there are 
two variants of securitization, a linguistic and a non-linguistic. This categorization has
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gained wide currency, but it is moot because the so-called non-linguistic approach 
integrates many features of a linguistic view. To put it more precisely, the non-lin­
guistic does not, contrary to what the labels insinuate, negate the linguistic. Moreover, 
what is regarded as the linguistic approach draws on the philosophy of language, 
whereas what is said to be “non-linguistic” dwells on linguistic philosophy (see section 
II above). Ultimately, I argue, the question is not whether an approach is non- 
linguistic or not. Most of them are. The lines of demarcation are shaped, instead, by 
the degree to which variants of securitization are committed to the aforementioned 
assumptions. Drawing on these assumptions, then, I isolate two ideal-typical 
approaches to securitization, the philosophical and the sociological.

Philosophical securitization: self-referentiality and 
Derridean speech act

Because the philosophical view has not really given much attention to the non dis­
cursive aspects of securitization, this section examines its commitments to two of the 
three assumptions developed above (i.e., audience and context). It looks in particu­
lar at the two issues at the centre of a sociological (pragmatic) reformulation of secu­
ritization: 1) the meaning and implications of speech act theory; 2) the conflation of 
poststructuralism with the speech act view of security. Each addresses a particular 
vulnerability in the GS theory of securitization. First, it is argued that by mixing per- 
locutionary and illocutionary acts together, the CS obscures the role o f audience(s) 
in securitization theory. This point actually reiterates the argument made in 
Section I. Second, by following Derrida, who blends linguistic act theory with post- 
structuralism, the CS belies the distinctive contribution of each approach to dis­
course analysis. These two problems are related, because how we understand 
securitization will depend on two choices—whether to focus on illocutionary or 
perlocutionary acts, and whether to deploy textual or practice analysis (Neumann 
and Heikka 2005). Specifically, a focus on the illocutionary has led the CS to skirt 
the distinctive role of the audience, while an emphasis on textualism has left it 
unable to account for the impact of context on securitization.

The speech act politics o f security

Many works that have come to constitute the standard argument about securitiza­
tion rest upon the philosophical view. Speech act theory and in some instances, 
poststructuralist concepts have thus been applied, albeit with varying success, to a 
broad range of substantive issues such as identity (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 
1998:119-40), infectious disease (Elbe 2006; Vieira 2007), transnational crime and 
human trafficking (Emmers 2003; Jackson 2006), and religion (Laustsen and 
Waever 2000). But the transferability of philosophical concepts to such a spectrum 
of issues has a perverse effect. The problem is essentially one of consistency in their 
substantive assumptions, as there is a disconnect between the theoretical premises 
and the method that follows (Leonard 2007). Indeed, within the philosophical 
model of securitization, most substantive studies fall outside the framework of
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speech act theory (but see Vuori 2008, for an exception). In short, the philosophical 
model scorns methodological consistency (in substance, though not in the basic 
concepts used). Equally, some proponents of the philosophical approach to securi­
tization are led to build a compromize between philosophical contents that are 
hardly compatible—for instance, speech act and poststructuralism (Searle 1977a). 
Still, others thought it useful to conflate pieces of Bourdieu’s sociology and 
Derrida’s philosophical intuitions, without consideration for the respective reserva­
tions of these authors (cf. Bradford 1993; Bourdieu 1991; Derrida 1982; Kamuf 
1991; Taurek 2006).

The basic idea is as follows. The focus on rules of securitization, which enables the 
CS to hold that security is a self-referential practice (or an illocutionary act the validity of 
which is subject to conditions set forth earlier), poses a great challenge to its model of 
securitization as an mtersubjectiue process (cf. Stritzel 2007; McDonald 2008). As a 
result, the CS saps its view of security as a “self-referential practice,” the utterance of 
which achieves something by virtue of its illocutionary force in conformity with for­
mal conditions of explicit performatives. The source of this confusion rests on the 
assumption that the speech act encompasses both the illocutionary act and the per- 
locutionary effect.28 To express my concern in this way is to treat the conception of 
“security as a speech act” with some qualifications. Indeed, to claim that security is a 
speech act, as I have suggested, is to reduce security to an illocutionary act, i.e., a con­
ventional procedure: ‘an ac t. . .  conforming to a convention* (Austin 1962:105). In a 
nutshell, either we argue that security is a self-referential practice, in which case we 
forsake perlocution with the related acquiescence of the audience (and thereafter the 
idea that security is a “speech act”), or we hold fast to the creed that using the concept 
of security also produces a perlocutionary effect, in which case we abandon self-refer- 
entiality. I suspect instead that the CS leans towards the first option.

One basic reason supports my position: although the CS appeals to an audience, 
its framework ignores that audience, which suggests that the CS opts for an illocu­
tionary view of security rather than a full-fledged model encompassing perlocution 
as well (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998: 46, note 5). In fact, the CS singles out 
three units of analysis: (i) the referent object—what is the object of securitization? (ii.) 
The securitizing actor—who speaks “security”? (iii) Functional actors—i.e., those whose 
activities have significant effects on security making. They are not securitizing 
actors; nor are they referent objects (Ibid.: 36; emphasis in the original). True, these 
units draw attention to most of the factors that students of security must be con­
cerned with. The choice sets the matters, however. In sum, the failure to treat audi­
ence and context as proper units of analysis makes it difficult to address the 
practically important question of what the proportionate weight of audience and 
contextual factors are in securitization theory.

Difficulties with a poststructuralist speech act

The theoretical position of the CS on speech acts stems from a Derridean reappro­
priation of Austin’s philosophy. This is conspicuous in two respects, at least: first, 
because of the paucity of contextual studies; and, second, as a corollary, because of
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the overemphasis on textual analysis.29 A brief look at Derrida’s ideas on the matter 
will make this clear. According to Derrida, what is crucial in performatives is nei­
ther the context of their utterance, nor the speaker’s intention, but the intrinsic 
attribute of the enunciation, that is, ‘its iterability’ or reproducibility. Indeed, per­
formatives can be cited, extracted from their ‘context of production,’ and grafted 
onto other ones with little quibble.

Hence, Derrida is amplifying two points. First, the enunciation of a performative 
cannot be construed as the sheer product of a speaker’s intention, since the possi­
bility of the absence of the speaker makes the intentionality claim of any given text 
void. Second, the possibility of the absence coupled with the iterability and cita- 
tionality of performatives reveals the worthless nature of contextual analysis. This 
understanding of enunciation drives us in a telling direction that, if pushed to its 
basic assumptions, anticipates the primary error of the CS: there is nothing to be 
gotten out of the text, and the act of writing, as Derrida (1977: 174) puts it, is not a 
vehicle ‘of communication, at least not in the . . .  sense of transmission of meaning.* 
This is a central, though often confusing, claim of poststructuralism; an assumption 
that leads the CS to maintain that ‘the defining criterion of security is textual’ and 
‘discourse analysis can uncover one thing: discourse’, as its purpose ‘is not to get at 
something else’ (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998:76f.). O n this view, it is not clear 
why embarking on discourse analysis is relevant at all, if everything is known before 
the task is undertaken. Hence, one could argue that in making the aforementioned 
claims, the CS further strengthens the contention that its method is wholly devoted 
to the study o f‘lists of instances’ in texts, instead of meaning. Yet, it is not argued 
here that a poststructurailist view of the speech act is not, in its own terms, a 
valid approach to security. Instead it is claimed that the link between the speech 
act approach to security and poststructuralism—in the guise of Derrida’s 
philosophy—creates tremendous difficulties for securitization theory.

This assertion bears directly on a central problem in the epistemology of dis­
course analysis: to what degree do studies draw on extant theoretical categories as 
opposed to building conceptual tools that emerge from the relations under 
scrutiny? A speech act view of security believes that the first challenge is to record 
securitization practices deductively, i.e., with a theoretical order imposed a priori 
(the rules of speech act and units of analysis). For poststructuralism, by contrast, the 
main purpose—and the biggest difficulty—is to capture securitization processes 
inductively, i.e., without a theoretical scheme imposed a priori (Sarup 2003; Carroll 
1990). The core of such a position is to study the topography of discourse without 
‘assigning. . .  relatively fixed labels to pieces of textual evidence (that) one assume(s) 
mean the same thing’ (Hopf 2002: 36). If, in some sense, speech act philosophy is 
committed to theoretical categories that are used to structure our understanding of 
collected discourses (verbal and textual), then the imperative of ‘non-categoriza­
tion’ guiding poststructuralism will not fit within a speech act model of security. 
Perhaps, it dovetails best with a pragmatic scheme, with the important caveat that, 
in contrast to the speech act view, pragmatism posits that cognitive structure—a 
coherent but flexible set of modes of thought, motivations, and reasons for 
action—have a real impact on discourse (Mead 1934; Balzacq 2003).
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Sociological securitization: argumentative processes 
and web of practices

The weakness of a philosophical, speech act approach considered in section I gives 
us some reason to believe that any approach to securitization called properly prag­
matic must at least try to account for ‘the constitution of the political field and the 
relation between this field and the broader space of social positions and processes’ 
(Thompson 1991: 28). This project lies at the centre of the sociological approach to 
securitization.

The sociological variant of securitization draws upon symbolic interactionism 
and, to various degrees, on Bourdieu’s contribution to the symbolic uses of lan­
guage and on the sociological features of Foucault’s works, in particular the concept 
of the “dispositif.” I would like to add a disclaimer, however: Bourdieu’s central 
assumptions on the social functions of language themselves flow partly from sym­
bolic interactionism, as a kind of social pragmatism (cf. Balzacq 2003; Balzacq 
2009a). Yet on other counts, Bourdieu’s argument outperforms the latter. For 
instance, those who build upon Bourdieu recast in new terms how securitizing 
agents coalesce to form a social field, i.e., a configuration of social actors that gener­
ates distinctive practices and effects (Bigo 2008; Ceyhan and Tsoukala 2002; Salter 
2008; Huysmans 2006; Aras and Polat 2008). The two together work on ‘symboli­
cally-mediated’ interactions (Abrahamsen 2005).30 The next section further sub­
stantiates the view that securitization is a practice, which can be either discursive or 
non-discursive. In the first instance, securitization usually takes the form of argu­
mentative processes, rather than that of a self-referential performative. In the sec­
ond instance, by contrast, securitization is embodied in specific dispositifs. I have 
discussed the latter, under assumption 3. Later, I amplify the former, that is, securi­
tization as a discursive practice, as it connects to premises about the constitutive and 
causal features of language.

Causality and habitus

We may begin with the stipulation that when talking of performatives, we assume 
that they are actions, i.e., a specific ‘bringing about that p,f where the value of “p” 
indicates the new end-state to be achieved as a result of the discursive action.31 
Communication is successful, from this point of view at least, to the extent that the 
speaker and the hearer attain a mutual knowledge that prompts the receiver to do 
something. The main implication is that the hearer and speaker are engaged in 
responsive activity within a dynamic situation. Thus, the power involved in com­
munication is relational, rather than being merely substantial or “self-actional.” 
Indeed, to study securitization is to unravel the process by which a securitizing actor 
induces an audience to agree with a given interpretation of an event or a set of 
events. In this sense, a study of securitization blends questions of persuasion and lin­
guistic competence to place the issue of agency at the center of discourse analysis. 
However, understanding agency in securitization is a complicated process. 
Therefore, we have to work it out carefully (i.e., schematically).
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The essence of a discursive action is its compelling power to cause a receiver or 
an audience to perform a deed. Thus, discourse and action are linked in two distinct 
ways. First, discourse is part of agency in that it instantiates a sphere of action 
wherein agents dealing with defined questions operate “agonistically.”32 This is the 
constitutive side of discursive action, which is another way of saying that through 
mutual knowledge, discourse shapes social relations and builds their form and con­
tent. Second, on the causative side, as vehicle of ideas, discourse targets and creates 
the instantiation of a particular communicative action.33

Yet to preface words’ agency, for utterances to lead to specific actions, the hearer 
must deliberate first between the sentence’s meaning and the speaker’s meaning. 
The former refers to the semantic meaning associated with words syntactically 
aggregated, whereas the latter is predicated on some aspects of language use that 
include metaphors, indirect implications, images, metonymies (pragmatics). When 
this task of decoding is completed, and after a common knowledge is established, 
normally, a reaction ensues. This gives consistency to Paul Ricoeur’s (1981: 206) 
claim that ‘discourse leaves “a trace,” makes its “marks” when it contributes to the 
(intersubjective) emergence of such patterns which become the document of 
human action.* A vivid example of discourse’s capacity to leave a trace and cause an 
action can be seen in the consequences provoked by the statement released by 
Song, the former spokeswoman of the then South Korean President Roh Moo- 
hyun. In a press conference held in mid May 2003, she declared that South Korean 
military preparadness was stepped up to W athcon II— a military move that ensues 
when North Korea makes a threatening gesture— immediately after the US-coali- 
tion started the war on Iraq. Although both South Korea’s Defense and Unification 
ministries were quick to ofTset this announcement by recalling that the current 
Wathcon II had been in effect since the naval clash between the two Koreas in the 
West Sea in 1997, North Korean officials decided to cancel both the 10th inter- 
Korean ministerial talks and the 5th economic cooperation forum scheduled for 
June 2003.34

The constitutive and causative forces are not the only relevant sides of discursive 
action; there is indeed another face upon which discursive action is critically salient, 
which is, the teleological approach. There, we start off with the idea that both causal 
and teleological explorations answer the question “why.” They differ, however, on 
the object of reference. Put simply, causal explanations have the following logic: 
‘“Y” occurred because “X ” happened* or ‘“X ” is what produced “Y”; teleological 
explanations, on the other hand, proceed thus: ‘“X ” occurred in order that “Y” 
should happen’ or “*Y” is what “X” wasfor.*35 In discourse analysis, the distinction 
is nonetheless tenuous. As the Korean case shows, the meetings were cancelled 
because the spokeswoman issued a statement that was construed as an act of threat.

Now, taken from the standpoint of actions and intentions, the North Korean 
elites reacted as they did because they thought that the articulation of the symbol 
“Wathcon И” was intended to get them to “see” a warning signal. To explain South 
Korea’s statements, North Korean elites used a backward analysis of the inferential 
link between the spokeswoman’s intentions and South Korea’s planned actions. In 
grammatical terms, their aim was to fmd an answer to a decisive question: ‘what was
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the statem ent o f the spokeswomen for?’36 If, therefore, my analysis o f discourse as 
action is correct, if  “X ” happens, for instance, because “Y” was uttered, then, in the 
total speech act, the resulting matrix articulates action-type (the how-question), the 
problem a  securitizing claim intends to solve (the what-question), the communication 
purpose (the why-question) it serves and the domain o f relevance it pertains to (see 
T able 1.1).

T w o propositions follow from this map. First, when we study securitization, we 
elucidate how action-types are mobilized in discourse to com prehend and commu­
nicate the stakes raised by a threatening development. Second, communicative 
purposes mediate between the “problem” and the “domain o f relevance” as laid out 
on the “m ap” (see Table 1.1); they direct our attention to the results and conse­
quences o f actions. It can, therefore, be agreed in these cases that an utterance is a 
distinct action insofar as we can attribute a  communication purpose, that is, a real 
or a  potential consequence to it.38 O ur analysis points towards the idea that if we 
w ant to  consider w hat is done in saying (illocutionary act), we need to give credit to 
the efTects o f tha t specific action— perlocutionary effects (what is done by saying). 
However, when I insist that illocutionary act must be complemented by perlocu- 
tion, I  do not w ant to commit myself to Searle’s view that because communicative 
purposes are not grounded upon the rules o f speech act, we cannot guarantee they 
will be effectuated. It is true, o f course, that constitutive rules of speech acts are cen­
tral to the power of words. But, it is misleading to hold that because conventional

Table 1.1 A conceptual map of the speech act (Balzacq 2005: 189)37

Problem Communicative
purpose

Domain of relevance

Action-type Assertive What is the case? That H shall 
come to believe 
that^

Extra-linguistic reality

Commissive What does the 
speaker S want 
to do?

That H shall be 
oriented as to a 
certain future 
behavior ofS

Future behavior of the 
speaker

Directive What shall the 
hearer do?

That H Shall 
do r

Future behavior of the 
hearer

Declarative What shall be 
the case 
institutionally?

That the 
institutional 
reality W shall 
be maintained 
or changed into 
W’

Institutional reality

Expressive What has to be 
done in view of a 
new social or 
personal reality?

That the (un) 
tranquillization 
connected with 
a certain 
personal or 
social fact shall 
be dissolved

Social and personal 
reality
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rules do not guarantee the results will be attained by producing an utterance, our 
description of performatives must dismiss communicative or extra-linguistic ele­
ments. This is why the insistence on rule-guided security actions fails to capture 
some factors that may affect the outcome of discursive games. In a lucid book, Mey 
laments that this view o f speech act gave rise to an imbalance between universal illo­
cutionary force of language and the necessary contextual rearticulation. T o  correct 
this defect, Mey proposes a theory o f ‘pragmatic acts.* The difference is o f essence. 
‘The theory of pragmatic acts,’ Mey (2001:221) argues,

does not try to explain language use from the inside out, that is, from words 
having their origin in a sovereign speaker and going out to an equally sovereign 
h earer.. . .  Rather, its explanatory movement is from the outside in: the focus 
is on the environment in which both speaker and hearer find their affordances, 
such that the entire situation is brought to bear on what can be said in the situ­
ation.

Intention and linguistic competence

There are various interpretations o f word’s agency; but I argue that the expression 
of the power of words, in the sense relevant here, depends on: (i) the context and the 
power position of the agent that utters them; (ii) the relative validity of statements 
for which the acquiescence o f the audience is requested; and (iii) the m anner in 
which the securitizing actor makes the case for an  issue, that is, the discursive strat­
egy displayed. The first conception derives from a notable expression by 
Perinbanayagam (1985:22): ‘the force o f an u tte rance / he states, ‘signifies the force
of the self being presented discursively in the interaction___(The] signifying force
is presented in an organized and creative force embodying the intentions o f the 
[securitizingactor].’ Intentions, despite their central status in discourse analysis, are 
notoriously hard to pin down; they remain problematic because it is very difficult to 
know whether actors must mean what they say (see Brand 1984; Cavell 2002). Cut 
to the bone, intentions refer to what the securitizing actor wants to achieve in articulating a 
specific utterance within a societal context (Austin 1962: Lecture VIII).

In the political field, like in many others, the ability o f bringing about transfor­
mations with words largely depends on the authority that actually articulates 
sequences of utterances. This is also known in pragmatics as the question of “lin­
guistic competence”—who is allowed to speak about a subject m atter or who can 
partake in the debate? O n security issues though, with very few exceptions, not a 
very sharp line can be drawn between those who can and those who cannot (see 
Bigo 2000; Doty 1998-1999). Nonetheless, in empirical ways, it can be argued that 
many discourses can readily marshal the assent o f a  target audience as a result of the 
audience’s asymmetric access to information. Since the audience is not fully 
informed, for instance, on the temporal proximity o f threats, it usually relies on state 
officials’ discourses because it thinks that the latter, who are the site o f constitutional 
legitimacy, must have “good reasons” to assert, in this case, that “X ” represents a 
threat to a  state’s survival.39 O f course, by virtue o f “good reasons” (i.e., the claim
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that they know more than they can say or the argument of secrecy) public officials 
would find it easier, compared to any other securitizing actor, to securitize an issue, 
primarily, because they hold influential positions in the security field based on their 
political capital, and have a privileged access to mass media (see Bourdieu 1990; 
Foucault 1980; Herman and Chomsky 1989). Moreover, the concept of linguistic 
competence is also important because it implies that certain issues ‘are the legiti­
mate province of specific persons, roles, and offices that can command public atten­
tion, trust, and confidence’ (Gusfield 1981: 10).

In both cases of linguistic competence, the power to persuade rests with the 
assumption that a given securitizing actor knows what is going on, and works for 
common interests. Here, knowledge (a kind of cultural capital), trust, and the power 
position (political or symbolic capital) are linked (Bourdieu 1979; Lupia and 
McCubbins 1998: 43—60).40 This connection suggests something about the “dispo­
sitional concept” of power, which is, the ability to induce effects either directly or 
indirectly—by performing actions or having them done by others.41 The “power 
to” secure the compliance of the audience helps the securitizing actor “fuse his/her 
horizon” with the audience’s, which, in turn, has the “power to” acknowledge or 
ratify the claims put forward by the speaker (Luke 1974: 23). The case remains, 
nonetheless, that the claims of public officials would, generally, be ascertained 
against clues coming from the “real world.” This attends to the second position that 
places a word’s agency in the logical structure of the securitizing actor’s statements. 
In other words, the determination o f evidence for truth claims does not only derive 
from the authority of the speaker, but emerges also out of the claim itself. If it does, 
the third position, the discursive strategy displayed by the enunciator, conditions 
how effective a  professed argument will affect the salience of the point at issue. Like 
any other aspects of word’s agency, the manner in which the securitizing actor 
makes the case for the point at stake follows at least two basic principles: emotional 
intensity and logical rigor (proving how critical a problem is, how it matters to the 
audience(s), and point to the consequences). The practical force of discourse falls, 
therefore, between logical consistency and the dynamics of social power (Weldes et 
al. 1999: 17- 19).

This chapter has tried to promote a new understanding of securitization theory, 
articulated around three core assumptions. To do this, my argument has been put 
forward in three steps.

First, I have attempted to reconcile the illocutionary force of the concept of secu­
rity and its meaning through a symbolic scrutiny of security interactions, beginning 
with a discussion of the main vulnerabilities associated with the centrality of speech 
act philosophy and their implications for securitization theory. This has provided 
the baseline for a sociological reformulation of securitization through the develop­
ment of three core assumptions, which restores the distinctive role of audience, con­
text and disposition the construction of threat images. Our investigation of the three 
assumptions provided conceptual materials which, I argue, enable us to understand 
when and how this happens. Chapter 2 examines the methodological import of 
these assumptions, drawing particular attention to: how units and levels of analysis 
are sorted out; how different methods are operationalized; and how methods could
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be triangulated to account for the intricacies of securitization processes. Moreover, 
the argument has been made that the status and power of audience, context and the 
dispositifoften vary from one issue to another, and from sector to sector. Chapters 3,
4 and 6 reconstruct the operation of audience, respectively, in the light of recent lit­
erature on agenda setting, then in terms of media framing, and finally through the 
Normal Accident Theory developed by Perrow.

Second, I have attempted to develop an alternative scheme for security studies by 
lifting discourse analysis above the conceit of a textualist model of speech act. In this 
account, the pragmatic act of security allows scholars to revise the relationship 
between securitization and poststructuralism. Thus, I argued that the attempt by 
the CS to pattern itself purely on a poststructuralist speech act (following Derrida) 
is unfortunate, for two principal reasons. One, it reduces discourse analysis to a 
merely textualist enquiry. Two, as a result, it tones down the distinctiveness of a 
pragmatic investigation of security. By contrast, I have amplified the idea that 
threat images are social facts which acquire a status o f objectivity within the rela­
tionship between the securitizing actor and the audience, in contexts. T o  analyze 
security utterances discursively is to account for their capacity to bring about some­
thing desired (and sometimes unintended) by the speaker. In  terms of the logic of 
persuasion, securitization is a meaningful procedure carried out through a strategic 
(argumentative) use of linguistic impulses that seek to establish a  particular devel­
opment and/or entity as an intersubjective focus for the organization of cognition and 
action. Chapter 5 connects to diverse approaches to context (distal and proximate) 
in order to reconstruct the extent that resistance of any form to securitization is itself 
a securitizing move. Each of Chapters 6 through 10 moves considerably further 
away from a philosophical approach to securitization. They specify the main lines 
around which securitization theory can be developed. Thus, in order to tease out 
the theoretical insights of failed cases of securitization Chapter 6 departs from 
Buzan, Waever and de Wilde’s (1998: 39) admonition that ‘security analysis (must 
be) interested mainly in successful instances of securitization’ because, so the argu­
ment goes, ‘they constitute the currently valid specific meaning of security’ (Buzan, 
Waever and de Wilde 1998: 39). Chapters 7 through 10 set out the implications of 
the theoretical revisions and extensions provided in Chapter 1, through rigorous 
empirical investigations. But they go beyond mere application of Chapter 1, to offer 
distinctive reformulations of the ways in which the social content and meaning of 
security can be used to flesh out a theory o f securitization.

Third, I have cast aside the exclusivist linguistic view which has dominated secu­
ritization studies, by developing an explicidy practice-oriented complement which 
emphasizes the structuring force of the dispositifTor understanding both the designed 
and the evolutionary character of securitization. Chapter 8 offers a compelling pic­
ture of the complementary relation between the designed and evolutionary nature 
of securitization, while Chapter 9 covers one expression o f the evolutionary feature 
of securitization that takes the form of diffusion/translation of threat images from 
one context to another. Finally, Chapter 11 reassembles the arguments in a coher­
ent and compelling story, evaluates the framework put forward and proposes 
avenues for research, which grow from the current volume. The result is a new set



o f  standards tha t provide securitization scholarship with the possibility o f  develop­
ing  insights th a t previous pathways were unable to reveal.
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N otes

1 We might even add realism and structural realism. On the theoretical lineages of securi­
tization theory see, for instance, Waever (2004) and Taurek (2006).

2 Campbell (1992); Dillon (1996).
3 Emphasis added.
4 Put succincdy, the two main intellectual pillars o f the CS are philosophical: speech act 

philosophy and Schmittean political theory.
5 Some clarifications are in order, however. Pragmatics is part of pragmatism, and although 

related, the two are not the same. Simply put, as suggested earlier, pragmatics designates 
the contextual and interactional use of linguistic symbols in order to construct meaning. 
Pragmatism, on the other side, can hardly be defined. There is a narrow and a broad char­
acterization. The first is definitional: pragmatism is thus seen as ‘that method of reflection 
which is guided by constantly holding in view its purpose and the purpose of the ideas it ana­
lyzes, whether these ends be of the nature and uses of action or thought’ Peirce (1931-58). 
The second, broad approach to pragmatism adopted here avoids this restrictive view by 
delineating its scope in three respects: (i) ontology—relational and processual, wherein 
shared language and practices of socially contextualized agents give reality a “substance”; 
(ii) epistemology—knowledge is the result of symbolically mediated interactions in which 
meaning is constructed; and (iii) methodology—the contextual analysis of the symbolic 
relations between agents and generalization through counterfactuals and cross-contextual 
enquiries. See Emirbayer (1997). O n pragmatism and IR theory, see Cochran (2002).

6 This is extrapolated from Habermas (1984). See also Thompson (1984).
7 Emphasis added. Bourdieu (1984:170).
8 Ibid.
9 In fact, Nightingale and Cromby (2002: 705) argue that no concept can be wholly self- 

referential; instead, concepts frequently execute a kind of reference—though this might 
be partial or biased.

10 This is different from developing a political theory o f securitization.
11 Different portrayals of the “speech act theory” can be found in Austin (1962; 1970: 

233-52; 1971: 13-22); Searle (1969; 1977b: 59-82). There are several aspects and 
branches of speech act theory. However, in fairness to the CS and in order to limit the 
scope of my investigation, I will privilege Austin’s and Searle’s treatment of speech act, 
authors on which the CS examination of speech act draws.

12 For discussion on the variations of speech act philosophy, see Balzacq (2003).
13 Logical positivism can be considered as an outgrowth of Comtean positivism. Both share 

three common elements: (i) belief in the cumulation of knowledge; (ii) the uncontamina­
ted view of knowledge as free of metaphysical and normative concerns; and (iii) “naturae 
lism,” namely the fact that social and natural science can be subject to the same rules of 
positivism in scientific enquiry. Yet, logical positivism departs from Comtean positivism 
by adding three peculiarities: (i) a referential conception of meaning which aims at over­
coming the “fuzzy” use of language in science through the “verifiability principle,” that 
is, ‘a statement makes sense only if, and to the extent that, its empirical reference can be 
firmly corroborated’; (ii) the belief that science should follow a deductive-nomological 
method of explanation and the incumbent hypothetico-deductive scheme of theory 
construction; (iii) an axiomatic view of theories wherein the latter are ‘a structural net­
work of statements from which one could derive specific laws’ (Dellmayr 1984: 36-37; 
Bechtel 1988). It is mainly against the tenets o f logical positivism that Ludwig 
Wittgenstein directed his Philosophical Investigations. Indeed, rather that making sense of 
utterances on a truth-false basis, Wittgenstein insisted that they be accounted for in terms
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of language-games, that is in accordance with language usages, thus his famous apho­
rism: ‘meaning is use’ (Wittgenstein 2001, para. 43). See the contrast with the Tractatus 
Logico-Philosophicus. Initially published in 1922, it was wedded to a correspondence 
account of language. Cf. Wittgenstein (1961). However, one of the most elegant works on 
logical positivism assumptions remains Ayer’s (1936).

14 Searle (1977b).
15 For sophisticated attempts at applying Habermas’s ideas on rules and language uses into 

International Relations, see Onuf(1989); Risse (2000).
16 For a rearticulation of this view, see Levinson (1983:237).
17 This confusion is also perceptible in Schiffrin’s (1994:54).
18 Williams (2003) offers a sophisticated discussion of decisionism as it relates to Schmitt’s 

political philosophy. For a  good introduction to the general implications of Schmitt’s 
political theory on IR, see Huysmans (2008).

19 Dwelling on Butler, McDonald (2008: 572) puts this in the following terms: ‘the speech 
ac t serves to construct or produce the audience itself.’ Emphasis in the original. In fair­
ness to Vuori, however, he does in fact recognize that audience is necessary for securiti­
zation to occur. But in a move that is akin to Waever’s, his empirical illustrations leave it 
unspecified. The cases give foremost importance to the securitizing actors and to their 
respective securitizing moves. Audience explicitly pops up at the end of the essay (Vuori 
2008:94).

20 For a  treatment of the double hermeneutic in social sciences, see Giddens (1979:284). In 
International Relations, this concern is voiced by those endorsing a critical theoretical 
approach to security studies. See, for instance, Krause and Williams (1996); Krause and 
Williams (1997: 33-60); WynJones (1995); Smith (1999).

21 In Ethology, the science of animal behavior, “imprinting” means a visual and auditory 
process of learning. Konrad Lorenz (1981) showed that ducklings learn to follow real or 
foster parents at a specific time slack, that is, at critical stage after hatchings. As used here, 
imprinting refers to a learning process conjured up by political discourse. This learning 
activity is meant to grasp the causal structure of the environment and to categorize the 
objects that populate it. This process is generally eased by a given state o f the political 
field in which leaders draw to make people believe what they say. It is thus social and cog­
nitive. The German word for imprinting (.Pragen) was coined by O. Heinroth in 1911. For 
a  recent account see Bateson (2000:85—102).

22 On the socio-temporal embeddedness of utterances, see Bakhtin (1986).
23 This contradicts the poststructuralist analysis of security as a  self-referential concept, the 

articulation of which “constitutes an (insecurity condition.” In addition, practices 
attached to security are inherent to o r emerge from its utterance. See Huysmans, 
(1998b); Wcever (1995).

24 See also Todorov (1983).
25 In many respects, these views are close to the concept of “seeing as” or "aspects of per­

ceptions.” On these, see Ludwig Wittgenstein (2001:165-78); McGinn (1997:189-204).
26 For a discussion of the ambiguities underwriting the concept o f practice in securitization 

theory, see Giuta (2009:311-14).
27 According to Foucault (1980: 194), a dispositif is ‘a thoroughly heterogeneous ensemble 

consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws, 
administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and philanthropic 
propositions-in short, the said as much as the unsaid. The dispositif itself is the system of 
relations that can be established between these elements.’

28 This might be grounded upon a more profound confusion between the term “speech 
act,” which is the illocutionary act, and the total situation of speech act, i.e., ‘the total sit­
uation in which the utterance is issued . . .  (and which allows us) to see parallel between 
statement and performative utterances (also referred to as speech acts, explicit perfor­
matives, or illocutionary act)’ (Austin 1962: 52). This confusion is also perceptible in 
Schiffrin (1994:54).
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29 This is demonstrated by a closer look at Waever’s references. See, for instance, Waiver 
(1995: 80f, endnotes 25 and 35); Buzan, Wasver and de Wilde (1998: 47, endnote 5). 
Here, Austin’s (1962) text is often cited in conjunction with Derrida (1977: 172-97). 
Interestingly, Searle’s (1977a) response to Derrida, which regards this use of speech act 
as inappropriate, is ignored.

30 On security as a symbol, see Wolfers (1962).
31 See Forguson (1969:127-47); Eckard (1990:147-65).
32 This is another way of saying that in discourse actors do not ignore conflict, but integrate 

it in a consensus. That is to say that the chief aim of discursive exchanges is not to dissolve 
dissensus, but to create a space wherein such differences can be dealt with. However, this 
consensus remains a “conflictual consensus,” which is to say that that discourse is a 
“mixed game” partly co-operative and partly confrontational. See Laclau and Mouffe 
(1985).

33 In connection, see Huysmans (1998b).
34 See ‘I Dunno,’ The Korean Times, 15 May 2003. See also ‘Pyongyang Cancellation of 

Talks,’ The Korean Times, 15 May 2003.
35 See von Wright (1971: 83ff.). For Aristode (1992), both causal and teleological explana­

tions are causes: the first is the efficient cause-what made the event happen-whereas the 
second is the final cause—why the event happened.

36 It must be pointed out that the teleological explanation in this point relies on an inten­
tional process driven by desires and beliefs; for instance, the rational choice theory. In 
turn, the desires and beliefs explain the action by providing us with the agent’s reasons for 
behaving in the way s/he did. Davidson calls this process the “rationalization of action.” 
For the difference between intentional and non-intentional teleology, see McLauglin 
(2001). On rational choice theory and teleological explanation, see Davidson (1963:685, 
690-91).

37 Chartered from Eckard (1990: 160,163).
38 Several inquiries into the philosophy of action that inform my view here include 

Davidson (1982); Danto (1968); von Wright (1971).
39 This touches on the authoritative knowledge pertaining to the issue and/or the associ­

ated moral authority that “incite” the audience to believe that the speaker’s statement is 
accurate and then to act accordingly. See Risse (2000: 22).

40 On trust and securitization, see Balzacq (2009b).
41 The power involved in securitization requires the decision of the securitizing agent to 

produce its effects. Peter Morris (1987:20—29) calls this kind of power “ability.” The abil­
ity refers to what the securitizing decides to do. Morris furthermore describes the moral 
and the evaluative context. The first is the realm of individual responsibility whereas the 
latter pertains to the evaluation of the social system.

2 Enquiries into methods
A new framework for 
securitization analysis

Thierry B alzacq

It is generally assumed that the way in which securitization occurs is essentially an 
empirical question, but, paradoxically, there has been little discussion on methods. 
To exacerbate the problem, scholars o f IR  have often been divided in their specu­
lations over whether we should pay attention to m ethod at all (Milliken 1999: 226). 
Further, there is considerable disagreement over the rationales for choosing a  spe­
cific method: Why and when, for example, is discourse analysis preferred, rather 
than participant observation, let alone process-tracing and  content analysis, and 
what differences these choices ultimately make in grasping policy processes 
(Neuendorf 2002; H errera and Braumoeller 2004: 15—39). T h e  peculiarities of 
these approaches to security are compelling, so m uch so th a t the hardest and clear­
est obstacle which students of securitization face is to simply make sense o f this 
diversity.1 Finally, the distinction between m ethod and  methodology is, by itself, 
grounds for controversy.2

This chapter sketches the distinctiveness o f  four techniques tha t constitute the 
methodological repertoire o f securitization studies, all o f  which are used in various 
degrees in this book. I proceed from discourse analysis, p robably the most popular 
approach to securitization studies, through ethnographic research, down to 
process-tracing and content analysis, techniques whose potential remains broadly 
unexplored in the empirical literature o f securitization. Using the definition from 
Chapter 1, this chapter proposes a new framework— organized around three levels 
of analysis— in order to assist students in sorting out the actors and  the factors most 
relevant for the study o f securitization.

A caveat. My aim is not to emulate textbooks on methods (excellent proposals are 
readily available in different outlets), but to underscore the values and shortcomings 
of different techniques in an attem pt to assist others who might want to write 
empirical studies of securitization. Obviously, the best way to master a method is 
through concrete work. In fact, textbooks on methods, however well written they 
might be, remain call for action. O ne way to get acquainted with the nuts and bolts 
of a method is to read “methodological exemplars,” i.e., studies which ‘exhibit 
instances of reasoning that the scientist takes to be worthy o f emulation or ripe for 
avoidance’ (Kitcher 1995: 86). In  short, methodological exemplars (of which this 
volume provides a few), offer a practical experience with the performance of a given 
method.
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The chapter unfolds as follows. First, I outline the promises, and perils of case 
study as a primary component of research design in securitization studies. I argue, 
moreover, that intensive analysis of cases does not necessarily ‘define method’ 
(Klotz 2008: 43). ‘Too often,’ warns Klotz (2008: 43), ‘the justification of research 
design begins and ends with the rationale for number of cases, obscuring key issues, 
such as the unit and level of analysis.’3 Thus, in order to strengthen our research 
design, the section proposes three levels of analysis for case studies which either 
“test” or “apply” securitization theory. Second, I provide, the basics of four 
approaches to the study of securitization (discourse analysis, process-tracing, what 
is broadly termed “ethnographic research,” and content analysis). Finally, I con­
clude by delineating the practices of methodological pluralism.

Research design and levels of analysis

Understanding processes of securitization involves making hard choices about the 
substantive focus of the analysis. In fact, there are two fundamental, interdependent 
layers in securitization studies: the first is to identify the puzzle named “threat”; the 
second is to determine how to make sense of it. The study of securitization starts 
from an important, but often neglected prerequisite: How to sort out the issue 
referred to as a security problem? Two criteria, each of which is sufficient, are of 
operational salience: 1) it should be a focus of public attention or debate; 2) the issue 
should be a target for activities related to public opinion or legal and/or political 
actions; in other words, it should be critically pervasive for the political system.

However, it is in the idea of criticality or emergency that the essence of securitiza­
tion primarily lies. For instance, states may be convinced that the possession by “A” 
o f weapons of mass destruction poses a threat which besets the good life of organized 
social communities, but nonetheless sharply disagree on whether the times are as 
critical as they are purported to be. Where this criticality or shortage of time is 
shared, the ‘issueness’ of a public problem is attained and becomes intersubjective; it 
is then against the backdrop of this common context that an issue reaches the stage 
of securitization and looms large for political management. In brief, the shared critical 
salience of an issue marked by the imperative ofacting now, constitute necessary and suf­
ficient conditions for securitization. However, knowing what the problem is does not 
tell us what makes it a threat, for whom, why, and why now? These questions constitute 
the main quandaries for case study. This section discusses the status of case study in 
research design for securitization studies. The research design is meant primarily to 
calibrate the investigation by forcing the researcher to test expected outcomes 
against what the data finally reveal. It argues, moreover, that it is difficult to make 
sense o f case studies absent “levels of analysis,” a point I examine next.

Case study

In the empirical literature of securitization, case study constitutes the primary 
research strategy. Its use, however, varies from one author to another. Some 
employ case study for exploratory reasons; others use it for descriptive reasons;
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finally, few employ case study for explanatory purposes. The rationale underlying 
the practice of case study does not, however, fundamentally alter its primary aim, 
that is, to determine whether a phenomenon is an instance of a class of events (cf. 
Eckstein 1975; Brady and Collier 2004). Under this heading, Robert Yin (2009: 18) 
stipulates a twofold technical definition of case study, which I find very useful:

1. A case study is an empirical inquiry that

• investigate a . . .  phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, espe­
cially when

• the boundaries between the phenomenon and context are not clearly evi­
dent.

2. The case study inquiry

• copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will be many 
more variables of interest than data points, and as one result

• relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a 
triangulating fashion, and as another result

• benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide 
data collection and analysis.

It should be noted that the definition says nothing about the kind of method which 
should be used to investigate the case, nor does it says anything about whether the 
researcher should employ qualitative or quantitative data. These depend upon the 
research design of the case selected. Three components dominate the research 
design of a case study. The starting point for all versions of research designs for case 
study is to specify the study’s question and its related propositions—who, how, why, 
when, where, what (see Figure 2.1). A second related important feature of the 
design is to isolate the most relevant unit of analysis (see Table 2.1). The third com­
ponent comprises the ‘logic of linking the data to the propositions’ and the ‘criteria 
for interpreting the findings’ (Yin 2009: 27).

Many students of securitization acknowledge the analytical importance of case 
study, but few are comfortable with the protocols of case design (Hansen 2006 is, 
however, a nice exemplar). Though scholars have often privileged single-case 
designs, the research questions raised by the construction and evolution of threat 
images can also be addressed by employing multiple-case designs (cf. Emmers 
2004). But the decision to conduct either of the two methods should be taken rela­
tively early in the research process as it conditions, or guides, data collection and 
analysis. Yet, the number of cases cannot be an end in itself. In fact, single- and mul­
tiple-case designs are underwritten by distinct rationales. Most of the study in this 
book use single-case design. This explains why I focus on its potential and pitfalls. 
Obviously, multiple-case designs will spark different kinds of issues, depending on 
whether the investigator analyzes several cases in parallel (Buzan, Waever and de 
Wilde 1998) or whether the researcher concentrates on one level of analysis that is 
then scrutinized across different cases. This can lead to various combinations of 
case study that cannot be (and need not be) spelled out here.
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Gut to the bone, three rationales underlie single case designs of securitization: 
“typical case,” “critical case” and “revelatory case” (Yin 2009: 47—48; Denzin and 
Lincoln 1994; Creswell 2006). To start, typical cases are meant to shed light upon 
the logic of a given phenomenon. The conclusions drawn from typical cases are 
informative about the processes analyzed. To some extent, typical cases result from 
the transformation of critical or revelatory cases, in the sense that they no longer 
contribute significantly to theory-building via “testing” (which is the objective of 
critical cases) nor do they shed led light upon social phenomena that were previ­
ously out of sight (which is the primary aim of revelatory cases).

The commitment to a case design comes with one major challenge: which case to 
select? Buzan, Waever and de Wilde (1998: 39) advise that: ‘security analysis (must 
be) interested mainly in successful instances o f securitization’ because, so the argu­
ment goes, ‘they constitute the currently valid specific meaning of security.’ This 
admonition has, in some instances, provoked one problem and a consequence. The 
problem is called “selection bias.” Indeed, those who study securitization, although 
they may emphasize different levels o f analysis (agents, acts, contexts), generally 
share the conviction that we learn something about security logic only if we select 
cases that have a particular outcome, i.e., successful. We do not argue that selecting 
case studies on the basis of the dependent variable can never be useful. Actually, 
especially in the early stages of theory development (e.g., revelatory cases), such a 
strategy can enable researchers to identify ‘potential causal paths and variables 
leading to the dependent variable o f interest’ (George and Bennett 2005: 23). 
Rather, we want to emphasise that a  selection of cases on the basis of outcomes can 
understate or overstate the relationship between dependent and independent vari­
ables. One immediate—bu t by no means unique— consequence of selection bias is, 
to put it simply, confirmation bias. T hat is, when researchers focus on outcomes, 
they often devote their attention to applying (not testing) a theory. As Greenwald et 
al. (1986:220) argue, ‘when the researcher’s faith in the theory cannot be shaken by 
discontinuing data, it is inappropriate to describe the research strategy as theory 
testing. Rather, the strategy is effectively one of theory confirming.’ However, a 
framework cannot be blamed for all the indirect consequences brought by its suc­
cess. Thus, it is important for the analysts of securitization to rigorously apply their 
analytical framework and guard against overgeneralizing their results. In the words 
o f Greenberg et al. (1988:567), ‘overgeneralization sometimes occurs not because of 
problems with the theory but because of inappropriate applications in which 
theoretically specified conditions are ignored.’

There are significant constraints on what can be called “securitization,” and, 
hence, an effective way of validating the results o f case studies. I have argued in Chap­
ter 1, for example, that for an issue to be pronounced an instance of securitization, 
an ‘empowering or enabling audience’ has to agree with the claims made by the 
securitizing actor. To reiterate, an enabling audience is the audience which: a) has 
a  direct causal connection with the issue; and b) has the ability to empower the securi­
tizing actor to adopt measures in order to tackle the threat. In short, securitization 
is satisfied by the acceptance of the enabling audience of a securitizing move. If this 
is correct, then a  number of case studies do not qualify as (successful) instances of
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securitization.4 It may be difficult to precisely identify the relevant audience as long 
as different political regimes tolerate and value different kinds o f audiences. 
Nevertheless, the assumption that securitization necessitates the assent of the audi­
ence is a stable and decisive condition for drawing and verifying the conclusion that 
securitization has occurred.

Levels and constituent analytics

The study of securitization requires that we first specify what the units and levels of 
analysis are. This concern traverses any approach to IR  that bears on substantive 
questions. Does not Wendt (1999: 82) argues that ‘before we can be constructivist 
about anything we have to choose “units” and “levels” o f analysis’? Buzan, Waever 
and de Wilde (1998: 36) singled out three units of analysis in their book:

1. Referent objects: things that are seen to be existentially threatened and that have 
a legitimate claim to survival.

2. Securitizing actors: actors who securitize issues by declaring something—a refer­
ent object—existentially threatened.

3. Functional actors', actors who affect the dynamics o f sector. W ithout being the ref­
erent object or the actor calling for security on behalf o f the referent object, this 
is an actor who significantly influences decisions in the field of security.

What is problematic with this characterization is that it does not integrate two 
equally important elements, audience and context. Further, most of what is called 
“units” of analysis here actually fall within one level o f analysis, that o f the agent. 
We therefore need an alternative. This search is motivated by two concerns. O n the 
one hand, I find it useful to distinguish levels from units (constituent analytics). O n 
the other hand, I want to draw securitization theory out of the narrow precincts of 
agents. More specifically, the levels of analysis on which I think securitization 
theory captures the construction of security problems include not only agents, but 
also acts and contexts. It might be difficult to account for all of the levels o f analysis 
for each case study, but this should not be taken as an excuse to disqualify other lev­
els a priori. In fact, given that securitization analysis generally emphasizes the retro- 
duction of practices through empirical analysis, we cannot see other features of 
securitization that a mono-level approach ignores: the way in which the context 
empowers or disempowers securitizing actors; specific non-discursive approach 
practices (e.g., tools) which provoke securitization; some heuristic artefacts which 
induce the audience to built some image of a  problem. Thus, I offer a vocabulary 
articulated around three dimensions which help to isolate different perspectives on 
securitization analysis. That vocabulary takes the form of three “levels” of analysis 
and their constituent analytics (units).

Level 1: Agents. This level concentrates on the actors and the relations that struc­
ture the situation under scrutiny. It includes four facets:

(i) those who contribute or resist, either directly or by proxy, to the design or emer­
gence of security issues (securitizing actors, audiences, and “functional actors”);



(ii) the power positions (or rather relations) of actor identified under (i);
(iii) the personal identities and social identity, which operate to both constrain 

and enable the behaviour of the actors identified under (i);
(iv) the referent object and the referent subject, or what is threatened and what 

threatens.5

Level 2: Acts. This level is interested in practices, both discursive and non- 
discursive, which underwrite the processes of securitization being studied.The 
overarching outcome is to open up the politics and methods of creating security, 
since they involve practice and refers to variables that are extra-linguistic (Williams 
2003; Wilkinson 2007). This level has, at root, four sides:

(i) The first is the “action-type” side that refers to the appropriate language to 
uses in order to perform a given act—the grammatical and syntactical rules of 
the language.

(ii) The second facet is strategic: which heuristic artefacts a securitizing actor uses 
to create (or effectively resonate with) the circumstances that will facilitate the 
mobilization of the audience— analogies, metaphors, metonymies, emotions, 
or stereotypes? What kinds of frames are thus constructed, around which sto­
rylines? Which media are favoured—electronic or print media?

(iii) T he third facet is expressed by the dispositif of securitization (i.e., a constella­
tion of practices and tools).

(iv) The policy(ies) generated by securitization.

Level 3: Context. Discourse does not occur nor operate in a vacuum; instead, it is con­
textually enabled and constrained. ‘Discourse,* according to Fairclough and Wodak 
(1997: 277), ‘is not produced without taking context into consideration.’ After all, 
threats arise out of, and through the work of, specific contexts. As a consequence, to 
capture the meaning of any discourse, it is necessary, I argue, to situate it both socially 
and historically. In this light, students of securitization who embark on discourse 
analysis ‘must have a thorough understanding of the context of the discourse they are
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Table 2.1 The vocabulary of securitization (revised from Balzacq 2009a: 64)

Constituent analytics (UNITS)

Agent • Securitizing actor, audience, functional actor
• Power positions/relations
• Personal and social identities
• Referent object and referent subject

GO
3 Act • Action-type
Д • Heuristic artefacts

• Dispositif
• Policy

Context • Distal
• Proximate
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analyzing—modes of production, class structure, political formation—in order to sit­
uate their analysis and explain relationships’ (Crawford 2004:24). But context itself is 
difficult to unpack. Fortunately, Wetherell’s (2001: 380f.) parsimonious distinction 
between distal and proximate contexts makes the matter more tractable.

(i) The proximate context includes ‘the sort of occasion or genre of interaction 
the participants take an episode to be (e.g., a meeting, an interview, a sum­
mit).* To a certain extent, the proximate context relates to what Salter (2008) 
calls, following Goffman, “setting.”

(ii) By contrast, the distal context focuses on the sociocultural embeddedness of 
the text. The distal context has strong recursive effects, meaning that persuasive 
arguments operate in cascade (e.g., people are convinced because friends of a 
friend are convinced, etc.). It refers to ‘things like social class, the ethnic com­
position of the participants, the institutions or sites where discourse occurs, 
ecological, regional, and cultural* environments.

This vocabulary is a source of both the strengths and the limitations of a compre­
hensive securitization analysis. On the one hand, the distinction of three levels 
offers considerable scope for choice. In fact, the attention of the investigator can 
focus on the level of analysis necessary to answering the question at hand. On the 
other side, there are constraints. Given the levels’ constituent analytics, it is very dif­
ficult for one individual researcher to embrace all the levels. Further, each level 
points to different sources likely to affect the outcome of securitizing moves and thus 
explanations of securitization that are distinct, but complementary to other sources. 
Thus, I translate the three levels into a scheme that enables us to capture securitiza­
tion processes along two axes (Figure 2.1): vertical (functional/ontological terms), 
and horizontal axis (pragmatics/semiotics terms).

Context

Figure 2.1 Securitization analysis in context (Balzacq 2009a: 66)
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Each box contains different factors involved in categorizing public problems as 
threats. Similarly, the two axes are rough sets, not clean dichotomies. Each inter­
section between the two axes indicates different ways o f capturing the process of 
securitization. Although we could confine the scope of inquiry to one of the boxes 
or one single intersection, we need to be aware that a more credible study of securi­
tization requires an account of all three dimensions, i.e., “how,” “who” and “what.” 
Beneath these three dimensions lies that which determines the most relevant mate­
rial of scrutiny. Put differendy, the three dimensions, embedded in a defined con­
text (e.g., “when” and “where”), grasp the main preoccupation of securitization 
analysts: to understand the political structuring of a threat image.

The capacities of methods

There seems to be an overriding myth in IR  that students come to methods intu­
itively and as such methods do not deserve absorbing part of our research time. 
Even in book length manuscripts, few scholars lay down how data were collected, 
which strategies were employed to trace their meanings, and how they verified that 
the conclusions drawn were reliable (see H opf2002, for a notable exception). This 
section leans the other way, in defence of methodological awareness. It is thus a plea 
for teaching and learning methods and their underlying epistemologies, as no 
research can attend to substantive questions only through gut feeling. Intuition does 
not preclude discipline; instead, by keeping it focused, it reinforces its overall 
productivity.

In this section, then, I identify four techniques to the task of analyzing securitiza­
tion processes: discourse analysis, ethnographic research, process-tracing, and con­
tent analysis. I do not claim, however, that these are the only methods available to 
students of securitization. As the theory grows, new techniques (or new combina­
tions of techniques) could be mobilized to apply, or better, test its premises. I think, 
however, that the methods I discuss in this section are probably those with the high­
est potential as regards the development of a  comprehensive theory of securitiza­
tion. These methods could be employed alone or in combination. In other words, 
although one method could help grasp the main features of securitization, I also 
think that some of them could be mutually supportive in accounting for the nuances 
of the design and evolution o f a  security problem. This might raise concern among 
orthodox scholars o f various camps, but I want students of securitization to be open 
to the possibility. Finally, the development of these methods is riddled with contro­
versies of which we should be aware, since they are pertinent to securitization analy­
sis, even though we cannot and need not resolve them. I follow a generous reference 
policy which will allow students of securitization to understand both the strengths 
and the limits of the method(s) they might want to adopt. The publications I dwell 
upon offer detailed account of the methods they discuss and often provide relevant 
illustrations. In short, a book chapter is not well equipped to undertake intensive 
analysis of such a range of methods. But, I attempt to suggest sufficient guidelines 
for using specific methods, in the context of securitization theory.
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Discourse analysis

In the literature o f securitization, discourse analysis has impressive credentials. In 
fact, the design of threat images is generally captured by m apping meaning through 
discourse analysis. Members of the CS themselves explicidy use a  discursive 
approach to account for processes of securitization in different sectors. 
Unfortunately, the method promoted by the CS seems to restrict discourse analysis 
to spoken or, to be more precise, written utterances. Thus, in dealing with discourse 
analysis, it is helpful to start from a specification of its boundaries. Next, I will pro­
vide an overview of different approaches to discourse analysis in securitization stud­
ies. Coming last, the section on “features o f discourse analysis” will narrow down 
our discussion to the appropriate basic steps to follow when using discourse analy­
sis in understanding processes of securitization.

Definitions. Part of the reason for the debates surrounding discourse analysis is 
that it is difficult to craft a generic definition of the concept “discourse.” In fact, the 
word “discourse” means different things to different people. Take, for instance, van 
Dijk’s discussion of the concept (1997a, 1997b). It surveys num erous ways of com­
ing to terms with “discourse” and the resulting method, “discourse analysis.” In IR 
scholarship, there is no paucity for choice either (compare Duffy, Federking and 
Tucker 1998; Fierke 1998; Hansen 2006; H o p f2002; Larsen 1997; Milliken 1999; 
Neumann 2008; Ringmar 1996; Laffey and Weldes 2004). Probably, one way to 
channel these competing arguments is to specify why students o f securitization 
resort to discourse analysis in the first place. Put simply, the answer could run like 
this: discourse analysis helps students to map the emergence and evolution of pat­
terns of representations which are constitutive of a threat image. In this sense, dis­
course is a vehicle of meaning, a meaning which is rarely self-evident but has to be 
charted by the analyst.

According to Hardy et al. (2004: 20), discourses are ‘bodies of tex ts. . .  that bring 
. . . ideas, objects and practices into the world.’ This suggests that discourses are 
both resources and practices. In the first sense, discourses are sociocultural resources 
activated by people ‘in the construction of meaning about their world and their 
activities’ (6  Tuathail and Agnew 1992: 192-93; cited in Laffey and Weldes 2004: 
28). In the second sense, as practices, discourses are ‘structures of meaning-in-use* 
(Laffey and Weldes 2004: 28). The conventional m anner in which discourse mate­
rializes is text. Discourses are ‘created, supported, and contested through the pro­
duction, dissemination, and consumption of texts. . (Hardy 2001: 28). Since it is 
easy to misinterpret this claim, I should note two things Hardy does not intend by it. 
First, “text” here does not mean written text or spoken words only. Second, “text” 
does not indicate any commitment to Derridean analysis, in which the very idea of 
method would be treated with scorn. The significance o f these moves becomes 
apparent when we specify what text covers. The notion of text points, indeed, to a 
variety of signs, including written and spoken utterances, symbols, pictures, music. 
What unites these manifestations of text is their capacity to convey meaning, in 
a context. This preserves Kress’s (1995: 122) original formulation, which treats 
texts as
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the sites of the emergence of complexes of social meanings, produced in the 
particular history of the situation of production, that record in partial ways the 
histories of both the participants in the production of the text and of the insti­
tutions that are “invoked” or brought into play, indeed a partial history of the 
language and the social system, a partiality due to the structuring of relations of 
power of the participants.

Thus, the aim of discourse analysis is to establish the meaning of texts shaped by dis­
tinct contexts. In fact, patterns of representations embodied by discourse are con­
textually enabled and/or constrained. Put crisply, it is the recognition that the 
meanings conveyed by different units are often heterogeneous, and vary across time 
and place. In this light, the claims made by discourse analysis are modest, but strong 
as they rest on carefully evaluated sets of historical and geographical assumptions. 
In Chapter 9 Stritzel and Schmittchen show, for instance, that the use of the con­
cept “rogue state,” its relationships to other words in the texts examined, and its 
position in the American and German culture, are dissimilar. This does not prevent 
them, however, from offering a reliable account of the traduction/translation of 
threat images across cultural contexts.

Discourse analysis in securitization studies. Securitization theory, we 
have argued, aims to capture a distinct social phenomenon, namely how some pub­
lic problems become security issues. This premise means that the technique we 
adopt needs to be tailored to the task of uncovering the structures and practices that 
produced the threat image whose source, mechanisms, and effects we want to expli­
cate. A survey of empirical works on securitization reveals, however, that the philo­
sophical and the sociological approaches to securitization do not have the same 
understanding of what discourse analysis is meant to achieve. The first is essentially 
text-based, in the sense that it does not emphasize context and the power posi- 
tions/relations which underwrite the text analyzed. These empirical works can be 
said to fall within a social linguistic analysis of texts (cf. Mauws 2000; Stokoe 1998; 
Dunford and Jones 2000; Gill 1993; van Dijk 1993). In this light, the philosophical 
approach to securitization has often been called “linguistic.”6 For social linguistic 
analysis, indeed, the objective of discourse analysis is to examine the ‘constructive 
aspects of texts, to understand not only the discursive microdynamics of individual 
decisions but also the discursive foundations of the social reality in which those deci­
sions are located’ (Philips and Hardy 2002: 23). It should be noted that this focus 
remains silent about the figures of language that is examined. In fact, it does not 
matter much. W hat is useful to outline, however, is that social linguistic is pertinent 
to securitization because it helps to investigate the production of specific phenom­
ena such as identities, decisions or norms. This explains, in part, why social linguis­
tic analysis is often used in retrieving the rhetorical strategies of texts. However, the 
weaknesses of social linguistic analysis are that it does not pay attention to power 
relations underlying texts, and does not account for the context.

The use of discourse analysis by the sociological securitization conforms, if tacitly, 
to the tradition of critical discourse analysis (Fairclough 1992, 1995; Fairclough and 
Wodak 1997). In many ways, critical discourse analysis has affinities with Foucault’s
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insistence on ‘how discourse actively structures the social space within which actors 
act, through the constitution of concepts, objects, and subject positions’ (Philips and 
Hardy 2002:25). Researchers who dwell on this perspective focus on dialogical strug­
gles which are nested in power relations. In general, critical approach to discourse 
will use a diverse body of data including, for example, interviews, participant obser­
vation, pictures, archival materials and newspapers coverage of the threat image con­
cerned. This comes with one noteworthy advantage: it offers a “thick description” of 
the social practices associated with the construction and evolution of threat images. 
The variety of data and the focus of analysis point to the insight that securitization can 
reside in practices other than words: bureaucratic procedures and practices, tech­
nologies, norms of a given profession, and so forth. In sum, critical discourse analysis 
is powerful in grasping both textual and non-textual activities of securitization, and 
the “power tectonics” which enable or silence certain voices (Hansen 2000).

Features o f discourse analysis. Not everything can be planned in the study 
of discourse, but the researcher has to conform to basic, common steps which help 
to conduct reliable enquiries into the processes of securitization. I tend to subscribe 
to the belief that a minimum of formalization in discourse analysis is a scholarly 
requirement not only for the sake of presenting your results to others, but also 
because it facilitates comparability of insights and enables scholars to learn from 
others and see where their own study went astray. But my formalism is limited to: 
What data to collect, how much? How to make sense of the material thus assem­
bled? How to verify that the conclusion drawn allows us to respond to the research 
question? Obviously, the backdrop of these questions is the theoretical perspective 
that informs the study or that the study aims to amend or enrich.

The nature of the data to collect will vary from one research question to another. 
In other words, the analyst must avoid assuming that some data are indispensable 
once and for all. In fact, many studies often claim that we should start from written 
text and then triangulate the materials with spoken texts and other kinds of texts. 
My view is that this is too deterministic. W hat if the subject of study is already 
embodied by specific type of texts such as cartoons (Hansen 2007)? Hence, the point 
is that the research question commands the kind of data collected and the hierar­
chy, if any, established among them. If the investigator studies, for example, the 
securitization of migration by the far right in France, the most obvious route will be 
to start with the far right party’s program, its manifestos, in sum, all the official doc­
uments in which it expresses its position towards migrants. This might, however, be 
insufficient because the language could be extremely controlled (due to fears of 
prosecution, for instance). The researcher could then triangulate by collecting 
newspapers reports on far right and migration during the relevant period, interview 
some far right elites on the issue of migration and any issue connected to it (e.g., 
health, welfare, security, national identity, serious crime, border control...). By the 
same token, if the researcher is interested, for example, in the securitization of Islam 
in Switzerland in 2009, a study of cartoons and campaign pictures would definitely 
constitute one of the basic materials to assemble as these were the main media 
through which representations of the “menace” during the referendum on banning 
the minarets, acquired meaning.



42 Thierry Balzacq

However, the data collected could also depend on the moment at which the 
analysis is carried out and/or the level of analysis that is singled out. Again, if the 
researcher studied the securitization of Islam in Switzerland during the campaign 
on banning the minarets, one would have employed some polls data and, accord­
ingly, concluded that the securitizing moves had failed as these indicated that the 
majority would vote “no.” This means, on the other hand, that conducting research 
on ongoing securitization processes is a risky endeavour. Be that as it may, the 
results of opinion polls should be treated cautiously. They are generally of limited 
significance to account for the complex process of securitization. O f course, the lit­
erature on agenda setting shows that there is nothing wrong with using public opin­
ion polls as indicators (though not as evidence) of the prominence of an issue (cf. 
McCombs 2004; Waever 1991). However, I submit, drawing securitization infer­
ences from public opinion polls, without tracing their impact on a visible outcome 
(e.g., vote, policy), raises serious difficulties. Meynaud (2007) shows, for instance, 
that public opinion polls are at once processes and outcomes. In other words, the 
results of polls can be instrumentalized and play a role in securitizing moves, but 
can also be utilized to account for (successful) cases of securitization at the same 
time. This is definitely one area where much research is still required, precisely 
because the first task for the researcher is to delimit the conditions upon which infer­
ences are drawn.

The level of analysis might call for different types of data, too. If the analyst exam­
ines the securitization of migration by states, not by parties that do exert power, one 
needs to analyze specific legislative texts of the country concerned. In France, for 
instance, the law governing the acquisition of French citizenship (Code de la national­
ity) is an essential data in tracing the evolution of securitization. The changes thereof 
indicate turns in securitization of aliens (Corollier 2010:2-4).

Deciding to stop data collection is not an easy task, but it has to be done at a cer­
tain point in time, if data overload is to be avoided. Reading sources of various 
kinds, extensively, is an essential attribute for discourse analysts, but it is just mate­
rially impossible to read everything on a given subject. Usually, the more precise a 
research question is, the easier it is to isolate the texts most appropriate to carry out 
the analysis. Moreover, experienced researchers are often well trained in deciding 
that they have read enough. The problem, however, is that the level of training is 
not the same across the field, and many processes that students of securitization 
want to capture are not precisely defined from the outset. In various instances, 
indeed, the contours of the research question emerge more accurately out of data 
collection. This is so mainly because discourse analysis adheres to the logic of 
emerging theory. It follows from this line of argument that researchers should not 
be perturbed a priori by the quantity of data, as this concern is generally cotermi­
nous with the delineation of the subject, which is, in turn, related to the data col­
lected. Openness, however, does not mean indecision. Generally speaking, 
discourse analysts are drawn to support the idea that once the repetitions of the rep­
resentations investigated tip a certain density (i.e., the intellectual marginal gain 
decreases or nears zero), then data collection can be suspended with little risk that 
something relevant has been missed out.
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The second step in examining discursive manifestations of securitization is to 
make sense of the data thus gathered. This warrants a degree of flexibility. This flex­
ibility is, however, inscribed with two main features of the study of texts. The first 
relates to the examination of actualized sets of specific strings of statements, uttered 
by the securitizing actor; it focuses indeed on the internal coherence of the text 
(intratextuality). On this view, intratextuality enquires into the performative 
dimensions of the text, in which securitizing moves appear:

• What kind of action that a text wants to achieve (assertive, commissive, expres­
sive, directive, or declarative).7 W hat representations are created by this or that 
particular action? What are the communicative purposes and domains of rele­
vance of the text?

• Which heuristic artefacts are favoured, for which meanings (metaphors, pic­
tures, emotions, analogies, and so forth)? W hat “m ap” of world politics does it 
present?

• What kinds of interactions are generated?

The second feature of text analysis emphasizes the relationships among texts (inter- 
textuality). In effect, the distinctively qualitative view of discourse analysis is prima­
rily about the generative power of this intertextuality. T he argument here is that 
patterns of representations are captured in different ways depending upon the text 
examined. In this light, patterns of representations are understood according to 
their relationship with others, in different texts. Once we start thinking about mean­
ing as the result of the interplay between bodies o f texts, it becomes clear that 
patterns of representations emanate out of the interrelations between various texts. 
To pre-empt the argument that will be made in the last section, I want to extract 
from intertextuality one fundamental consequence for the study of securitization: to 
capture the breath and depth of securitization processes, the analyst cannot focus 
on one text, but instead examine various genres of texts, at different points in time, 
in distinct social contexts (Neumann 2008: 71). In other words, ‘discourses are 
always connected to other discourses which were produced earlier, as well as those 
which are synchronically and subsequently’ enacted (Fairclough and Wodak 1997: 
277). The recurrent patterns of linguistic characterization, which is consolidated by 
intertextualism, constitute what Hajer (1995: 56) calls “storylines,” i.e., generative 
narratives ‘that allow actors to draw upon various discursive categories to give 
meaning to specific physical or social phenomena.’ In general, a storyline 
holds three functions: first, it establishes a link among signifying characteristics that 
point toward the threatening phenomenon. Second, when reified, a storyline 
acquires its own momentum by contributing to a cognitive routinization. Third, 
storylines create contending coalitions around contrasting sets of common under­
standings. Thus, storylines weave the representations culled from different texts, 
and give them their overall coherence. In this respect, intertextuality helps to map 
out what varies and what does not, from one text to another, from one setting to 
another.
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Ethnographic research

Thus far our discussion has indicated if implicitiy that the components of ethno­
graphic research are often used as a complement to discourse analysis. It doesn’t 
have to be so. To some extent, ethnographic research can do without discourse 
analysis and sheds distinctive light upon processes of securitization. In this section, 
I argue that ethnographic research is a method that is most sensitive to the socio­
logical variant of securitization (cf. Bigo 1994,2005; Bigo, Bonelli and Olsson 2007; 
Balzacq 2008; Balzacq et ol. forthcoming; Guittet 2008; Salter 2008; Scherrer 
2009). In this book, some features of the ethnographic approach to securitization 
are illustrated by Chapters 5 ,6  and 10. They combine ethnographic research with 
critical discourse analysis, for particularly good effect. To develop the argument of 
this section, it is necessary first to delimit what ethnographic research is. I will then 
examine its link to case study in order to bring out some practical matters associated 
with ethnographic research including the use of participant observation and semi- 
structured interviews.

Conceptual clarification. Clifford Geertz (1968: 4) characterizes ethno­
graphic research as the science of the particular, the concrete or the microscopic. In 
other words, ethnographic research aims to ‘find in the litde what eludes us in the 
large, to stumble upon the general truths while sorting through special cases’ (Ibid.). 
In  short, ethnographic researchers are ‘the miniaturists of the social sciences’ 
(Ibid.). Some scholars think that ethnographic research is a particularistic descrip­
tion of social phenomena. I do not share that view. At root, in fact, the objective of 
ethnographic research is to explain “general truths” by examining the concrete and 
what looks, depending upon the scale, like the microscopic. It may be said, then, 
that the findings from ethnographic research are generalizable. ‘Good ethnogra­
phy,’ says Gusterson (2008:108), ‘gives a rich evocation of the . . .  world it describes 
while also contributing something to theory. . . .  It should give a thick enough 
description that readers could draw their own inferences about (what is) being 
described.’ In  my view, ethnography brings out the grammar of a social phenome­
non, because studying practices o f controls at one site (for instance, the airports), 
teaches us a  great deal about cross-national patterns of securitization (see Salter 
2008). The consequence of this position is that if we can unveil the grammar ofsecuri- 
tization, it means that the prospects of building a theory of securitization are clearly 
within reach.

Practical matters: participant observation and semi-structured 
interviews. To some extent, ethnographic research is regarded as a type of case 
study. Its logic is that of discovery. However, ethnographic research displays differ­
ent procedures of collecting and sifting data, which depends upon the kind of tech­
nique that is mobilized. In fact, students of securitization who employ ethnographic 
research use essentially two types of methods, participant observation and semi- 
structured interviews, generally in combination. These two techniques have dis­
tinctive features and specific requirements, to which I now turn.

Participant observation requires a  peculiar state of mind on the side of the 
researchers: to be able to give an account of the world from the standpoint of
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“insiders”-; in short, to have the capacity to “participate.” This method is appropri­
ate for the study of daily manifestations o f securitization or what is often referred to 
as “micro-practices” of securitization. I am not claiming that participant observa­
tion can achieve all analytical purpose. This would be presumptuous, at best. 
Specifically, participant observation is poorly equipped to account for the causal 
relation between variables, which is one of the fruitful terrains of process-tracing. 
By contrast, participant observation is at its best when it comes to the critical 
assessment of a theory. T o  be more precise, by employing participant observation, 
students of securitization would be able to ‘describe (1) what goes on, (2) who or 
what is involved, (3) when and where things happen, (4) how they occur, and why 
. . .  things happen as they do in particular situations* (Jorgensen 1989: 12).

Participant observation is a very demanding technique of generating knowledge 
claims. It starts with a problem that, certain circumstances, have been proven insu­
perable for some and thus brought their project to an end, that is, how to enter the 
field and how do to so without being intrusive. While it might do little harm to your 
result to tell a refugee that you are investigating how they were portrayed as a threat 
to the receiving society, it would be imprudent to bluntly inform police officers or 
border guards that you are studying how they came to construct threat images. The 
truth, however, is that there are no canonical rules of entry. Each field has its own 
rules for entry which are sometimes known, but often have to be experienced. 
Moreover, the entry can be conditioned by genre, race, class or even the reputation 
of the institution to which the researcher is affiliated. In this respect, participant 
observation requires a sharpened sense of feeling and the ability of grasping oppor­
tunities as they arise.

Participant observation has been especially important to researchers who inves­
tigate the “backstage” of securitization, that is, processes of securitization that are 
obscured from the view of outsiders (cf. Balzacq 2008; Salter 2008). Echoing the 
view that ‘ethnography must be able to bring a people and a place to life in the eyes 
of those who have not been there,*8 Claire Wilkinson (Chapter 5, this volume) 
uncovers day-to-day processes of securitization through direct experiential and 
observational accounts of a series of mass protests that occurred in Bishkek, the cap­
ital of Kyrgyzstan, in October 2005. Via participant observation of the daily moves 
and counter-moves by audiences and securitizing actors, she elicits the effects of the 
distal and proximate contexts in which these actors were implicated. This case 
study opens a possible window in understanding how contexts constantly reallocate 
power positions to agents and rearticulate their power relations (audience here, 
securitizing actor there; and vice versa).

In the second variety of ethnographic research, the investigator conducts semi- 
structured interviews to uncover the meaning people activate to make sense of their 
daily practices. In this use, many students who have worked on the securitization of 
migrants in or by the European Union (EU) generally have carried out various 
rounds of extensive interviews, at different levels of EU institutions. However, they 
differ in the degree to which they stick to fine-grained protocols. Too often, some 
analysts insist that the questionnaire must be stable enough to allow comparability of 
answers. This is understandable, but methodologically unsatisfactory. In recent
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projects, I found that fixed questionnaires made the interviews less dynamic and 
actually brought litde returns (cf. Balzacq 2004,2008). To be sure, if securitization 
is produced by a “discursive community,” the more questions framed differently 
provoke similar answers from different people the more reliable the conclusions 
become (see also Gusterson 2008:104). O f course, I trust that a core set of questions 
might be helpful, if only to create some conviviality at the outset of the interview, 
but what I think is of limited service are fully controlled questionnaires, timing, for­
mality of context—  Interviews are, to some degree, performance of the self. Under 
these circumstances, the investigator needs to respect the trajectories of intervie­
wees to capture the stories told in the heat of action.

I must finally point out that in (face-to-face) interviews, what is said is almost as 
important as what remains unspoken; the verbal is supplemented (i.e., the case for 
it is strengthened or contradicted) by the gestural; and, variations in stories are as 
useful as stabilities. Furthermore, the difficulty with interviews on securitization 
processes is that many securitizing actors may be doing their best to manipulate 
meanings, obscure intentionally or unintentionally or conceal those meanings from 
the viewpoint of the researcher (Jorgensen 1989: 14). In the field of migration, this 
is common as some securitizing actors do not want to be depicted as “racists.” In 
part, through semi-structured interviews, Bigo (1986) described the construction of 
the network of police forces in Europe. In her PhD thesis, Leonard (2007) catches 
up the extent to which EU insiders* views affected the conception of migrants and 
refugees as a threat in Europe since 2001. In short, semi-structured interviews 
evince otherwise inaccessible insiders’ world of meaning and reveal new perspec­
tives on the origins of a security problems.

Process-tracing

With process-tracing (along with content analysis), we enter one of the least trav­
elled routes of securitization analysis. The reason is that process-tracing is consis­
tently associated with positivist methodologies, which are regarded as incompatible 
with securitization theory. I have recendy received a friendly cridque of a colleague 
who holds that process-tracing, because of its commitment to causal explanation, is 
a radical misfit for securitization analysis. Poststructuralists, too, ordinarily sidestep 
any explanation that lends credence to the idea of causal mechanisms. It is not 
unreasonable to respond to such interpellations by asking what makes securitiza­
tion a domaine reserve of an interpretive epistemology? Nothing. To start, process­
tracing operates essentially with qualitative data (various types of documents, 
interviews, newspapers, historical memoirs, surveys, etc.). O f course the nature of 
data is not enough to situate a method in one epistemological stripe or another. But 
it does indicate that possibilities of connecting methods exist. Making a different 
argument, then, I hope to show that process-tracing can be a useful method for 
examining certain processes of securitization. In other words, those who are in the— 
difficult—business of designing a comprehensive theory of securitization have a 
great deal to learn from process-tracing.

The realm of process-tracing. If the investigator inquires “why a
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securitizing move was successful?,” answering “because an audience accepted” 
would be a platitude, if not a tautology. For the present purpose, I argue, process­
tracing is particularly useful for uncovering the “scope conditions under which” 
securitizing moves are likely to obtain. In fact, ‘to identity the (causal) process’, 
argues Goldstone (1991: 50—62),

one must perform the difficult cognitive feat of figuring out which aspects o f the 
initial conditions observed, in conjunction with which simple principles o f the 
many that may have been at work, would have combined to generate the 
observed sequence of events.9

In this light, the core of process-tracing is to examine social mechanisms which 
brought a social phenomenon into being. According to Hedstroem and Swedberg 
(1998:25), social mechanisms are ‘a set of hypotheses that could be the explanation 
for some social phenomenon, the explanation being in terms o f interactions 
between individuals and other individuals and some social aggregate.* In short, 
process-tracing deals with issues of interactions, causal chains linking the inde­
pendent variable(s) to the outcome of the dependent variable, and the conditions 
under which such causal paths obtain (Checkel 2008). In  this sense, process-tracing 
can be a cure to confirmation bias. In fact, the explanation of process-tracing lies 
upon the strategy of condition-seeking, which asks: “under what conditions does 
securitization occur?” Process-tracing fares better than discourse analysis in that 
regard, as the latter often concentrates on whether securitization has happened or 
not, and how it has taken shape; less frequently, if ever, does discourse analysis ask 
why. This is where, I surmise, process-tracing is probably at its best. The point is 
that the concern with “has securitization occurred and how?” has led some scholars 
to assume (among other things) that accumulating facts in order to confirm the 
desired outcome (i.e., successful) was the summum bonum of securitization studies. In 
brief, discourse analysis is strong in understanding how securitization operates, but 
weak in uncovering why certain securitizing moves succeed and when. In these cir­
cumstances, I argue, the insights brought by process-tracing can contribute to lay­
ing the groundwork for developing a comprehensive theory of securitization.

Two techniques capture the significance and specificity of process-tracing: 
condition-seeking and design strategy. First, condition-seeking aims to sort out ‘lim­
iting conditions for a known finding*. The aim of design strategy is, on the other 
hand, to discover ‘conditions that . . . produce a previously unobtainable result’ 
(Greenwald et al. 1986: 211). This means, for example, that within the conspectus 
of process-tracing, failed securitizing moves are outcomes worthy of investigation, 
in part because they enable us to explain why other moves were successful and, in 
part, as a consequence, because the knowledge culled from failed securitizing 
moves can ‘enrich the general theory* of securitization (George and Bennett 2005: 
215). In this light, process-tracing is decisive both in constructing and testing 
theories.

Recently, Salter (2008) has examined failed cases of securitization. The net 
benefit of his work is to cast new light on how the securitizing actor interacts with
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various types of audiences, in different settings. In this volume, he pursues this work, 
devoting more attention to the different types of failures which can derail a securi­
tizing move. Through a case study, he tests different assumptions and unveil the 
social mechanisms upon which they rest. With the help of this analysis, what could 
be interesting to explain next is which of the failures has the strongest effect on secu­
ritizing moves, when?

T ra c in g  so c ia l m ec h a n ism s. The language of causal mechanisms can be 
daunting for the “traditional” investigator employing securitization theory. But it 
should not be for two reasons, both of which have to do with the underlying assump­
tions of securitization theory. Recall the first and second assumptions of Chapter 1.

Assumption 1: The centrality o f audience

For an issue to be pronounced an instance of securitization, an “empowering audi­
ence” must agree with the claims made by the securitizing actor. The empowering 
audience is the audience which: a) has a direct causal connection with the issue; and 
b) has the ability to enable the securitizing actor to adopt measures in order to tackle 
the threat. In sum, securitization is satisfied by the acceptance of the empowering 
audience of a securitizing move.

Assumption 2: The co-dependency of agency and context

The semantic repertoire of security is a combination of textual meaning—knowl­
edge of the concept acquired through language (written and spoken)—and cultural 
meaning— knowledge gained through previous interactions and current situations. 
Thus, the performative dimension of security rests between semantic regularity and 
contextual circumstances.

These two assumptions embody distinct processes whose features and effects 
could be comprehended via the use of process-tracing techniques. In particular, in 
the first, there is a distinct social mechanism at play, namely “persuasion.” In the 
second assumption, I isolate one possible social mechanism, namely “learning.” 
These two mechanisms are distinct, but interdependent. In fact, learning generally 
occurs through socialization which, if designed (inducting new actors into the ways 
of thinking, acting and behaving of a given community), follows the mechanism of 
persuasion, i.e., ‘a social process of communication that involves changing the 
beliefs, attitudes, or behaviour, in the absence of overt coercion’ (Checkel 2008: 
117). The problem, however, is that for many sceptics, neither persuasion nor 
learning is amenable to process-tracing. I demur. Checkel’s works on socialization 
and persuasion (2001, 2005) provide a fine-grained illustration of how process­
tracing operates. He uses a  series of hypotheses in order to understand the effects of 
persuasion on the beliefs of agents analyzed. In my view, those who would like to use 
process-tracing in securitization might start from there.

However, process-tracing does not look for a one-directional relationship 
between some or all of the factors highlighted by the aforementioned assumptions. 
It insists, in contrast, on the degree of congruence between them. In this sense, what
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I would like to propose is that process-tracing illuminates not only mechanisms of 
causal determinacy but also mechanisms of causal adequacy. It does so, more precisely, 
through an examination of the degree of congruence between different circum­
stances driving and/or constraining securitization. The advantage is noteworthy: 
an investigation of degrees ofcongruity enables us to determine the relative status of one 
of the forces within the network o f causality. Since it might prove tricky to identify a 
precise causal link as the exclusive source of a securitized issue, investigating con­
gruence between, for instance, the strategies of the securitizing actor, the frame of 
reference of the audience, and the immediate context, may yield more credible 
results. In other words, the analysis of the degree of congruence among relevant 
concurrent forces should better guide attempts at understanding securitization, 
because how these various factors blend tells us a great deal about the likely out­
come of the process. Indeed, with configuration and congruence one does not need 
to rely on the normative conditions of securitization; one grasps key concepts that 
highlight at once causal networks and products of securitization.

There are probably as many process-tracings as there are social mechanisms. 
Process-tracing can have different names, and many typologies compete (cf. 
Aminzade 1993; George and Bennett 2005; Roberts 1995). In other words, this is 
not a one size fits all technique. For instance, Aminzade (1993: 108) develops what 
he calls ‘theory-guided process-tracing’, that is, ‘theoretically explicit narratives 
that carefully trace and compare the sequences of events the constituting process’ 
under study. George and Bennett (2005:210-11), for their part, propose four kinds 
of process-tracing: detailed narrative, use of hypotheses and generalizations, ana­
lytic explanation, more general explanation. The format of this chapter prevents us 
from discussing these types of process-tracing in depth. Suffice it to point out that 
what the investigator wants to trace is the sequence of events that brought securiti­
zation about. To do so, the researcher uses analytic explanation which ‘converts 
historical narrative into an analytical causal explanation couched in explicit theoret­
ical forms’ (Ibid.; emphasis in the original).

Thus, in Chapter 8, Roxanna Sjostedt attempts to investigate the securitization 
of H IV / AIDS by tracing the different causal chains that led to the successful out­
come. This is achieved mainly through the examination o f the causal effect of con­
text on the securitizing moves, a causality whose significance is assessed by 
disaggregating context. She does not work one-way, however: from context to secu­
ritizing moves. Instead, Sjostedt constandy moves from causes to effects and from 
effects to causes in order to test her premises and eliminate spurious accounts. In 
short, the chapter offers a good illustration of how process-tracing could be 
employed as a reliable tool for theory development and refinement. In this light, the 
two assumptions on audience, on the one hand, and agency and context, on the 
other hand, could be translated in theoretical terms. For instance, the common 
frame of reference and the perceived speaker’s knowledge of the security problem 
would bear more weight in securitizing an issue absent of a sensitive external con­
text. By contrast, if the external context provides potent clues for the existence of a 
security hazard, the importance of the speaker’s knowledge and the influence of the 
common frame of reference would decrease. In other words, in securitization, the
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common frame of reference and the perceived speaker’s knowledge can be substi­
tutes for external forces (Lupia and  M cCubbins 1998: 55).

A cautionary note. Process-tracing is not a  panacea; no method is. It would 
therefore be useful to term inate this section by drawing researchers’ attention to 
some of the constraints on conducting process-tracing, in the context of securitiza­
tion studies. T o  me, three are essential: specifying the unit o f analysis; taking equifi- 
nality into account; scrupulously assessing the time available for crafting the work. 
T o  start with, the investigator needs to clearly specify the level(s) o f analysis at which 
the causal path(s) will be examined. In  section II, I have specified three levels of 
analysis and their constituent analytics (i.e., units of analysis). Taking the level of 
agent, the investigator using process-tracing could then decide to test, for instance, 
the effect of the securitizing agent’s personal identity on the likely outcome of a 
securitizing move. This is not out o f reach as one m ay think. In  a  compelling study, 
Abdelal et al. (2009) have developed the different ways in which identity could be 
treated as a “variable.” In  this book, context is rigorously treated as a  variable both 
by Wilkinson and Sjostedt. T he inferences they make from the evidence gathered 
are compelling, even if  the theoretical conclusions remain provisional.

T he second constraints on doing process-tracing relates to the issue of equifinal- 
ity (i.e., the repertoire o f  causal paths that lead to a given outcome or what I have 
called earlier the ‘degree of congruence am ong relevant concurrent forces’). The 
challenge for the researcher is to separate processes which are causal but congruent 
from those that are not. T he result: process-tracing is not a m ethod which is meant 
to contribute to the construction o f  what is regarded as “parsimonious theories.” 
Instead, it aims to ‘explain m ore completely the outcome a t hand’ (Checkel 2008: 
123). In  other words, process-tracing could help to craft middle-range theories. 
However, warns Checkel (Ibid.), ‘I f  one is not careful, middle-range theories can 
lead to over-determined and, in the worse case, “kitchen-sink,” arguments where 
everything m atters.’ H e concludes nonetheless that this risk could be minimized by 
careful research design.

T he last constraint is m ore m aterial, bu t no less im portant. Because process-trac­
ing generates many alternatives explanations that have to be checked out against 
the data, it will generally require m ore time than discourse analysis for instance. In 
my view, in fact, only ethnographic research comes closest to matching the time 
dem and brought by process-tracing. As such, those who em bark on process-tracing 
needs to evaluate their chances o f completing their research within the time allot­
ted. This may sound banal, but m any projects are financed for a  limited period and, 
as such, require that the results be m ade available at a  particular date.

Content analysis

Students o f  securitization who use content analysis seek primarily to capture the 
kind o f cues to which audience is likely to be responsive to, and whether this sensi­
tiveness is contextually (in)dependent (Herm ann 2008:167). But the use o f content 
analysis remains rather exceptional. Indeed, primarily because o f its commitment 
to a  positivist methodology, content analysis is subject to the same under-use as
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process-tracing. W hether researchers like it o r not, however, securitization studies 
have something to learn from content analysis. T his section focuses its attention on 
oudining what marks out content analysis from discourse analysis, a  m ethod to 
which it is often fruitfully combined. This is done along three axes: one bears on 
aims, one relates to the data used, and one concerns the logic o f enquiry.

First, according to Moyser and  Wagstaffe (1987: 20), the objective o f  content 
analysis is to throw ‘light on the ways (agents). . . use o r  m anipulate symbols and  
invest communication with m eaning.’ Ultimately, this concern is no t distant from 
what discourse analysis tries to accomplish. Indeed, both  m ethods are concerned 
with drawing conclusions from a set o f texts. But it is w orth pointing ou t that while 
content analysis concentrates on the text as an  independent entity, discourse analy­
sis focuses on the situated and social aspects o f the text; in o ther words, the text 
emerges out of an intersubjective context. T hus, for discourse analysis the reaction 
that a text provokes in a given audience is an  im portant elem ent th a t needs to be 
accounted for. Second, discourse analysis and  content analysis use very similar 
range of data and the decision to select one type o f  da ta  depends on the research 
question. In fact, content analysis and discourse analysis have recourse to  data that, 
broadly put, convey meaning. These, we have shown, are generically called “texts.”

The third axis— the logic o f enquiry— strikes a t the h eart o f  fundam ental con­
trasts between the two methods. I t is here tha t the stakes are higher for students o f  
securitization. While discourse analysis insists on the constructed character o f  the 
meaning generated by the analyst, content analysis holds tha t the m eaning o f  the 
text can be fixed and, if well coded, be retrieved via replication by o ther investiga­
tors. Put crisply, content analysis proceeds deductively, while discourse analysis 
operates inductively. For content analysis, in other words, text’s m eaning is con­
stant and stable across time and place and, hence, differences in interpretations 
indicate a potential problem that has to be addressed if the results are to be reliable 
(Hardy et al. 2004:20). O n this view, then, content analysis em phasizes the m easur­
ability of variables or counting and coding. However, the fact th a t content analysis 
uses essentially quantitative methodologies does not m ean tha t it cannot integrate 
questions whose treatm ent requires a  methodology th a t is m ore qualitative in 
nature. In fact, the procedures used to draw  inferences from  the m aterials collected 
vary. For instance, if the investigator looks for the presence o r absence o f  a  “securi­
tization frame” in the materials under scrutiny, the m ethod could be qualitative. If, 
by contrast, the investigator is interested prim ary in the “degree to which the securitiz­
ing frame affects the trust in government,” the materials could be subject to a  quan­
titative analysis. Often, however, qualitative and quantitative techniques are 
triangulated (see Vultee’s Chapter 4 in this volume).

A related im portant aspect, regardless o f the logic o f  enquiry (qualitative/quan­
titative), is the unit that the investigator aims to code. In  fact, content analysis rarely 
analyzes documents as a whole: interview, newspaper articles or speech. W hat is 
coded, instead, are more manageable units such as words, sentences, paragraphs or 
themes, extracted from the materials that the researcher has available (Neuendorf
2002). In turn, the coding itself should conform to the research question. I f  the 
investigator is interested in “securitization frames,” s /h e  codes for words, sentences
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. . .  having to do obviously with threat images. The matters are more complex when 
it comes to quantifying the degree to which the securitization frames affect the trust 
in government (see Vultee, this volume). In sum, the ideal for content analysis rests 
on the quality of the coding plan that can be drawn upon by any coder.

Towards a reflexive pluralism

I have presented the methods employed in this book without a preconceived notion 
about the superiority of a  method over another. I think, contrary to others, that the 
methods discussed in this chapter could be combined in various ways and that there 
are no insurmountable fences around any of the method that would prevent it from 
being combined with another in the list. In fact, Chapters 3 through 10 use more 
than one method to carry out the task at hand. Although the combination of dis­
course analysis with any other method is by far the most dominant, we have expres­
sions of other combinations, too (see Table 2.2).

Most qualitative methods dramatically increase in usefulness to the extent that 
their features can be related to other areas of enquiry and to other methods. 
Arguably, the result is to produce a much richer version of securitization processes, 
that is, a grammar of the relationship between different factors and actors of securi­
tization. It is for this reason that pluralism in methods is said to be “productive,” 
because it generates patterns of understanding that could have gone unnoticed or 
inappropriately captured by the use of a single method (Lupovici 2009). As Checkel 
(2008: 126) nicely puts it, ‘if we want to offer better answers to the questions we ask 
. . .  t h e n . . .  epistemological and methodological boundary crossing is both essential 
and possible’ (emphasis in the original).

Pluralism is not syncretism. Indeed, bringing different methods together in the 
hope that more would be known could prove counterproductive if done recklessly. 
In fact if one scraps away the surface of some empirical studies, few pass the test of 
what I call “reflexive pluralism.” I define reflexive pluralism as a proactive and non- 
biased attitude towards methodological dialogue. In other words, reflexive plural­
ism does not attempt to smuggle through the view that one of the methods 
employed is superior to the other. If a method fares better than another, it should be 
stated clearly and justified. Finally, reflexive pluralism recognizes both the strengths

Table 2.2 A cartography of this volume’s methodological commitments

Discourse analysis Ethnographic research Process-tracing Content analysis 

Chapter 3 • •
Chapter 4 • •
Chapter 5 • •
Chapter 6 • • •
Chapter 7 •

Chapter 8 •
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
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and limits of the approaches which are brought together to examine a particular 
case. Herrera and Braumoeller’s (2004: 17) put it thus: ‘researchers must be cir­
cumspect in their claims, regardless of methods.’ For that reason, as the majority of 
the contributors to this book insist, it is necessary for the investigator to pay close 
attention to the validity of the results obtained. My understanding of validity here 
does not—at least not necessarily—refer to the ability of the researcher to forecast 
what might happen in the future, but instead follows Holsti’s (1969: 143): ‘Are the 
results plausible? Are they consistent with other information about the phenome­
non being studied?’ This is another way of arguing that the chapters that follow are 
united in the view that the most fundamental issue in securitization analysis is the 
extent to which the practice of methodological pluralism can enliven our knowl­
edge of processes of securitization.

Notes
1 In the realm of discourse analysis, for instance, the following authors do not often share the 

same kind of method: Duffy, Fedcrking and T  ucker (1998); Fierke (1998); Hansen (2006); 
Hopf (2002); Larsen (1997); Milliken (1999); Neumann (2008); Ringmar (1996); Laffey 
and Weldes (2004).

2 For Sartori (1970: 1033), whose view I follow, methodology is ‘a concerns with the logical 
structure and procedure of scientific enquiry.’ Methods refer to the different techniques 
used to collect and examine data (Crotty 1998: 3).

3 Emphases added.
4 We think it is useful to put “successful” in brackets in order to indicate that, strictly speak­

ing, this concept is redundant when attached to “securitization,” as the latter refers to suc­
cessful moves only.

5 The referent subject is my term while the referent object is the CS’s. I place them at the 
level of the agent because they are often regarded as expressing an agency, of sorts.

6 The work of Hansen (2006, 2007) constitute a notable exception in that regard. This 
shows, parenthetically, that the language of schools is more limited than that of theoreti­
cal delineation proposed in this book. See Chapter 1 in this volume.

7 Searle (1977b).
8 Nordstrom (2004: 14).
9 Cited in George and Bennett (2005: 206); italics in original.
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3 Reconceptualizing the 
audience in securitization 
theory

Sarah Leonard and Christian Kaunert

Securitization theory has attracted much attention since it was first developed by 
the so-called ‘Copenhagen School’. In a nutshell, the Copenhagen School argues 
that an issue is transformed into a security issue (i.e. secwntxzfid) after a securitizing 
actor presents it as an existential threat and this ‘securitizing move’ is accepted by 
the ‘audience’ (W<ever 1995; Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998). The original for­
mulation of securitization theory is heavily influenced by linguistics, and more pre­
cisely the concept o f‘speech acts’, that is, discourses that do not ‘report on things , 
but rather ‘do things’. Whilst the potential of this approach for contributing to the 
debates on the meaning of security in the post-Cold W ar era has been widely 
acknowledged, a consensus has also emerged around the idea that securitization 
theory in its original formulation by the Copenhagen School suffers from several 
weaknesses, including the significant under-theorization of several aspects of secu­
ritization processes (Barthwal-Datta 2009; Balzacq 2005; McDonald 2008; Stritzel 
2007; Wilkinson 2007).

This chapter focuses on one of these weaknesses, which concerns the conceptu­
alisation of the relationship between the securitizing actor and the audience or, in 
other words, the role of the audience in securitization processes. This has been iden­
tified as a problematic and under-theorised aspect o f the securitization framework 
by several scholars, as will be discussed later in this chapter. Even the scholar who 
developed the concept o f‘securitization*. Ole Waever, has recognised that the con­
cept o f‘audience’ ‘[needs] a better definition and probably differentiation’ (Waever 
2003: 26). Indeed, given that one of the key-ideas underpinning the framework is 
that an issue only becomes securitized after such a  representation has been accepted 
by the audience, it is important for the framework to offer a clear conceptualisation 
of who constitutes the audience and how its acceptance can be assessed. Otherwise, 
the application of the securitization framework to empirical case studies remains 
difficult and open to conflicting interpretations stemming from the uncertain com­
position and role o f the audience.

This chapter starts by analysing how the Copenhagen School initially conceptu­
alised the audience in securitization processes. Then, it examines some of the criti­
cisms that have been levelled at the Copenhagen School’s treatment o f the 
audience, before considering some o f the suggestions made to remedy these short­
comings. It recognises the strengths of some o f these contributions, but argues that
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they still leave some questions unanswered. In the following section, the chapter 
argues that incorporating some insights from public policy literature in securitiza­
tion theory, in particular Kingdon’s ‘three streams’ framework, offers a promising 
avenue to reconceptualise and refine the role o f the audience in the securitization 
framework. Such a  reconceptualisation allows for (1) a dearer operationalisation of 
key concepts such as ‘securitizing actor’ and ‘audience’, (2) an understanding o f the 
audience as actually comprising different audiences, which are characterised by dif­
ferent logics of persuasion, and (3) a more systematic analysis o f the linkages 
between the various audiences and their respective impact on the overall policy­
making process.

The role of the audience in securitization processes: 
the Copenhagen School’s view

The Copenhagen School’s position on the exact role played by the audience in 
securitization processes lacks precision and darity. Its treatment of this issue is at 
times vague and at other times contradictory. This will be demonstrated by a dose 
critical reading of what remains to date their most systematic and detailed discus­
sion of the securitization framework, nam dy their book Security: A New Frameworkfor 
Analysis.*

First o f all, there is significant uncertainty regarding the role of the audience in 
securitization processes, as there seems to be an important contradiction within the 
writings of the Copenhagen School on this topic. O n the one hand, the 
Copenhagen School seems to give the audience an important role in securitization 
processes, as securitization is presented as ‘an essentially intersubjective process’ 
(Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998: 30). Buzan, Waever and de Wilde (1998: 25) 
argue that ‘[a] discourse that takes the form of presenting something as an existen­
tial threat to a referent object does not by itself create securitization -  this is a securi­
tizing movey but the issue is securitized only if and when the audience accepts it as 
such*. On the other hand, the Copenhagen School implicitly downplays the role of 
the audience in other parts o f Security. For example, after refuting the idea that the 
‘security-ness* of an issue can be objectively assessed, Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 
(1998: 34) argue that ‘[thus], it is the actor ( .. .)  who decides whether something is 
to be handled as am existential threat’ -  ‘actor* referring to ‘securitizing actor’ in this 
sentence. This contradicts their previous assertion that ‘[sjuccessful securitization is 
not decided by the securitizer but by the audience o f the security speech act’ (Buzan, 
Waever and de Wilde 1998: 3 1).2

Despite this contradiction, it appears that, overall, the Copenhagen School 
grants a significant role to the audience in securitization processes. Nevertheless, 
this is a  dimension of their securitization framework that remains fundamentally 
under-developed. First of all, it is not entirely clear what the acceptance by the 
audience means and entails exactly, and therefore how it could be identified in 
practice. Buzan, Waever and de Wilde (1998: 25) note that ‘[accept] does not 
necessarily mean in civilized, dominance-free discussion*. They rephrase this in 
the following way: ‘[since] securitization can never only be imposed, there is
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some need to argue one’s case’ (Buzan, Wacver and de Wilde 1998: 25). O ther 
mentions of the role of the audience in Security refer to ideas such as ‘the existential 
threat has to be argued and just gain enough resonance for a platform to be made 
from which it is possible to legitimize emergency measures or other steps that 
would not have been possible (. . .)’ (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998: 25). 
Again, it is not clear how the ‘resonance* o f the securitizing move with the audience 
or the ‘signs of such acceptance* (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998: 25) could be 
assessed.

Moreover, and perhaps more fundamentally, the Copenhagen School remains 
extremely vague on the issue o f how to identify the audience o f a  securitizing speech 
act. The audience is defined as ‘those the securitizing act attempts to convince to 
accept exceptional procedures because o f the specific security nature o f some issues* 
(Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998: 41). However, no precise criteria are outlined 
to identify who exaedy constitutes the audience in practice. Whereas they give prac­
tical examples of securitizing actors — ‘political leaders, bureaucracies, govern­
ments, lobbyists, and pressure groups* (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998: 40) — 
Buzan, Waever and de Wilde do not give any illustrations o f audiences in Security. In 
a draft paper written in 2003 and aiming to ‘take stock* of the recent developments 
in securitization studies, Waever is only marginally m ore precise in his definition o f 
‘audience*. He argues the following:

Audience is those who have to be convinced in order for the securitizing move 
to be successful. Although one often tends to think in terms o f ‘the population’ 
or citizenry being the audience (the ideal situation regarding ‘national security* 
in a democratic society), it actually varies according to the political system and 
the nature o f the issue

(Waever 2003: 11-12)

Later in the paper, Waever (2003:26) argues that the Copenhagen School’s original 
version of the securitization framework may have been too overly informed by the 
example of Western democratic regimes. It would therefore be necessary to con­
sider cases of securitization taking place in various political and cultural settings in 
order to develop a more general framework. Waever (2003: 26) also argues that the 
securitization framework should take into account the existence o f various cate­
gories of audience involved in a  securitization process, without giving any more 
details about how this could precisely be done.

Having closely examined the treatment o f the audience in Security, as well as in a 
paper subsequently written by Waever, one therefore reaches the conclusion that 
the role of the audience in securitization processes remains significantly under-the­
orised in the Copenhagen School’s formulation o f securitization theory. Although 
Buzan, Waever and de Wilde emphasise that securitization is an intersubjective 
process, in which the audience seemingly plays a crucial role, this concept remains 
rather vague and under-specified. How it could be operationalised in empirical 
studies is also far from clear.
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Criticisms of the Copenhagen School9s conceptualisation 
of the audience

Given the vagueness of the idea o f‘audience* in the Copenhagen School’s concep­
tualisation of securitization, it is therefore unsurprising that it is an aspect of its 
framework that has been particularly criticised. First of all, several scholars have 
denounced the lack of clarity and precision in the Copenhagen School’s treatment 
of the audience (Baizacq 2005; Stritzel 2007: 363; Dunn Cavelty 2008: 26; Salter 
2008; McDonald 2008:573) along the lines of what has been elaborated in the pre­
vious section. As Baizacq (2005: 173) puts it, ‘although the Copenhagen School 
points out that a “significant audience” must concur with the securitizing actor -  
who speaks “security” -  for a referent object -  the threatening event -  to be securi­
tized, the nature and status of that audience remains unaccounted for’. Dunn 
Cavelty (2008: 26) notes that ‘it remains largely unclear which audience has to 
accept what argument, to what degree, and for how long’. Salter echoes this view, 
by stating that ‘the actual politics of the acceptance [by the audience] are left radi­
cally under-determined by [the Copenhagen School’s securitization] model. It is 
precisely the dynamics of this acceptance, this resonance, this politics of consent 
that must be unpacked further’ (Salter 2008: 324). According to Vaughn (2009: 
273), the lack of precision concerning this specific aspect of the Copenhagen 
School’s securitization framework is particularly problematic. In her view, ‘[while] 
there may be a valid reason for this — namely, that “the relevant audience” is always 
case specific — the omission of detailed criteria for recognizing and delimiting the 
audience weakens empirical research as the audience plays such an important role 
for securitization’.

Moreover, it has been questioned whether securitization can be conceptualised 
as both a  speech act and an intersubjective process at the same time. Baizacq argues 
that there are tensions between these two dimensions of the Copenhagen School’s 
securitization framework. On the one hand, the idea that securitization is a speech 
act indicates that it is a  self-referential activity, governed by discursive rules. On the 
other hand, the idea that the acceptance of the audience is crucial for successful 
securitization emphasises that it is intersubjective (Baizacq 2005: 179). This is an 
ambiguous position. However, according to Baizacq (2005: 179), the lack of atten­
tion given to the audience indicates that the Copenhagen School ‘leans towards 
self-referentiality, rather than intersubjectivity*. In the same vein, Stritzel (2007) 
questions whether the idea of a securitizing speech act taking place at one discrete 
point in time can be combined and reconciled with the idea of securitization being 
an intersubjective process, which strongly suggests the existence of some sort of 
‘negotiations’ between the securitizing actor and its audience, or in the 
Copenhagen School’s own words, ‘processes of constructing a shared understanding of 
what is to be considered and collectively responded to as a  threat’ (Buzan, Waever 
and de Wilde 1998:26, quoted in Stritzel 2007: 363; italics by Stritzel).

Finally, it has been argued that the idea of the ‘audience’ oversimplifies the fact 
that there can be multiple audiences, with different characteristics (Baizacq 2005; 
Stritzel 2007: 363; Salter 2008; Vuori 2008; Roe 2008). The first to elaborate on
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that point was arguably Baizacq (2005). In his article on ‘political agency, audience 
and context*, he criticises the fact that the idea of the Copenhagen School gives the 
securitizing speech act too high a degree of formality — ‘reducing] security to a con­
ventional procedure such as marriage or betting’ (Baizacq 2005: 172; italics in the orig­
inal). In his view, Buzan, Waever and de Wilde neglect the configuration of 
circumstances in which securitizing speech acts take place, ‘including the context, 
the psycho-cultural disposition of the audience, and the power that both speaker 
and listener bring to the interaction’ (Baizacq 2005: 172). One can therefore con­
clude that several scholars have argued that the Copenhagen School’s conceptual­
isation of the composition and the role of the audience in the securitization 
framework lacks precision and that it is problematic with respect to applying the 
framework empirically.

Re-conceptualisations of the role of the audience in 
securitization processes

Further to the various criticisms levelled at the way in which the Copenhagen 
School theorised the role of the audience in Security, several scholars have put for­
ward suggestions to develop and refine the concept of audience, with regard to both 
its composition and role, in the securitization framework. Baizacq (2005) has sug­
gested paying more attention to the audience (as well as to the context, more gener­
ally) in the securitization framework. He has argued that it would be more 
analytically beneficial to conceptualise securitization as a  strategic or pragmatic 
practice — rather than a speech act -  taking place in a specific set of circumstances, 
including a  specific context and the existence of an audience having a particular 
‘psycho-cultural disposition’ (Baizacq 2005: 172). From that viewpoint, securitiza­
tion is understood as ‘a  sustained strategic practice aimed at convincing a  target 
audience to accept, based on what it knows about the world, the claim that a  specific devel­
opment (oral threat or event) is threatening enough to deserve an immediate policy 
to alleviate it’ (Baizacq 2005:173). This has important consequences for the securi­
tizing actor. Indeed, it means that a securitizing actor is more likely to be successful 
if (s)he can rightly perceive the feelings and needs of the audience and can use a lan­
guage that will resonate well with the audience (Baizacq 2005: 184).

Another suggestion that has been put forward by several scholars is to conceptu­
alise the audience as actually comprising different audiences (Baizacq 2005; Vuori 
2008; Salter 2008). Vuori (2008: 72) argues that these ‘audiences depend on the 
function the securitization act is intended to serve*. For example, the audience of 
some securitization acts can be quite general, whereas some acts in situations of cri­
sis may be intended to an elite audience only. Given that the audience depends on 
each specific socio-historical situation, Vuori (2008: 72) considers that it would be 
impossible to define who constitutes the audience in securitization theory. However, 
he claims that ‘[what] could have been said within the model is that the audience has 
to be such that they have the ability to provide the securitizing actor with whatever 
s/he is seeking to accomplish with the securitization’ (Vuori 2008: 72). In addition, 
although the issue of multiple audiences is not the focus of his article, Baizacq (2005)
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makes an important point regarding the potentially different roles of different audi­
ences when he makes a distinction between formal support and moral support for 
the securidzing move. He observes that what matters for the development of policy 
is whether the securitizing move enjoys formal support (i.e. support by the institu­
tions making decisions), since moral support is generally not sufficient (Balzacq 
2005: 185). This point has been further developed by Roe (2008), who suggests 
breaking down the audience into the general public -  who can offer ‘moral’ support 
regarding the ‘securityness’ of a given issue -  and policy-makers, such as parlia­
ments -  who can offer the ‘formal support’ necessary for the adoption of the 
extraordinary measures aiming to tackle a security issue.

Finally, another important suggestion for reconceptualising the audience in 
securitization processes has been made by Salter (2008). In an article on securitiza­
tion using the case of the Canadian Air Transport Security Authority (2008), he 
suggests reconceptualising securitization (including the role of the audience) by 
drawing upon insights from dramaturgical analysis, in particular Goffman’s con­
cept of ‘setting’. Salter argues that, in line with the use of dramatic language by 
Buzan and Waever themselves — ‘the staging of existential issues in politics’ or how 
‘an issue is dramatised’ (Salter 2008:328) -  insights from dramaturgical analysis can 
add to the securitization model by offering a more nuanced understanding of the 
relationship between the audience and the securitizing actor and the reasons for 
which securitizing moves succeed (or fail). A dramaturgical approach does so by 
highlighting the existence of various ‘settings’, which are characterised by specific 
actors and debates, an audience with particular expectations, as well as specialised 
language, conventions and procedures — or, in other words, specific factors of suc­
cess for particular securitizing moves. Indeed, ‘a  securitization act may be success­
ful with a  scientific or technocratic community, and yet fail in the elite and popular 
realm, such as the debate over global warming during the 1980s and 1990s* (Salter 
2008: 325). Salter (2008: 328) identifies, without any specific justification for this 
choice, four types o f settings: popular, elite, technocratic and scientific. He notes 
that there could be more settings in other contexts, but that considering four here 
allows for sufficient differentiation within this specific case.

According to Salter, the type o f setting in which securitizing speech acts take 
place is important, because it influences their form, content and success:

In each o f these different settings, the core rules for authority/knowledge (who 
can speak), the social context (what can be spoken), and the degree of success 
(what is heard) vary. This goes far beyond linguistic rules towards norms and 
conventions o f discourse, as well as bureaucratic politics, group identity, col­
lective memory and self-defined interest

(Salter 2008:322)

Salter’s contribution is significant, as it is the most elaborate and detailed attempt at 
identifying what the different audiences may be, which characteristics distinguish 
them (e-g- rules, norms, practices, languages) and what impact this has on securitiz­
ing moves. O ne o f the main strengths of such a setting-centred approach is that it
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highlights the differences between settings and their impact on securitization, 
which is a very valuable point. Salter’s conclusion that ‘the process o f successful 
securitization and desecuritization operates differently within different settings’ 
(Salter 2008:343) is an important contribution to the development o f securitization 
studies. However, one is left with the impression that these settings are rather dis­
jointed. It is not clear how they relate to one another or whether events in one set­
ting can have an impact in another setting. O ne wonders how the overall direction 
of a policy gets decided in a  context where there are different settings, which means 
that who speaks, what is said and what is accepted by the audience may vary. Also, 
which setting matters most in which context?

In conclusion to this section, it is evident that some attempts have been made to 
refine the concept o f‘audience’ in the securitization framework. The most interest­
ing idea that has been put forward is the suggestion that we should re-think the audi­
ence as comprising different audiences, characterised by different logics of 
persuasion. However, what still needs to be addressed is the issue o f the relation­
ships between these different audiences and the overall im pact that those various 
audiences have on policy-making. In other words, it is necessary to develop a gen­
eral and unified framework that can account for the existence and the respective 
impact of various audiences on the securitization of an issue. In  the next section, it 
is argued that some insights from public policy literature, in particular Kingdon’s 
‘three streams model’ are particularly helpful to refine the issues of the composition 
and the role of various audiences in the securitization framework.

Reconceptualising the role of the audience in 
securitization processes: the contribution from  
Kingdon’s ‘three streams model’

Agendas, Alternatives and Public Polity, which was written by Kingdon in 1984, has 
made a seminal contribution to public policy literature. Aiming to explain policy 
change, the intellectual puzzle leading Km gdon’s research was ‘what makes an 
idea’s time come?’ (Kingdon 1984: 1). His approach is informed by a broadly con­
structivist understanding of politics and international relations. The core o f his 
model, described as a  set of processes, includes the following categories: the setting 
of the agenda, the specification o f alternatives from which a  choice is made, and an 
authoritative choice among those alternatives in a  legislative procedure (Kingdon 
1984: 3). The agenda can be defined as ‘the list o f subjects o r problems to which 
governments officials ( . .  .) are paying some serious attention at any given time' 
(Kingdon 1984: 3). T he agenda-setting process narrows the set o f alternatives for 
different policies due to the fact that only a  certain num ber o f issues can potentially 
be considered simultaneously. Thus, it becomes important to understand how and 
why the agenda changes over time. Kingdon highlights two factors that influence 
agenda-setting and the specification o f alternatives. Those are the nature o f the par­
ticipants who are active and the process by which agenda items and alternatives 
come into prominence. Kingdon’s model (1984: 92—93) suggests that there are 
three major process streams to explain ‘policy change*, Le. (a) the problem stream.
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(b) the policy stream, and (c) the politics stream. These three streams are thought to 
operate largely independendy from one another.

W hen one examines Kingdon’s ‘three streams model’, one can immediately 
identify points of convergence and possible cross-fertilisation between this model 
and the securitization framework. The two key-factors that he identifies in agenda- 
setting and the specification of alternatives -  the participants and the process by 
which agenda items and alternatives become prominent — can be linked to the con­
cepts o f ‘securitizing actors’ and ‘securitization processes*. The idea that there arc 
three different streams -  each characterised by specific participants -  is reminiscent 
o f Salter’s idea that there are different possible settings for securitizing moves, each 
characterised by a different audience. As a consequence, this chapter argues that it 
would be very beneficial for scholars to draw upon certain insights from Kingdon’s 
model to further refine some aspects of the securitization framework. In doing so, it 
is argued, a more robust and precise securitization framework would be developed, 
which would allow for (I) operationalising the concepts o f ‘securitizing actor* and 
‘audience’ more precisely and for (2) conceptualising the audience as comprising 
different audiences, which respond to different logics of persuasion, but are all inter­
linked as they are involved in a single policy-making process. This would address 
the problems affecting the existing versions of the securitization framework previ­
ously discussed and that can be summarised as follows: (1) the lack of clarity and pre­
cision in the use of concepts, such as ‘securitizing actor* and ‘audience*, which 
obstructs their operationalisation, (2) the over-simplification represented by the 
idea o f one single audience (rather than several audiences characterised by different 
logics of persuasion), and (3) the lack of integration between these various audi­
ences, which seem to be fragmented and whose respective impact on the overall 
policy-making process remains unclear.

T he idea of integrating some insights from Kingdon’s work into the securitiza­
tion framework is actually not entirely new. The first scholar who suggested doing 
so was probably Eriksson in a conference paper written in 1999. The main aim of 
this paper was to address what Eriksson considered to be a  major shortcoming of 
securitization theory at the time, namely the fact that ‘[it] fails to explain why some 
instances o f securitization influence the agenda but not others’ (Eriksson 1999b: 2). 
In his view, the securitization framework could be improved by drawing upon 
insights from agenda-setting theory, Kingdon’s work in particular. Thus, Eriksson 
was mainly interested in Kingdon’s work to tackle the issue of agenda-setting in the 
securitization framework, rather than that of the audience. Following on from 
Eriksson’s paper, another scholar who attempted to integrate insights from 
Kingdon’s work into securitization theory is Dunn Cavelty (2008). However, for all 
its strengths and the added value that it brings to the study of securitization, Dunn 
Cavelty’s treatment of Kingdon’s model may be seen as slightly problematic as it 
diverges from the original model in some respects without justifying these changes.3 
Furthermore, when one considers the main aim of this chapter, it can be argued 
that Dunn Cavelty did not go as far as it would have been possible in using insights 
from Kingdon’s ‘three streams model’ to refine the concept of ‘audience’ and the 
relationship between the securitizing actor and the audience in securitization
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theory. It is therefore necessary to revisit Kingdon’s ‘three streams model’ and 
examine the contribution that it can make to our understanding of securitization 
processes, in particular the role of the audience in such processes.

Thus, the attempts by Eriksson and Dunn Cavelty to integrate some insights 
from the ‘three streams model’ developed by Kingdon into the securitization 
framework have shown that there is a lot of potential for successful cross-fertilisation 
between these two frameworks. This chapter argues that this is also likely to be the 
case with regard to the issue at the heart of this chapter, that of the relationship 
between the securitizing actor and the audience. There is still a significant amount 
of untapped potential in Kingdon’s work regarding this issue. Although both 
Eriksson (1999b: 1) and Dunn Cavelty (2008: 26) have criticised the vagueness of 
the idea of ‘audience* in the Copenhagen School’s securitization framework, nei­
ther of them has drawn upon Kingdon’s model to specifically tackle this problem. 
The next section addresses this gap. It explores how the concept o f ‘audience* can 
be further developed in the securitization framework by drawing upon Kingdon’s 
‘three streams model*.

Synthesising Kingdon3's 1three streams model9 and the 
secuntization framework

Kingdon’s framework (1984) of public policy change is based upon three ‘streams’, 
namely the problem, policy and politics streams, and the important role o f ‘policy 
entrepreneurs’. This section aims to synthesise Kingdon’s insights and the securiti­
zation framework. It considers each of the three streams in turn and seeks to illumi­
nate the specific composition and role o f the audience in each of them. It then 
considers the related concepts o f‘policy window’ and ‘policy entrepreneur’—which 
is very close to that o f‘securitizing actor’, as a securitizing actor can be seen as a spe­
cific type of policy entrepreneur.

The problem stream

In Kingdon’s problem stream, an actor aims to construct a policy problem by using 
indicators and external events. Thus, the problem stream analyses in essence how 
conditions become policy problems by capturing the attention of decision-makers. 
Indeed, Kingdon (1984: 109) suggests that one should distinguish between a condi­
tion and a problem. Bad weather, illness and poverty are conditions, not political 
problems in themselves. They only become political problems once decision-mak­
ers perceive them as such and come to believe that they should be tackled. This 
process depends on the existence of dramatic events or crises, or on a variety of indi­
cators of a problem, be they statistical or non-statistical (Kingdon 1984:91). First of 
all, a crisis or a prominent event with extraordinary consequences may signal the 
emergence of a  problem. In addition, indicators can draw the attention of decision­
makers towards certain problems and therefore define the very essence of them. 
Kingdon states that these indicators arc used in the political world by both govern­
mental and non-govemmental agencies to routinely monitor various activities and
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events. It is interesting to note here that not all activities are regularly monitored. As 
a consequence, the selection of monitoring activities already indicates that a certain 
number of assumptions are made by analysts.

This is evidently reminiscent of the securitization framework. One of its key- 
ideas is that there are no security issues in themselves, but only issues constructed as 
such by a securitizing actor and accepted as such by the audience (Buzan, Waever 
and de Wilde 1998:21). Security issues are intersubjective and socially constructed. 
Securitizing an issue (or a condition) is just a specific way of transforming it into a 
policy problem — a specific type of policy problem, namely a ‘security problem’. As 
suggested by the Copenhagen School, ‘uttering security* by the securitizing actor 
‘moves a particular development into a specific area’ (Waever 1995:55). This means 
that, in this specific stream, the securitizing actor aims to construct a policy problem 
by using indicators and external events. In this case, the ‘audience’ mainly includes 
the other decision-makers involved in the policy-making process. They need to be 
convinced that a problem is indeed a ‘problem’. They will operate according to 
their own logic, and constructions of problems will have to rely significandy on indi­
cators and events. In the problem stream, decision-makers, even after the construc­
tion of a problem, continue to measure public approval or disapproval of policy 
problems, which in turn feeds into their own understanding of the ‘problem’.

This insight from Kingdon’s framework can significandy contribute to ‘[further 
unpacking] the dynamics of this acceptance [of the securitizing move by the audi­
ence] , this resonance, this politics of consent’ as called for by Salter (2008:324). The 
politics stream is precisely conceptualising this politics of consent, which determines 
whether a policy problem becomes accepted as such. It highlights how a number of 
indicators or events are strategically used to construct a policy problem that is 
accepted as such by decision-makers.

The policy stream

The policy stream concerns the process of policy formation. As suggested before, 
policy alternatives are generated even in the absence of a policy problem. Even if no 
issue has been identified as a problem (or ‘securitized’ in the case of securitization 
processes), policy alternatives are being prepared. Kingdon suggests that the gener­
ation of alternatives and proposals in a certain policy community of decision-mak­
ers resembles a process o f‘biological natural selection’ (Kingdon 1984: 116). Only 
ideas that fulfil the following criteria tend to survive: technical feasibility, value 
acceptability for the policy community, and successful anticipation of future con­
straints (such as budget constraints) (Kingdon 1984: 122-51). If there is a feasible, 
available proposal that is taken seriously, then the problem will feature high on the 
agenda and may survive the politics stream.

Interestingly, Kingdon argues that it is a futile exercise to concentrate on the ori­
gins of ideas (or specific policy proposals) (Kingdon 1984:75). Ideas can come from 
anywhere, implying that tracing the origins of a specific idea leads into infinite 
regress. Nobody really controls the information flow in the system; no source 
monopolises the flow of information and ideas (Kingdon 1984: 81). He argues that
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this makes rational decision-making behaviour almost impossible. If decision­
makers were to operate rationally, they would first define their goals and define the 
level of achievement necessary for goal satisfaction. Alternatives would be com­
pared systematically, assessing costs and benefits, and the most cost-efficient alter­
native would be chosen. However, this is not the case due to the human inability to 
canvass and compare many alternatives simultaneously.

In this stream, policy alternatives are generated in policy communities, which, in 
Kingdon’s view, are composed of specialists in a given policy area and ‘ [hum] along 
on [their] own’ (Kingdon 1984: 117). Some of these specialists work in government 
positions, some in bureaucracy, some in think tanks, academia, etc. They relate to 
each other mostly through their common interest in the policy area. They often 
interact with one another and know each other’s ideas, proposals and research. 
Through their frequent interactions, they develop shared debates and logics of 
persuasion. ‘In some respects, the bulk of the specialists do eventually see the 
world in similar ways, and approve and disapprove of similar approaches to prob­
lems’ (Kingdon 1984: 133). In this policy stream, the audience to be persuaded is 
therefore composed of specialists and technocrats. Such an audience tends to be 
convinced by arguments based upon knowledge, rationality and efficiency 
(Radaelli 1999). This implies that some problem constructions may persuade 
technocratic communities, but not the general public or decision-makers (and 
vice-versa).

The politics stream

The politics stream comprises elements such as public mood, pressure groups cam­
paigns, election results, ideological distributions in the political institutions, and 
changes in the administration (Kingdon 1984:152—72), which may have an impor­
tant impact on whether policy proposals are adopted. The political mood is a par­
ticularly important aspect of the politics stream. Kingdon suggests that people in 
and around government ‘sense’ a political mood (1984: 146), which goes by differ­
ent names — the national mood (or the different national moods in the EU), the cli­
mate in the country, changes in public opinion, or broad social movements. In his 
view, it is not important whether decision-makers perceive the political mood 
accurately, as what matters is that the perceptions that they collectively hold of the 
political mood are strong (Kingdon 1984: 147).

While the activity characteristic of the policy stream is persuasion, the main 
activity in the politics stream is bargaining, including building winning coalitions. 
Such coalitions can be built through the granting of concessions. The proposals in 
the politics stream have already been discussed in the policy streams; some people 
may have been convinced, whereas others have not. Therefore, the decision-mak­
ers that remain to be convinced will need to be given something in return for their 
support. Actors pay a heavy price in the politics stream if they do not pay sufficient 
attention to coalition building (Kingdon 1984: 160). The coalition budding 
achieves a sort of bandwagon effect, where the more decision-makers join the coali­
tion, the more other decision-makers want to be part of it.
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In the politics stream, changes mainly occur because of either the shifts o f impor­
tant participants (e.g. administrations or legislators in parliament) or shifts in the 
political mood. As far as the audience in this stream is concerned, one can analyse 
it as comprising two different groups, namely the decision-makers involved in the 
decision-making process and the general public.

Policy windows and policy entrepreneur's

Having analytically examined each of the three streams, it is now important to go 
back to the crucial question of how policies get adopted in the end. One of the key- 
arguments put forward by Kingdon (1984: 165) is that the three streams, i.e. prob­
lem, policy and politics streams, become coupled and form a policy window. Streams 
become coupled as they come together at critical times. As a problem is recognised 
and a  solution has been developed and is available in the policy community, a 
change in the politics stream makes it the right time for overall policy change. This 
is the opening time for policy windows, which usually stay open for a short period 
only, thereby providing an opportunity for advocates to push for their solutions. As 
Kingdon describes them, these policy entrepreneurs already have prepared solutions in 
hand for problems that still need to emerge. Thus, they wait for policy windows to 
open in order to attach the former to the latter, which requires a specific develop­
m ent in the politics stream.

It is evident that there are close links between the ideas of ‘policy entrepreneur’ 
and ‘securitizing actor’. In Kingdon’s view, policy entrepreneurs play a crucial role 
in policy-making when the three streams become coupled. Having been waiting for 
a  policy window to open, they seize the opportunity offered by the coupling of the 
streams to propose, lobby for, and sell a specific policy proposal. In Kingdon’s def­
inition (1984: 181), policy entrepreneurs need to possess resources which they are 
willing to invest, such as time, energy, reputation, money, and actively use those to 
promote a policy position in return for anticipated future gains. According to 
Kingdon, policy entrepreneurs have ‘one of three sources: expertise, an ability to 
speak for others, or an authoritative decision-making position’. They are usually 
known for their persistence, ‘[their] political connections or negotiating skills’ 
(Kingdon 1984:180). This has clear connections with the securitization framework, 
where successful securitizing actors are said to have ‘social capital’ and ‘be in a 
position of authority’ (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998:33).

According to Kingdon (1984:168), the opening of policy windows is vital for the 
adoption of policies. These windows open due to a change in the politics stream (e.g. 
the political mood) or in the problem stream, but not in the policy stream of alter­
natives. The existence of policy windows mostly relies on the perceptions of partic­
ipants (Kingdon 1984: 171). Kingdon (1984:190) suggests that ‘the appearance of 
a window for one subject often increases the probability that a window will open for 
a similar subject* (Kingdon 1984: 200). The reason for such a ‘spill-over’ is that, 
once political entrepreneurs realise the popularity of an issue, they are likely to 
pick up related issues. They will try and find as many related issues as possible in 
order to increase the probability of their success. From the point of view of the
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securitization framework, this is an interesting insight that contributes to our under­
standing of the emergence of ‘security continuums’, placing various partially 
related issues in the realm of security, such as drugs, organised crime, terrorism, and 
illegal migration in the European Union (Huysmans 2000).

In conclusion, several important points have been made in this section. It has been 
suggested that the securitization framework ought to include Kingdon’s three 
streams in order to allow researchers to improve the conceptualisation of the audi­
ence (as well as the securitizing actor) in the securitization framework. This has the 
advantage of allowing for: (1) a more precise operationalisation of the concepts of 
‘securitizing actor’ and ‘audience’ and (2) a more refined conceptualisation of ‘the 
audience’ as comprising different audiences, which respond to different logics of per­
suasion, but are all inter-linked as they are involved in a single policy-making process.

The next section presents a short case study examining an attempt by the British 
government to securitize asylum-seekers in the European Union in 2003. It cannot 
be extremely detailed because of the space restrictions inherent to this chapter. 
Nevertheless, it usefully illustrates how the amended version of the securitization 
framework, in particular with respect to the issue of the ‘audience*, can be applied 
to an empirical case and highlights some important issues that would otherwise 
remain unnoticed.

Illustrative case study

In this section, we use the British proposal for establishing transit processing centres 
for asylum-seekers outside the European Union (2003) to illustrate the aforemen­
tioned argument.

As Member States of the European Union (EU) were engaged in the long and 
complicated negotiations of several legislative instruments on asylum and migra­
tion as part of the so-called ‘Tampere programme’,4 the British government made 
a controversial proposal on asylum that dominated the EU debates in this policy 
area for a few months in 2003. It suggested processing the claims of asylum-seekers 
having reached the EU -  or on their way to the EU — outside the territory of its 
Member States, a policy known as the ‘extra-territorial processing of asylum 
claims’. In this case study, the British government can be considered the securitiz­
ing actor (and policy entrepreneur). It constructed asylum-seekers as a security 
threat in the ‘problem stream’ using indicators and references to dramatic events 
and developed a proposal to tackle the high number of asylum-seekers in the ‘pol­
icy stream*. However, the implementation of this proposal required the coopera­
tion of the other EU Member States. The ‘politics stream’ was therefore to take 
place at the EU level, that is, it was to involve negotiations and bargaining with the 
governments of the other EU Member States.

Problem stream

The issue of asylum rose to the top of the political agenda in Britain early 2003. As 
suggested by Kmgdon’s model, statistical indicators played a particularly important
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role in the identification o f asylum-seekers as a ‘problem’. In February 2003, the 
final figures regarding the number of asylum applications made in the previous year 
were released. They showed that 2002 had seen an all-time record number of asy­
lum applications, namely 85,865, meaning that there had been 110,700 new asy­
lum-seekers in total (including dependants) (Migration News Sheet, 2003a). This was 
politically important because the number of asylum-seekers had passed the 
100,000-symbolic threshold.

Moreover, asylum was not only presented as a  ‘problem*, but more precisely as a 
‘security problem5. This was evident in some statements made by members of the 
British government in spring 2003. For example. Immigration Minister, Beverley 
Hughes, explained that the government aimed to tackle the issue of asylum and to 
separate it from migration because o f ‘warning bells that ( .. .)  had been sounding 
two years ago5 (The Guardian, 2003). This was a  reference to clashes between gangs 
of white and British Asian youngsters that took place in some towns of England 
between May and July 2001 and that led to considerable damage to property, hun­
dreds o f injuries and numerous arrests (Schuster 2003b: 514). It is noteworthy that, 
in 2003, the party in government, the Labour Party, was not the only party to pres­
ent asylum-seekers as a  security threat to Britain. Members of the Conservative 
Party also made statements to that effect. For example, in January 2003, the leader 
of the Conservatives, Ian Duncan Smith, stated that ‘a significant number [of asy­
lum-seekers are coming to Britain] for criminal or terrorist reasons’ (Migration News 
Sheet, 2003 a). It is therefore evident that, in spring 2003, the view that asylum-seek­
ers represented a problem, and more precisely a security problem, was widespread 
in Britain, in particular amongst the political elites.

el

Policy stream

The then Prime Minister Tony Blair’s reaction to the publication of the asylum 
applications figures for 2002 was swift. In February 2003, he promised on national 
television to halve the number o f asylum-seekers by September 2003 (Migration News 
Sheet, 2003b; Geddes 2005: 727). He was therefore expected to rapidly make a pol­
icy proposal to reach this objective. O n 10 M arch 2003, Tony Blair sent a letter to 
Greek Prime Minister, Costas Simitis — the then President of the Council of the 
European Union -  asking for a discussion at the upcoming Brussels European 
Council on an idea developed ‘to help deal with the problems of refugees and 
migration5. Attached to the letter was a six-page document bearing the tide ‘New 
International Approaches to Asylum Processing and Protection5 (UK Government,
2003), which had been developed over the previous months by a joint Cabinet 
Office/Home Office Committee. This policy document started by claiming that 
the ‘current global [asylum] system [was] failing5 for various reasons (UK 
Government 2003: 1). Several of those were economic in nature, such as the dis­
proportionate amount of money spent on processing asylum applications com­
pared to the amount of money spent in the regions of origin of the refugees and the 
high costs inherent to returning rejected asylum-seekers to their region of origin.
Based on this assessment, the aim of the British proposal was to develop a ‘better
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management of the asylum process globally5 (UK Government 2003: 1) through a 
reduction in the number of unfounded applications and the improvement o f the 
protection granted to genuine refugees. For this purpose, it proposed the establish­
ment of a new asylum system, whereby asylum-seekers would no longer arrive ille­
gally in Europe in order to claim asylum, but would rather arrive through legal 
channels, including refugee resettlement More precisely, the proposal had two 
complementary components, namely (1) the adoption o f measures to improve the 
regional management of migration flows, including the establishment o f ‘protected 
areas’ for asylum processing and (2) the establishment o f  processing centres for 
asylum-seekers on transit routes to Europe. It is the latter that turned out to be par­
ticularly controversial. However, in order to increase the legitimacy o f the proposal 
and make it more persuasive to the governments of the other EU M ember States, 
the British government presented it as drawing upon the ‘Convention Plus’ initia­
tive of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) (UK Government 2003:2).s

Thus, what is particularly noticeable about this proposal is that it mainly uses 
technocratic language and economic arguments to make its case. Its starting point 
is that the current asylum systems in Europe are costly and that money is not allo­
cated in the most efficient way. In line with that assessment, the British proposal 
puts forward several measures to ensure a ‘better management’ o f the claims of asy­
lum-seekers. The specificity of this line of argumentation becomes even clearer 
when one contrasts this proposal with some o f its previous versions, which were 
entitled ‘A New Vision for Refugees’. Those were internal documents, which were 
evidently not intended for wide circulation.6 Com pared to the proposal sent by 
Blair to his EU counterparts, they have strong security undertones. First of all, they 
indicate how these plans aim to address security concerns in Britain, notably in rela­
tion to the use of the asylum channel by terrorists. In a section discussing potential 
changes to Article 3 of the European Convention on Hum an Rights — which pro­
hibits the return of asylum-seekers to countries where they could be subjected to tor­
ture or to inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment-, it argues that such a 
change ‘would assist with our security concerns5 (UK Cabinet Office and Home 
Office 2003:9). In addition, previous versions o f the British proposal argue that the 
existence of large flows of asylum-seekers should be considered a  ‘legitimate trigger 
for international action in source countries’, including diplomatic pressure, devel­
opment aid, and even ‘military action as a last resort5 (UK Cabinet Office and 
Home Office 2003: 1). Such links between asylum-seekers and security concerns, 
terrorism in particular, were completely absent from the final version of the British 
proposal, which was circulated to the other EU Member States. Also, the threat of 
using coercive measures, including military means if necessary, to deal with coun­
tries generating large-flows of asylum-seekers was not included in the proposal sent 
by Blair to his EU counterparts. Thus, it is evident that the British government 
worked on the proposal in order to phrase it in a language that, according to their 
own perceptions, would persuade as many other EU M ember States as possible.

Although the most controversial aspects of the initial proposals had been 
removed or toned down, the proposal to be discussed by the governments of the EU
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Member States still represented a significant departure from the ways in which 
European states had been dealing with asylum-seekers since the adoption of the 
Geneva Convention in 1951. How and why, then, did such a controversial policy 
proposal emerge at that stage? This can be explained by the fact that a certain num­
ber of policy proposals to reduce the numbers of asylum-seekers had already been 
considered and implemented in Britain especially since the early 1990s. Those 
include measures on carriers> liabilities, the finger-printing of asylum-seekers, ‘fast 
track* procedures for processing certain types of asylum claims, the detention of spe­
cific categories of asylum-seekers, and the dispersal of asylum-seekers across Britain 
(Schuster 2003a; 2005; Zetter etal. 2003: 91—98). However, the implementation of 
these measures did not lead to any durable reduction in the number of asylum- 
seekers; some of them even turned out to have undesired effects (Boswell 2003b; 
Betts 2004). This explains why the British government, considering that all other 
policy options had already been exhausted, came to formulate what many 
observers saw as a contentious policy proposal.

Finally, it is interesting to note that this case illustrates particularly well 
Kingdon’s observation that the key-aspect of the policy stream is persuasion. In 
order to persuade its audience, i.e. primarily the governments of the other EU 
Member States, the British government produced a proposal that was mainly 
argued in economic terms. Rather than putting forward security arguments — 
which were likely to be persuasive in the British context as shown earlier, but may 
not have been persuasive in front of other audiences -  it rephrased original drafts 
of its proposal in economic terms. Whilst security arguments may not convince the 
governments of countries where migration has not been constructed as a security 
threat, cost efficiency arguments seem more likely to persuade any government in 
the EU. Such arguments are also more in line with the technocratic arguments that 
are often at the heart of EU policy debates.

Politics stream

Having put forward a proposal for the establishment of transit processing centres 
for asylum-seekers outside the EU, the British government then tried to build a win­
ning coalition in the EU in order to push it through. As described earlier, the pro­
posal had been rewritten in a way that was supposed to be less controversial and 
appeal more to the governments of the other EU Member States, emphasising 
arguments o f cost efficiency. Also, the proposal was presented as contributing to the 
realisation of the UNHCR*s ‘Convention Plus’ initiative in a bid to appear more 
legitimate.

However, the British government found it difficult to find many allies during the 
debates about its proposal. The European Commission stated that the British pro­
posal gave rise to several legal, budgetary and practical problems. In addition, the 
German and Swedish governments publicly voiced their opposition to the British 
proposal, whilst other governments were said to have reservations about the pro­
posal (Financial Times 16 June 2003; The Guardian 20 June 2003). In addition, the 
UNHCR also disagreed with certain points of the proposal, in particular the idea
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that the transit processing centres would be located outside the EU’s territory (The 
Guardian 5 Feburary 2003; The Guardian 1 March 2003). Faced with this mounting 
opposition, the British government announced that it was withdrawing its proposal 
on the eve of the Thessaloniki Council in June 2003, where it was due to be dis­
cussed again (The Guardian 16June 2003b). According to several media reports, this 
change in the British government’s strategy was mainly prompted by the ‘strong 
opposition from Germany, Sweden and other EU partners’ to the idea of transit 
processing centres (The Guardian 16June 2003a; see also EU Observer 31 March 2003; 
Financial Times 16June 2003). Thus, the British government, who is the securitizing 
actor in this case, did not manage to persuade its audience at the EU level (i.e. the 
governments of the other EU Member States and the European Commission) 
of the desirability of its specific ‘problematisation’ of asylum-seekers and its 
specific proposal on transit processing centres to tackle this issue. Sensing that 
the political mood was not in favour of its policy proposal, it decided to 
abandon it.

It is interesting to note that the opposition of the governments of some EU 
Member States was also reinforced by some media reports. Indeed, the media 
played a significant role in the case studied here by reporting regularly on the EU 
debates on the British proposal. Newspaper articles, in particular in the left-liberal 
press, went beyond the neutral language of the British government to speak about 
‘the camp proposal’ and drew parallels with existing refugee camps, before explain­
ing how refugee camps are often plagued with security issues and do not ensure the 
security of the asylum-seekers they host. They sometimes presented the proposal as 
having more support than it actually had, which heightened the concerns of its 
detractors and made it even more contentious. Some newspapers also echoed the 
concerns and criticisms of pro-migrant NGOs. In sum, the left-liberal media con­
tributed to the heated character of the debates on the British proposal by highlight­
ing its security dimension and presenting it in a more ‘politicised’ way than had 
been intended by the British government when it prepared the ‘EU version* of its 
proposal. It appears that this media strategy of portraying the British proposal as 
being about the creation of ‘camps* had some significant impact on the debates. 
According to the Independent, the British proposal on transit processing centres came 
to be known in ‘Brussels* (Le. in the EU circles) as the “‘concentration camp” plan* 
(The Independent, 19 June 2003), and this is what led the UK to abandon it. This was 
indirectly confirmed by the Greek Presidency of the European Union, when Panos 
Beglitis, a spokesman for Greek Foreign Minister Papandreou, declared that 
‘Europe must remain a democratic area which provides asylum and does not have 
concentration camps’ (BBCNews, 19 June 2003; Migration News Sheet, 2003d). This 
demonstrates that, in the politics stream, the British government did not only fail to 
persuade its EU counterparts; it also failed to persuade the other part of the audi­
ence, i.e. significant segments of public opinion represented by the left-liberal 
media. As a consequence, the British government, the securitizing actor/policy 
entrepreneur in this case study, was not able to push through its specific proposal to 
tackle asylum. It withdrew it, once it saw that there was no policy window opening.

Thus, this case study can be summarised as follows. Flows of asylum-seekers into
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Britain came to be defined as a security threat in 2003, following a specific inter­
pretation o f  statistical data on the num ber o f  asylum-seekers in 2002. T h e  
interpretation and representation o f asylum-seekers as a security threat put 
forward by the Prime M inister, his Cabinet and the H om e Office was accepted by 
most political elites, including beyond the Labour Party. Thus, the audience in 
the problem stream, i.e. the other members of government and political elites more 
generally, were persuaded by the representation o f asylum-seekers as a security 
threat. A policy proposal was then elaborated, which aimed to tackle the ‘security 
problem ’ o f asylum-seekers by establishing transit processing centres where the 
claims o f asylum-seekers would be processed outside the EU. This proposal 
received the support of the specialists and  technocrats working on the issue of 
asylum in the British government circles. Thus, the audience agreed to the proposal 
in the policy stream. However, the British government did not manage to find 
enough allies during the negotiations to push its proposal through. Thus, in the 
politics stream, it failed to convince its two m ain audiences, i.e. the other govern­
ments and significant segments o f the EU  public opinion, represented here by some 
left-liberal media oudets. In  other words, the British proposal ultimately failed 
because the British governm ent did not m anage to persuade the audience in all 
the three respective streams that are part o f the policy-making process, only in two 
o f  them.

From a  theoretical point o f view, this case study illustrates the advantages of 
bringing some insights from Kingdon’s work into the securitization framework. 
K ingdon’s ‘three streams m odel’ allows researchers to make a  useful analytical dis­
tinction between different audiences, which highlights their specific composition 
and role. A t the same time, his model offers an  integrated approach to the overall 
policy-making process, which also emphasises the specific impact o f each audience 
(and the fact that it has been persuaded, o r not, by the securitizing actor/policy 
entrepreneur) on the policy-making process.

Conclusion

This chapter has focused on what has been identified as one o f the most problem­
atic aspects of the Copenhagen School’s securitization framework: the under­
theorised conceptualisation o f the audience and its role in securitization processes. 
It has examined how various scholars have attem pted to reconceptualise the role of 
the audience. T he main points em erging from this analysis have been that the 
audience should be conceptualised as comprising different audiences, which are 
characterised by different logics (i.e. they are persuaded by different types of 
arguments), but are all inter-linked as they are part o f the same policy-making 
process.

T he present chapter has argued that such a  model could be developed by inte­
grating some insights from K ingdon’s work on public policy-making and his ‘three 
streams model’ in particular into the securitization framework. This new frame­
work has the advantages o f  allowing for (1) a  clearer operationalisation o f key con­
cepts such as ‘securitizing actor* and ‘audience’, (2) an  understanding o f the
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audience as actually comprising different audiences, which are char acterised by dif­
ferent logics o f persuasion, and  (3) a  m ore systematic analysis o f the linkages 
between the various audiences and  their respective im pact on  the overall policy­
making process. T h u s, K ingdon’s public policy m odel is very valuable as it allows 
for incorporating the political system as a  whole into the securitization framework. 
It underlines the relative im portance o f  individual actors, ideas, institutions, and 
external processes (John 1998: 173). His concept o f ‘policy en trep reneu r’ is partic­
ularly useful to the study o f securitization processes, as it further develops and 
refines the concept o f ‘securitizing actor’.

In conclusion, this chapter has shown th a t draw ing upon  K ingdon’s (1984) 
approach to public policy-making and  integrating some o f  its insights in to  the secu­
ritization framework is beneficial for the continuous developm ent and  refinem ent 
of securitization theory. K ingdon’s ‘three stream s model* can  significantly con­
tribute to our understanding o f  some inherently political processes, w hich have 
remained under-theorised so far -  how do securitizing actors persuade an  audi­
ence? Which audience do they need to persuade? W hich type o f  argum ent is m ore 
likely to persuade which audience? W hat is the im pact o f  each audience -  and  the 
fact that it is persuaded, o r not -  on the overall policy-m aking process? As a  result, 
it can be argued that a framework integrating insights from  K ingdon’s ‘three 
streams model’ provides for a  m ore com prehensive an d  integrated analytical 
framework for analysing securitization processes.

Notes

1 It is acknowledged that Waever wrote a paper entided ‘Securitization: Taking stock of a 
research programme in Security Studies’ in February 2003, in which he presented his lat­
est thoughts on securitization framework and reflected upon some of its problems. 
However, although this paper was quite widely circulated, at the time of writing this chap­
ter it had not been formally published. It was therefore not considered appropriate to 
choose it as the starting point for the discussion of the conceptualisation of the audience in 
securitization processes. Nevertheless, reference is made to some points made by Waever 
in this paper later in this chapter.

2 This tension in the Copenhagen School’s approach is actually related to a problem 
notably highlighted by Vultec in Chapter 4 of this book — ‘How can the act of speaking 
security be performative if it relies on the consent of the audience?* By the same token, 
Balzacq (2009a) asks: “what power is left to the audience if the word security is the act?” 
In short, it seems difficult to reconcile these two ideas within one single analytical 
framework.

3 For example, Dunn Cavelty (2008: 34) writes that ‘when [a policy window] opens, the 
three streams (problems, policies, and politics) are usually coupled together by polity entre­
preneurs (...)’. Actually, in Kingdon’s framework, policy entrepreneurs are not responsible 
for the coupling of the streams. The three streams may come together at some point, which 
is the moment at which a policy window opens for policy entrepreneurs.

4 The ‘Tampere programme’ was a five-year work plan for the development of various 
internal security policies in the EU, including asylum and migration, between 1999 and 
2004. It was named after the city where the EU Council that approved it took place.

5 ‘Convention Plus’ is an initiative that was launched by the UNHCR in 2002. Its main 
aims are to build on the Geneva Convention, by creating special agreements on the 
secondary movements of asylum-seekers (i.e. movements of asylum-seekers from a first
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co u n try  o f  refuge to  an o th e r  country) a n d  ensuring  lasting solutions for refugees in regions 
o f  o rig in .

6  A n  ea rly  version o f  this d o cu m en t w as leaked to  the  British daily  n ew spaper The Guardian 
ea rly  in  F eb ru a ry  2003, w hich  ab u n d an d y  com m en ted  u p o n  it. A  la te r version, dated  
0 7 .0 3 .2 0 0 3 , w as also subsequendy  leaked to  p ro -h u m an  rights n o n -govem m en ta l o rg an ­
isa tions (N G O s), n o tab ly  th e  G e rm an  N G O  ProAsyl, w hich m ade  it pub lic  on its website.

4 Securitization as a media 
frame
What happens when the media 
‘speak security’

Fred Vultee

If securitization is not a speech act, why does it act like one? Or, put more formally : 
What makes some securitizing moves, toward some objects, under some circum­
stances, before some audiences, have the performative effect that the “philosophi­
cal” (i.e., the Copenhagen School view) approach to securitization suggests? Using 
the U.S. “war on terror” as a central example, this chapter examines contemporary 
approaches to framing as a theory of media content and media effects to illuminate 
the social and cultural conditions under which securitization is introduced, ampli­
fied or played down. A controlled experiment looks at how public opinion can be 
manipulated by securitizing or desecuritizing news accounts. The right securitizing 
move, made toward the right object in front of the right audience, has a significant 
impact on the elements that make up securitization.

The concept of securitization as a speech act is an elegant analogy, but as a theo­
retical proposition, it has faced an unresolved contradiction from the outset: How 
can the act of speaking security be performative if it relies on the consent of the audi­
ence? (Balzacq, 2005; Stritzel, 2007) Indeed, almost as soon as Buzan et al. (1998) 
offer the speech-act formulation, they qualify it:

It is important to note that the security speech act is not defined by uttering the 
word security. What is essential is the designation of an existential threat requir­
ing emergency action or special measures and the acceptance of that designa­
tion by a significant audience.

(Buzan et al., 1998, p. 27; italics in the original)

Thus, securitization is better conceived as a process: “Who can ‘do’ or ‘speak* secu­
rity successfully, on what issues, under what conditions, and with what effects?” 
(1998, p. 27). The parallels to Harold Lassweli’s summary of communication -  who 
says what to whom, through what channel, and to what effect (Briggs and Burke, 
2002, p. 4) -  and the centrality of media accounts in forming and shaping public 
opinions of distant events point to the relevance of media models in understanding 
the securitization process.

Critics of the speech-act formulation have sought to expand those contextual 
hints from other directions as well. Balzacq (2005, 2009a) suggests repurposing 
securitization as a pragmatic act: “a sustained argumentative practice aimed at
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convincing a target audience to accept, based on what it knows about the world, the claim 
that a specific development is threatening enough to deserve an immediate policy 
to curb it” (Balzacq 2009a, p. 60). This social-constructivist approach raises several 
elements to the level of the speech act -  the “securitizing move” -  itself: not just the 
actor who “speaks security,” but the target audience of the move (underexplained 
in the Copenhagen approach, as Leonard and Kaunert suggest in Chapter 3 of this 
volume) and the context in which it is made. This contextualization is both soci- 
olinguistic and sociopolitical (Balzacq, this volume; Stritzel, 2007).

This chapter seeks to advance that line of understanding by explaining securiti­
zation as a media frame. As such, it substantiates assumptions 2 and 3 of securitiza­
tion theory laid out in “A Theory of Securitization.” Drawing on a tradition of 
framing that blends sociological and psychological influences, it suggests that secu­
rity is an organizing principle invoked by political actors -  and, crucially, amplified 
or tamped down by the news media -  in an effort to channel the ways in which issues 
are thought about. The workings of a securitization frame shed light on the condi­
tions under which “the social content and meaning of security produces threats” 
(Balzacq, 2009a, p. 64). In line with contemporary approaches to media framing, 
securitization works as both an independent variable -  an effect in media — as well 
as a dependent variable, or an effect o f media. These effects are created in a multi­
sided, often recursive interaction among political actors, the media, and the public 
that underscores the Copenhagen scholars’ emphasis on identity as a centerpiece of 
security at the societal level.

Concerns that framing had become a theoretical flag of convenience for media 
studies, rather than a coherent body of assumptions and propositions, led to 
attempts to reorganize and respecify what framing meant. This process produced 
some occasionally surprising results; constructivist concepts, like frame valence and 
news judgment, found themselves measured through positivist methods. But it 
sometimes meant that the creation of frames as an effect in media was given short 
shrift — when considered at all, it was often as a deterministic outcome of market 
forces, rather than the complicated cultural process it is. Thus, the chapter will also 
look at the social routines of news work and their role in the framing process — the 
creation of the effect in content. Then, using a “process model” approach to fram­
ing, securitization is examined as an effect of content — the process by which, for a 
distinct portion of the audience, a bombing attributed to “the terrorists” is quanti­
tatively different from an identical act, identically distant from personal or national 
interests, attributed to unspecified attackers. The “war on terror” is securitized not 
when “security” is spoken but when “terrorism” is spoken. First, though, concep­
tions of framing need to be untangled.

Literature

Framing

The study of framing in media has come to represent a robust tradition of its own, 
although it is rooted in two distinct disciplines. Cognitive psychology has looked at
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the differences that result when identical data are presented in “gain” and “loss” 
frames: what part of a population might live if a particular treatment was provided 
during an epidemic, vs. what part of the population would die (e.g. Heath and 
Tindale, 1994). A second conception arises from sociology, in which a frame is an 
element of media discourse that provides a “central organizing idea . . .  for making 
sense of events” (Gamson and Modigliani, 1989, p. 3). Put another way, this sort of 
framing is “interactional” (Dewulf et al., 2009): participants give and get a series of 
cues with which they jointly build an interpretation for their exchange. Media learn 
from audiences even as audiences learn from media.

Rather than presenting identical data from different perspectives, social framing 
prioritizes the data that make an event into one kind of a story or another. Frames 
help make clear what kind of a problem a problem is, what sort of tools are used for 
dealing with it, and which actors are protagonists and antagonists (Entman, 2004). 
If the main function of framing is “to select some aspects o f a perceived reality and 
make them more salient in a communicating text” (Entman, 1993, p. 52), securiti­
zation is a form of framing that highlights the existential threat o f an issue -  whether 
it arises at the interstate level or at the cultural level o f a  state’s legitimacy, its lin­
guistic and ethnic identities, or its customs (Buzan et al., 1998, pp. 22—23) — and 
diminishes the arguments for handling it as a matter of political routine.

The sociological approach to framing produced a rich literature illuminating the 
role of the media in the construction of reality, but it was not always a coherent one 
-  to the point where Entman (1993) sought “clarification” for the “fractured para­
digm” of framing. Indeed, Scheufele (1999) cautioned that there was little point in 
further attempts to identify particular frames in media accounts until more time 
was put into understanding framing as a theory. “Process models” of framing 
(Scheufele, 1999; De Vreese, 2005) offer a more specific organizational concept in 
which frames can be either causes or outcomes and can be located either in the 
audience or in the media: roughly, effects of media or effects in media. Increasingly, 
then, framing research has sought to combine the conceptual depth of the sociolog­
ical side of framing with the organizational rigor of the psychological side. Often, 
these studies have investigated attitudinal responses (e.g. Coleman and Thorson, 
2002; DeVreese, 2004; DeVreese and Elenbaas, 2008). O ther studies have looked 
at cognitive responses: how frames affect the actual processing of news content. 
Price, Tewksbury, and Powers (1997) and De Vreese (2004) have used thought-list­
ing as an index. Others have used memory to examine the impact of us-vs.-them 
terrorism frames (Dunn, Moore, and Nosek, 2005) or gender-related differences in 
processing positively or negatively framed news (Grabe and Kamhawi, 2006).

Those trends do not herald a return to the “big effects” or “hypodermic needle” 
days of media theory. Frames can make some thoughts more applicable and easier 
to use, but they do not act alone; rather, they compete for primacy with other cur­
rent or long-held ideas (Price et al., 1997). Frames interact not only with attitudes 
(De Vreese and Elenbaas, 2008) but with other frames (Major, 2009). Nor are 
frames a linear-acting tool applied by elites to the opinion of the masses; framing’s 
effects can be contingent on the credibility of source and channel as well as the audi­
ence’s predispositions (Druckman, 2001). But the cognitive study of news framing
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adds yet another layer to the familiar summary of agenda-setting, in which media 
accounts tell audiences not “what to think” but “what to think about” (McCombs,
2004): Frames can tell people how (or how hard) to think about what they are told.

T hat distinction is pertinent because framing provides not just a set of cues for 
organizing data but a heuristic signal about the relative need to pay attention to text 
and context. Facing a torrent of information, people are “cognitive misers” (Pachur 
and Hertwig, 2006), constandy applying strategies that seek to maximize accuracy 
while minimizing complexity. Under dual-process approaches such as the heuris­
tic-systematic model (Chen, Duckworth, and Chaiken, 2000; Eagly, Chen, 
Chaiken, and Shaw-Bames, 1999), a  heuristic cue signals a  cognitive shortcut — a 
peripheral bypass route that takes the brain on an easy ride around the congested 
“systematic” zone of complex argument-building and comparison. Securidzation, 
this chapter contends, can be signaled as just such a heuristic cue, and the peculiar 
role of terrorism in U.S. political and joumalisric discourse makes the “war on ter­
ror” an ideal test case. Terrorism allows both journalists and audiences to render 
quick judgments on story types, actors, and appropriate solutions “without know­
ing much, if anything, about the particular people, groups, issues or even places 
involved” (Norris, Kern, andjust, 2003, p. 11). The actor who can successfully “call 
security” on an act of political violence is likely to gain significant advantages, but 
not without effort. Securitization is negotiated with multiple audiences: the political 
establishment and the public can provide “formal” and “moral” support respec­
tively (Balzacq, 2005; Roe, 2008), but both audiences are addressed -  and speak 
back — through the media. As this chapter suggests, the media’s role can be signifi­
cant, but its performance requires some explanation.

Media, terrorism, and identity

T he “war on terror” is unquestionably a special example: “a rich current framing 
case, perhaps the most important of our time” (Reese, 2007, p. 152). For the pur­
poses of understanding securitization, though, what makes it distinctive is the fusion 
of national security with national identity. The fight over how to name this phe­
nomenon is reflected in an immediate consensus in the U.S. media about how the 
9 / 11 attacks should be understood, but a  steady divergence after that in where the 
“war on terror” is conducted, how frequently news organizations speak of it in their 
own voice, even how certainly it exists outside quotation marks (Vultee, 2010). Nor 
was the appropriate meaning settled after the decisive 2008 election. Indeed, tenta­
tive hints at desecuritizing the “war on terror” are derided by the neoconservative 
rear guard as a “W ar on the Word ‘Terrorism’” (Satire, 2009).

Such disputes over lexical choices are hardly new, particularly in the context of 
political violence; the familiar trope that one person’s terrorist is another’s freedom 
fighter can be dated to the late 1940s at least. The choices themselves reflect con­
flicting norms within the media as well as pressures from outside the media. 
Journalists sometimes describe a legalistic, arbitrary procedure for determining the 
circumstances under which an act might or might not qualify as terrorism (Hoyt, 
2008) — or even whether an attack linked to the India-Pakistan dispute over
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Kashmir should be classed as “international terrorism” of the sort U.S. readers 
need to know about (Zeeck, 2006). There is no such ambiguity about the attacks of 
September 2001. When President Bush told the nation that “freedom itself was 
attacked this morning,” he was naming “freedom” as a victim (Anker, 2005), but 
more importantly he was placing freedom at the core of the nation’s identity. In the 
Copenhagen perspective, national identity can carry greater weight than national 
sovereignty “because it defines whether ‘we’ are still us” (Buzan and Waever, 1997). 
Waever puts identity at the core of distinguishing the security of a society from the 
traditional state-centered view of security:

State security has sovereignty as its focus, and societal security has identity. Both 
usages imply survival. A state that loses its sovereignty does not survive as a 
state; a society that loses its identity fears that it will no longer be able to live 
as itself.

(1995, p. 67; italics in the original)

Immigration, for example, can thus be painted as a threat beyond the reach of more 
effective diplomacy, stronger border controls, or other tools of politics. It brings 
forth calls to mandate the use of English in public business because it is not so much 
a threat to statehood as to nationhood: “the abilities to maintain and reproduce a 
language, a set of behavioural customs, or a  conception of ethnic purity” (Buzan et 
al., 1998, pp. 22-23).

This centrality of identity emerges as early as 1983 in Buzan’s suggestion that 
threats to political well-being emerge from “the great battle of ideas, information 
and traditions” that surrounds competition among ideologies (1983, p. 77). As 
scholars have more recently turned to examining a media role in securitization, 
O ’Reilly has pointed to a U.S. “hyper-patriotism,” under which “political dissent is 
seen by society as unpatriotic and/or treasonous” (2008, pp. 69-70), as an identity 
factor enabling the securitization of Iraq.

From the media’s perspective, the September 11 attacks brought together three 
sets of circumstances under which journalists can freely abandon their objectivity: 
tragedy, public danger, and threats to national security (Schudson, 2002). Whether 
and how quickly things returned to normal is a matter of some debate. For impor­
tant sectors of the media and the audience, any such return to politics as usual was 
conditional and tenuous -  as was evident three years on in the 2004 presidential 
elections. To suggest that the contest with terrorism was anything short of war was, 
in the eyes of the Bush campaign and its media allies, not just quibbling but “naive 
and dangerous” (Bishop, 2004). To remove terrorism from its pedestal would be to 
deny its existential threat to the values embodied in “freedom.”

To contend that security is a social construct is not to suggest that there are no 
corporeal threats to people, states, or cultures. It is to suggest that those threats can 
be securitized only when a securitizing move is enabled by a context ~ a frame -  that 
“‘selects’ or activates certain properties of the concept, while others are concealed” 
(Balzacq, 2005, p. 182). Even military issues, the core of traditional security studies, 
are not presumptively securitized (Bynander, 2001) until they are created as such.
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These concerns underscore the importance o f media accounts in creating the 
picture of the world that the audience o f a securitizing move sees.

The world outside

For even the most politically active audiences, the world o f security is known sec­
ondhand. In Walter Lippmann’s observation of nine decades ago, the world is seen 
through a  media “pseudo-environment” (1922/1997, p. 10) interposed between 
people and their actual environment, such that people adjust to their environment 
through a series o f fictions. These fictions are not necessarily fabrications, but 
representations that are “in greater or lesser degree made by man himself’ 
(1922/1997, p. 10). W hat appears in news accounts about a  war, an epidemic, or a 
fire is not necessarily the event itself but a  careful, professionally structured recon­
struction o f what experts, authorities and victims have to say about the war, epi­
demic, or fire they have feared, observed, or endured. In a very real way, as much 
as the people they write for and about, journalists encounter the world through a 
pseudo-environment.

This sort of framing helps the machinery of journalism maintain the pace it 
needs: “Frames enable journalists to process large amounts of information quickly 
and routinely; recognize it as information, to assign it to cognitive categories, and to 
package it for efficient relay to their audiences” (Gidin, 2003, p. 7). The skill and 
speed with which the world is reconstructed underscore another of Lippmann’s 
points: “W ithout standardization, without stereotypes, without routine judgments, 
without a  fairly ruthless disregard o f subdety, the editor would soon die of 
excitement” (1922/1997, p. 222).

News, like security, is a  social construction. Some of the materials used in that 
construction reflect the industrial process that underlies any sort o f mass produc­
tion, whether of news or o f automobiles; others reflect the culture in or for which 
news is produced. As cultural and social scholars o f news (e.g., Carey, 1988; 
Schudson, 1978) suggest, news functions along parallel channels. O ne channel car­
ries data, another a set of signals that put the data in social context: how the audi­
ence should feel about the data. T h at channel reflects the frame: whether a 
legislative vote is good news or bad news, what sort of epic saga a  ballgame repre­
sents, whether “the terrorists” should be the first suspects in the latest marketplace 
bombing. The relevance of those frame choices puts the spodight on the media.

The idea of journalism as “fourth estate” is, o f course, fanciful rather than literal, 
but it does underscore the multiple roles o f the news media: in addition to (or 
instead of) being an independent check on centers of authority, journalism is itself a 
center of authority. Thus, in Bennett’s (1990) indexing theory, news is not 
necessarily an accurate barom eter o f public opinion or debate, but it does provide 
a  reliable index of elite opinion and debate. Dissenting opinions are not necessarily 
shut out, but they have a better chance of being aired if they reflect a dissent that has 
already begun among elites (Entman, 2004). An out-group might not enjoy media 
legitimization on its own, but it can help direct attention toward its allies within the 
sphere perceived as legitimate (Gamson and Modigliani, 1989). Still, absent a
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known consensus for what sort of story something should be, news accounts 
are likely to put the parts o f it that do fit established frames into those frames (Gitlin, 
2002) .

The industrial routines of news tend to reinforce a bias toward the status quo, 
though not the mechanistic influence suggested in some political-economic 
accounts. Legitimated news, whether it is from the Pentagon or the police depart­
ment, is provided in regular places at regular times, in most cases by providers 
familiar with the needs and norms of journalism. O pposing or contradictory views 
are introduced through norms o f balancing, but these views often represent an 
“official” opposition themselves (Gamson and Modigliani, 1989). Ideally, reliable 
sources provide reliable information; what makes them  essential, though, is that 
they provide information reliably. Social routines are in play as well. Even if a  news­
paper is careful not to editorially conflate the “war on terrorism ” with the war 
against Iraq, it is unlikely to challenge the citizen-on-the-street view that a loved one 
or relative in Iraq is fighting the “war on terror.”

Those observations do not suggest that media frames are concocted in the pub­
lisher’s office and ordered into the news wholesale. Such intervention is rare 
because it is rarely needed: newcomers to the newsroom learn what news should 
look like from seeing and hearing what is approved and how (Breed, 1955). And 
there are many reasons beyond direct influence for why news looks the way it does. 
The editing process works to make news sound more interesting, rather than less, 
often by making it more assertive and less hedged (e.g. Bell, 1991). News is oriented 
not only toward what officials think is news but toward how those close to power 
understand and explain news — particularly on the policy o r international front 
(Schudson, 2003). And journalists do not work in a  cultural vacuum; frames organ­
ize the world in a way that makes sense to the people who produce the news as well 
as those who read it. Through the lens o f U.S. news magazines, the U.S. destruction 
of an Iranian airliner was a tragic outcome of technology gone awry in the heat o f a 
military engagement, but the Soviet destruction o f a  K orean airliner was a callous 
reflection of Soviet morals (Entman, 1991). It is nearly impossible to imagine those 
two frames reversed; like an attack on freedom itself, they create the cultural reso­
nance that makes a frame “appear natural and familiar” (Gamson and Modigliani, 
1989).

Not all media securitize all things equally. It is entirely possible, if not common­
place, for one set of media actors to be pushing an issue toward the securitized end 
of the spectrum even as another is pushing it back toward the domain of normal pol­
itics. But securitization does not require the consent (formal or informal) of the 
entire audience, it only requires the consent of enough of the audience — the “criti­
cal mass” that O ’Reilly (2008) explains as a com bination o f volume and quality. 
The importance o f the media in securing this consent is underscored by the findings 
of Kull et al. (2003), in which misperceptions about motives for the U .S .-Iraq war 
(the presence of banned weapons or links with al-Qaida) were strongest among sev­
eral overlapping categories of respondents: those who supported the Iraq war, sup­
ported President Bush, or got their news from Fox News (a corporate partner of the 
New York Post).
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If that seems a far more complicated structure than a simple concept like the 
speech act, it remains one that strongly recalls Lasswell’s model: who tries to speak 
security, to whom, through what channel, and with what impact. As with other 
political maneuvers, the speaker has several goals: persuading or daunting the 
opposition, ensuring the support of the base, winning the support of neutrals. Those 
are affective outcomes; they index how much the audiences likes or dislikes a mes­
senger, trusts or distrusts a message, is frightened or reassured by a news event or a 
political figure’s response. But they are complemented by cognitive processes as 
well. When the public has only limited knowledge about a topic, as with nanotech­
nology, opinions are especially susceptible to dramatic events and new information 
(Cobb, 2005) — the sort of volatile attitudes associated with hasty or heuristic 
processing, rather than the more stable, permanent ones produced by systematic 
processing (Griffin et al., 2002). Further, the sort of repetition that makes an issue 
salient is also likely to reinforce heuristic judgments: “The repeated activation and 
application of particular heuristics to particular judgments is likely to result in the 
development of strong associations between those heuristics and judgments” 
(Chen, Duckworth, and Chaiken, 2000, p. 48). A measure of how closely the audi­
ence reads, then, will supplement their attitudinal responses to what they read in the 
effort to isolate specific elements and outcomes of securitizing moves.

Securitization, in short, is conceptualized as a news frame that cues several 
results. When the right actor invokes the right threats under the right conditions to 
the right audience, the results should reflect a greater willingness to place authority, 
as well as civil liberties, in the hands of the government for the duration. As a cog­
nitive cue, it should act as a heuristic signal to reduce the intensity of processing — 
though any such effects are expected to be contingent on the audience’s readiness 
to accept the frame. Those propositions require a model for testing securitization in 
the laboratory.

Procedures

Reproducing securitization in the laboratory: it9s alive!

A particular challenge in marrying a constructivist hypotheses like securitization to 
a positivist method like the controlled experiment is ecological validity; a statisti­
cally sound procedure is not necessarily one that reflects what a news audience 
might see in the wild. This study collected news articles from news agencies and 
newspaper and broadcast Internet sites over several months then narrowed the col­
lection to eight articles that seemed likely to appear timely without reminding read­
ers of a specific event toward which they might have already formed an opinion. 
(Thus, an article on North Korea’s nuclear program was discarded because a very 
similar story became prominent again just before the experiment began.)

Articles were edited to a range of200 to 250 words and manipulated between the 
second and fourth paragraphs to present the issue as a security threat or as an event 
handled through the routine functions of the state. The articles dealt with immigra­
tion or border security (3) and political violence (5), with the latter chosen to
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represent an array of conflicts, including the Philippines, the Middle East, the U.S. 
war in Iraq, and anti-U.S. attacks of the 1990s.

In an article about a rocket attack on southern Israel, for example, a manipulation 
at the third paragraph was created by using two quotations from the original 900- 
word news service article. One official said “Terror organizations will pay a heavy 
price” (the securitized condition); another said that Israel must bring about “a com­
plete halt” to rocket attacks (nonsecuritized). For an article about a bombing in the 
Philippines, quotations were fabricated for a police official: “We are trying to trace 
the origins of the bomb now” (nonsecuritized) and “Nobody can do this except the 
terrorists” (securitized). A primacy effect was modeled in the following paragraph: 
similar bombs had been used by Qaida-linked groups, but extortionist gangs were 
also being considered (securitized), or similar bombs had been used by extortionist 
gangs, but the possible involvement of Qaida-linked groups was also being 
considered. Participants read all eight articles, four of them securitized and four non­
securitized; the order in which the articles were presented was randomized.

Experimental studies using student populations are less commonly used to test 
hypotheses in international relations than in media studies or communications, but 
they do exist (e.g., Mintz and Geva, 1993; Beer et al.y 1995). Indeed, when students 
are standing in for the public at large, rather than for admirals or presidents, they 
do rather well (Mintz, Redd and Vedlitz, 2006). In the study described in this chap­
ter, student participants are standing in for the news audiences before which politi­
cal elites attempt to categorize security issues, sometimes working with and 
sometimes working against the news media that cover those issues. Participants (n 
= 151) were recruited from an undergraduate journalism survey class at a large uni­
versity in the Midwestern United States.

Because of the contingent nature of framing effects and the flexibility of media 
frames used to organize security-related issues, two measures of attitude were 
hypothesized to influence the securitization frame: support for government (mostly 
for the incumbent Bush administration, but also including a strain of “government” 
in general) and orientation toward the news media (whether subjects saw the media 
as politically to the left or right of themselves). These categories were similar but not 
identical:

These hypotheses and research questions were posed:

H 1: News accounts employing the securitization frame will produce a higher level 
of trust in government than accounts that do not employ the frame, and this 
effect will be more pronounced among supporters of the government than 
among nonsupporters of the government.

Table 4.1 O rien ta tion  tow ard  m edia

Lef of media Similar to media Right of media

Orientation toward govt
A nti-governm ent
Pro-governm ent

36
11

29
31

8
36
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H2: Details of articles employing the securitization frame will be less well remem­
bered than details of articles that do not employ the securitization frame. The 
effect will be more pronounced among supporters of the government than 
among nonsupporters.

H3: News accounts employing the securitization frame will produce a greater 
sense of personal concern and anxiety than do accounts not employing the 
frame. This effect will be more pronounced among supporters of the govern­
ment than among nonsupporters.

Two research questions address issues related to how audiences see themselves in
relation to the news media and how closely they attend to news:

RQ1: How does the securitization effect interact with participants* sense of their
political alignment with the news media?

RQ2: Is there a relationship between how closely participants follow news of
security-related issues and the effect of the securitization frame?

Methods

The securitization frame is tested with a 2 (frame) x  2 (orientation toward govern­
ment) mixed design. Frame was a within-subjects variable, operationalized as the 
presence or absence of the securitization frame. Orientation toward government 
was a between-subjects factor, operationalized as high support (favorable) and low 
support (unfavorable). It was measured by adding responses to four quesdons in the 
pretest. Each is measured on a 7-point scale:

How much do you trust the government to look after your interests?
Do you think the country is better or worse off than it was six years ago?
Do you think the country is safer or less safe than it was in 2003?
How good a job would you say the president is doing?

Participants were divided into two categories, high (n = 78) and low (n = 73) in ori­
entation toward the government, at the whole number nearest the median split (17).

Orientation toward the news media was conceptualized as the degree to which 
participants considered their political stance aligned with that of the media. A scale 
was created by subtracting participants’ rankings of the news media’s politics on a 
l-to-7 Likert-type scale (from “very liberal” to “very conservative”) from their 
assessment of their own politics, then adding 7 to place the entire scale in nonnega­
tive territory. A rating of 7 meant that participants saw themselves as exactly 
aligned with the media. Ratings less than 7 indicated participants who saw the 
media as being politically to their right; ratings greater than 7 indicated participants 
who saw the media as being to their left. For analysis, this was broken into three cat­
egories: Ratings of 6 or lower (n = 47) were considered left of the media; 7 or 8 (n = 
60) were considered similar to the media; 9 and higher (n = 44) were considered 
right of the media.
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Attention to security issues was measured by asking participants how closely they 
followed news about Iraq, terrorism, and civil liberties. The mean of these scores 
was taken and divided into three categories, low (n = 50), medium (n = 51), and high 
(n = 50).

Dependent variables

Recognition memory was measured by summing the number of correct responses 
to multiple-choice questions taken from the news articles. Each article had 4 ques­
tions, so each participant had a maximum score of 16 in the securitized and unse­
curitized conditions.

Measures of the degree to which participants perceived events in the articles as 
threats to their personal safety and security and how much they trusted the govern­
ment to deal with the situation described in each article were assembled from the 
questions measuring affective response presented after each news article. Factor 
analysis indicated that scales tapping orientation toward the government and 
personal threat formed two factors:

Trust, which represents the key dimensions of the securitization frame (Balzacq, 
2009b). It comprises answers to these questions:

This sort of event represents a threat to our way of life.
The government needs to take extraordinary measures to deal with this situa­
tion.
I’m confident that our leaders will handle this properly.

Cronbach’s alpha for these three questions was 0.75.
Safety measured the degree to which the participant deemed the situation a threat 

to his or her personal safety. It comprised answers to these questions (alpha: 0.91):

This story is personally important to me.
This story makes me worried.
This story makes me frustrated.
This story makes me anxious.
This story makes me concerned about the country’s safety.

Answers were then separated into means for securitized articles and means for 
unsecuritized articles.

Experimental procedure

A pretest measured participants* political orientation and attitudes toward news 
media and current events. Each participant read all 8 articles on a laptop. For half 
the subjects (assigned at random), even-numbered stories were securitized; for the 
other half, odd-numbered stories were securitized. Order of presentation was 
randomized by the computer program.
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Affective responses were measured after each article was presented. After a brief 

distractor task, recognition memory was measured with a set of 32 multiple-choice 
questions, four taken from each article, with question order randomized.

The experiment took an average of 30 to 35 minutes. Participants ranged in age 
from 18 to 26 (M ==18.81, SD = 0.995); 116 (76.8%) were women. On a scale of 1 
(very liberal) to 7 (very conservative), participants rated their own politics to pro­
duce a mean of 3.62 (SD = 1.399) and the politics of the news media for a mean of 
3.21 (SD = 1.111).

Results

The hypothesis that the securitization frame would produce a greater securitization 
effect — “trust in government” -  was tested with a repeated measures analysis of 
variance (ANOVA), with the presence or absence of the securitization frame as a 
within-subjects condition and orientation toward government as a between-sub- 
jects condition. The interaction was significant, F[\, 149) = 5.016,/? — .027, impart 
— 0.033 (see Figure 4.1).1 Securitized articles overall produced significantly more 
trust in the government, and the effect was significantly higher among supporters of 
the government; the impact among nonsupporters is negligible. H 1 was supported.

H2, predicting that recognition memory would be lower for securitized articles 
than for nonsecuritized ones, was tested by the same procedure, with recognition 
memory for questions from the securitized vs. the nonsecuritized articles as a 
within-subjects condition. The interaction was significant, Д1, 149) = 4.856, 
p — 0.029, Tj2part = 0.032 (see Figure 4.2). Recognition memory in the two condi­
tions is not different among supporters of the government, but memory for securi­
tized articles is significantly lower among those low in orientation toward the 
government. H2 was partly supported. There is a main effect for the presence of the 
securitization frame, with the mean number of correct answers significantly lower 
for securitized articles than for nonsecuritized articles (F[l, 149) = 9.185,/? = 0.003,
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Figure 4.1 Effect of securitization frame and government orientation on trust in government
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Figure 4.2 Effect o f  securitization fram e an d  governm ent o rien tation  on  recognition 
m em ory

T)2part = 0.058), but the interaction with support for government is in the opposite 
direction from the one hypothesized.

H3 predicted that the frame would be more closely associated with a sense of per­
sonal concern, with the effect stronger among those high in orientation toward the 
government. The interaction was not significant (F(1,149) = 2.076,/? = . 152, impart 
= 0.014), and there was no main effect of the frame (/^(1, 149) = 0.906, p  = 0.343, 
T)2part = .006) or of orientation (F(l, 149) — 0.089,^ = .766, *q2part = 0.001). H3 
was not supported.

Research questions

RQ1 asks whether participants’ political orientation with respect to their percep­
tions of media political orientation (whether they perceive the media as more liberal 
or conservative than they are) is associated with emotional or cognitive outcomes. 
This “media distance” is similar but not identical to support for government (see 
Table 4.1). RQ1 was tested with repeated-measures ANOVA, with the securitiza­
tion frame as a within-subjects variable and media orientation -  left of the media 
(n = 47), about the same (n = 60) and right of the media (n = 44) -  as a between-sub- 
jects variable.

Although the overall interaction of the frame and media distance on recognition 
memory was not significant (F(1, 148) = 1.337, p = 0.266, *q2part = 0.018), there 
were several significant differences among the means (See Figure 4.1). Participants 
who considered themselves politically to the left of the news media showed no sig­
nificant difference in recognition memory (t (46) = -0.273, p = 0.786, d = 0.04). 
Memory for securitized articles was significantly lower among those who saw them­
selves as similar to the media (t (59) = -2 .188,/? = 0.033, d = 0.28) or to the right of 
the media (/(43) = -3.025,/? = 0.004, d = 0.46).

Similarly, the interaction of the frame and media distance on trust in government 
(see Figure 4.5) was not significant (F(l, 148) = 1.616,/? = 0.202, impart = 0.021). 
But among participants who saw themselves as to the right of the media, securitized
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Figure 4.3 E ffect o f  se cu ritiz a tio n  f ram e  a n d  p a r tic ip a n ts ’ “m e d ia  d istance ,”  o r  political 
o r ie n ta tio n  re la tiv e  to  th e  m e d ia , o n  reco g n itio n  m em o ry

articles produced significandy higher scores on trust in government than unsecuri­
tized articles (/ (43) = 2.628,p  = 0.012, d  =  0.40). There were no significant differ­
ences in trust for those who saw themselves as similar to the media (/ (59) = 1.467, 
p  =  0.148, d — . 17) or to the left of the media (/(46) = -0.008,p = 0.994, d < 0.01).

RQ2 asks if the degree to which participants follow news about security-related 
issues is related to the effects o f the securitizadon frame. There is a significant effect 
of securitization on trust in government (F[ \ , 148) = 4.95,/» = 0.028, impart = 0.032), 
such that securitized articles produce greater trust, but no effect from the degree to 
which participants follow news (p =  0.23).

There is a significant effect of the frame on recognition memory (F (1,148) = 
8.509,/» = 0.004, t)2part = 0.054), such that securitized articles are less well attended

Figure 4.4 E ffect o f  secu ritiza tio n  fram e  a n d  m e d ia  d is tan ce  o n  tru s t in  g o v ern m en t
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Table 4.2 E ffect o f  f ram e  a n d  h o w  closely su b jec ts  fo llow  se cu rity  new s o n  tru s t in g o v e rn ­
m en t

Trust Trust

Follow unsec SD secure SD t P d

Low 4.05 0 .803 4 .1 9 0 .9 0 8 1.701 0 .0 9 5 0 .1 6
M odera te 4 .26 0 .766 4 .26 0 .8 7 4 0 .1 5 9 0 .8 7 5 0 .0 2
H igh 3.87 0 .938 4 .03 1.080 1 .553 0 .127 0 .1 6

Table 4.3 Effect o f  fram e  an d  h o w  closely sub jec ts  fo llow  se cu rity  n ew s o n  reco g n itio n  m em -
ory

Mem Mem

Follow unsec SD secure SD t P d

L ow 9.00 2 .119 8 .38 2 .0 8 9 -1 .8 7 5 0 .067 0 .29
M o d 9.39 2.219 8 .3 9 2 .3 5 9 - 2 .7 6 3 0 .0 0 8 0 .42
H igh 8.66 2.219 8 .50 1.982 -0 .4 4 1 0 .661 0 .07

to. There is no overall effect of following the news {p > 0.69) but several group 
means show important differences. Among those low in following news, memory 
for securitized stories is lower than for unsecuritized stories, and the difference 
approaches significance (p — 0.067). In the moderate group, memory for securitized 
stories is significandy lower. Only in the group highest in its attention to security 
issues is the difference between frames conclusively insignificant.

Discussion

This chapter proposes that securitization works as an independent media frame -  as 
a characteristic of some threats to security, rather than the presence of a threat itself, 
and of some ways of invoking those threats, rather that just an authoritative invoca­
tion of security. It has been widely, if not always accurately (Bynander, 2001) 
assumed that defense is a presumptive security call, but the results discussed here sug­
gest otherwise. The defense-related threats raised by substate violence or border 
security issues are, on paper, effectively identical in both conditions. What appears 
to make a threat “existential” is not the presence or scale of armed violence, or the 
presence of such traditional news values as geographic or cultural proximity. Rather, 
it is the association of that threat with “the terrorists,” whoever they might be.

A sense of personal risk does not appear to be affected by securitization. In line 
with the Copenhagen School’s emphasis on the construction of threats to shared 
culture, securitization creates a  sense of danger to “us,” not to “me.” A bomb in the 
Philippines or a missile in Sdcrot is not a proximate threat to a student in the U.S. 
Midwest, but if can be conceived as a threat to freedom itself, it is a step closer to 
threatening the community with which the student identifies.

Securitization has the heuristic effect of an organizing frame in that it cues affec­
tive and cognitive responses. It is not a  speech act, in that it is not performative by
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virtue o f some agreed higher authority, but it has the effect of a speech act among a 
designated part of the audience: Those inclined to trust the government already are 
more inclined to do so when a securitization frame organizes distant events into a 
coherent picture. In practical terms, they are quicker to see a threat to “our way of 
life” and m ore ready to grant extraordinary powers to the government to mitigate 
that threat. To “speak security” on an issue will not invoke security for all, but it 
appears quite able to invoke a particular security for some.

W hether that “some” becomes “enough of the right people” — O ’Reilly’s (2008) 
description of “critical mass’* seems to depend in part on the cognitive impact of 
the frame. Securitization was expected to act as a cue that careful, systematic pro­
cessing is not needed, and it appears to work as predicted among audiences that do 
not follow security issues closely -  particularly those in the middle ground between 
the apathetic and the attentive. When “the terrorists” are involved, this audience 
appears to have received a clear signal that cognitive resources can be better spent 
elsewhere.

M ore intriguing is the response of those participants who were in the anti-gov- 
cmmeiH camp to begin with. Their processing is negatively affected by the securiti­
zation frame, while their pro-government counterparts show no appreciable 
difference Here, the frame seems to be creating a “boy who cried wolf’ effect: when 
“the terrorists” are invoked, the oppositional audience knows all it needs to know, 
and processing becomes less careful.

A very different effect arises when the audience’s political relationship to the 
media is examined: there are no differences for the securitized stories, but when the 
frame is not present, those who see the media as similar to themselves and -  espe­
cially -  those who see the media as to their left are significantly more attentive in 
their reading. It is as if they are looking harder for an admission by the biased media 
that, indeed, this is the very sort of situation someone has been trying to securitize 
all along: a terrorist is a  terrorist.

T he relevance of securitization as an effect-of-media are underscored by the 
appearance of securitization as an effect-in-media. Securitization is not just an 
experimental fancy; it is a routine aspect of news framing. Two passengers on the 
same bus, or two employees in the same office, can see an issue through contradic­
tory frames as easily as any two undergraduates at any midwestem university, 
depending on w hich choices are made at which stages of the construction of their 
news world. Securitization will seem like a better choice when it seems like the nat­
ural choice: the referential scheme that the right authorities (even, in many cases, 
the appropriately official opposition) are saying in a way that makes contextual 
sense in the newsroom and in the audience. T he more closely they are bound by 
identity, the more readily is a perceived threat to that identity passed along.

It is worth remembering that this chapter represents a limited range o f securitiz- 
able issues that are deeply bound up with a particular U.S. administration. Much 
remains to be done on which issues can be securitized, how much farther from the 
orthodox realm of state security they can be, and how different administrations will 
interact with different sets of supporters and opponents. Still, such investigations 
should start from the premise that securitization speaks more (and more effectively)
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to supporters of the actor who invokes it than to opponents. Indeed, those oppo­
nents appear likely to take themselves out of the discursive loop through inattention 
or dismissal -  another advantage to the securitizing actor and another potential 
obstacle for the actor who would “speak normality” to an issue, rather than speak­
ing security.

Whether the consequences of a securitization frame are intended or unintended, 
they appear to be quite real. Journalists who decline to choose an ostensible frame, 
or who think the frame that looks most like “news” is the only choice available under 
professional standards, are likely to end up with whatever the house is serving. 
However socially palatable that might seem at the time, it could produce conse­
quences that run counter to the best professional intent o f the practitioners.

Finally, an empirical laboratory test of securitization should not obscure the 
importance or normative or critical examinations. The political camp that depre­
cates English-only laws or restrictions on the provision of services to immigrants — 
clear indications that the immigration issue is being securitized — might welcome 
the securitization of energy or environmental issues. T hat is a process that can be 
measured by the aforementioned tools discussed; whether securitization is the best 
approach for furthering public understanding, or the proper way for news organi­
zations to fulfill their roles in that understanding, is not the sort of question settled 
in the laboratory.

Note
1 The dependent variable “trust in government” was squared to improve normality of 

distribution for the ANOVA and t-test calculations. Means and standard deviations are 
reported in original units.



5 The limits o f spoken words
From meta-narratives to 
experiences of security

C. W ilkinson

In sociological terms, reconceptualising security as a pragmatic act, rather than 
solely as a speech act, finally creates space for the issue of the context in which secu­
ritizations occur to be considered. This chapter takes as its starting point the prem­
ise that when used for empirical investigation, securitization theory results in an 
account of security that has effectively been decontextualized. I refer to these final, 
theoretically-compatible accounts as meta-narratives of security, or meta-securitizations, 
in order to indicate that they are abstractions o f accounts o f security that conform to the 
theoretical model offered by securitization theory. As such, security meta-narra­
tives are retrospective and, crucially, selective abstractions of all the different acts and 
narratives that contributed to a successful securitization, stripped of reference to 
any internal dynamics and local context that are not directly related to the final 
securitization. Problematically for empirical studies, meta-narratives often bear lit­
tle resemblance to people’s experiences of how securitizing moves developed and 
are understood within a particular context. The Copenhagen School’s prioritisa­
tion of theoretical coherence has meant that consideration of local understandings 
have been largely ignored, despite the fact that such local knowledge offers the 
analyst a way to situate securitization specifically in relation to local conditions -  i.e. 
as a pragmatic act — rather than in relation to potentially spurious theoretical 
assumptions.

In relation to context, two of the most problematic aspects of the Copenhagen 
School’s concept of securitization are the privileging of speech and its outcome- 
dependent retrospective view of security. In its orthodox theoretical form, the only 
way to incorporate non-verbal expressions of security is by their subsequent or ret­
rospective incorporation into a security narrative by a securitizing actor. Without 
this post-event “translation” of actions into words by actors, securitization is unable 
to accommodate non-verbal performances of “security” concerns such as protests 
and demonstrations or migration. The analytical consequences of this over­
reliance on the medium of speech are considerable even for an orthodox retrospec­
tive application of securitization theory. Securitization presents a linear and 
stepwise dynamic of security construction, starting with a securitizing actor who 
constructs a referent object and threat narrative. This narrative of existential threat 
is then either accepted or rejected by an audience, thus determining the outcome of 
the securitizing move. In practice, however, the process may start at any point, with
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the component parts of a securitization -  securitizing actor, referent object, threat 
narrative and audience -  developing simultaneously and being mutually constitu­
tive (Huysmans 1998; Wilkinson 2007). In addition, instances where physical 
action either precedes or replaces verbal expressions of security can only be accom­
modated if and when they are subsequently incorporated into a speech-act, that is, 
when they are interpreted as meaning “security”. Conforming to this need for 
speech-act to have chronological precedence is only possible if a certain degree of 
‘editing’ is carried out to present a logically and theoretically coherent account of 
how a situation developed (Wilkinson 2007: 20).

The Copenhagen School’s traditional focus solely on successful, i.e. complete, 
securitizations is one of the key reasons that “editing” occurs during analysis. In 
practice the distinction between successful and unsuccessful is far less clear than the 
theory suggests, as Wagnsson explains:

it is helpful to be cautious when applying the notion o f “successfully” securi­
tised. A political leader may, for example, “speak security” primarily with an 
external audience in mind, with the aim of deterrence or to improve his/her 
state’s position in a negotiation. If s/he then gains the ear o f the public, securi­
tization has been achieved more or less “by mistake”, since the primary inten­
tion was not to convince the population that the problem amounted to an 
existential threat. Alternatively, if a president leads h is/her country to war, but 
is widely criticised by the opposition and eventually ousted from office in a 
coup d’etat, is this a case of successful securitization? In both cases, securitiza­
tion has been reached, but not necessarily “successfully”.

(2000: 18)

She goes on to suggest that in order to assess whether different actors view an issue 
in the same way, “we should always begin the analysis by asking to whom a securitiz­
ing move is directed and/or in the eyes of whom an issue is securitised” (Ibid; italics 
in the original). Salter extends this point, proposing that the success or failure of a 
securitizing move be measured “by ranking the degree to which policies, legislation, 
and opinion accords with the prescriptions of the speech act” (2008: 325). Both of 
these arguments are important steps towards creating space for the consideration of 
the processes involved in a securitizing move. Nevertheless, it is still necessary to 
address the issue of how such moves are constituted in terms of the mediums used in 
to invoke security. For this, securitization must be understood primarily as a prag­
matic act, which necessitates the explicit and reflexive consideration of the context in 
which it occurs.

The need to pay greater attention to securitization’s context has not gone unno­
ticed by scholars. Huysmans commented that a “cultural-historical interpretation 
of the rhetorical structure [of securitization] would reduce a tendency to univcr- 
salise a specific logic of security” since how security is understood in different loca­
tions “is based on specific cultural and historical experiences” (1998: 501). More 
recently, building primarily upon Balzacq (2005), Stritzel has proposed extending 
the theoretical framework to elaborate securitization’s “embeddedness”, arguing
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that ‘‘security articulations need to be related to their broader discursive contexts 
from which both the securitizing actor and the performative force of the articulated 
speech act/text gain their power” (2007: 359—60). Salter, meanwhile, offers a 
methodological solution: the use of dramaturgical analysis to consider the “setting” 
o f a securitization, since the process “reflects the complex constitution of social and 
political communities and may be successful and unsuccessful to different degrees 
in different settings within the same issue are and across issues” (2008: 324). Yet 
these proposals, though undoubtedly very welcome developments, have not 
addressed the charge that securitization universalises a particular “logic of secu­
rity”, focusing instead on ensuring theoretical coherence.

The consequence is that securitization theory is still far from unproblematic to 
use for empirical analysis of events, producing accounts that, although theoretically 
coherent, fail to illuminate local conditions and dynamics in any substantial way. 
Not only is the securitization framework likely to produce a version of events that 
has been “edited” to ensure chronological order and a linear and step-wise pro­
gression (from actor to speech-act to audience to outcome), but the final analysis is 
likely to erase the local knowledge that can be generated by fieldwork even if empirical 
detail is included. The result is an account that is informed not by reflexive consid­
eration of local interpretations and understandings, but by the normative assump­
tions of the theoretical framework in the form of the so-called Westphalian 
straitjacket (Buzan and Litde 2001: 19—35).1 Specifically, the Westphalian strait- 
jacket manifests itself in the assumption that the Euro-American model of the state 
and, perhaps more importantly, the accompanying political culture, is valid glob­
ally. Thus the use of words such as “state” and “society” take on a normative dimen­
sion, the assumption being that Western understandings -  as opposed to local ones 
— can successfully “travel” to any locale.

This creates a considerable danger of misinterpretation, since local understand­
ings and meanings will often remain unexplored and unarticulated in a securitization 
analysis: even when the analyst seeks to allow for local conditions and circumstances, 
in cases where there is significant divergence between theoretical normative expec­
tations (e.g. that socio-political systems all over the world operate in a broadly 
European way) and empirical evidence, the precedence of theory over sociological 
insight means that the Copenhagen School’s Westphalian straitjacket acts as an edi­
tor: similarities to European models and understandings are highlighted and if nec­
essary reinterpreted to ensure congruence, while anomalies and specificities are 
excised or excluded on the grounds of irrelevance or merely cosmetic significance.

It is important to emphasise that the Westphalian straitjacket is not a phenome­
non that only affects the Copenhagen School. Rather, the culture ofIR (Valbjorn 
2004) suggests that although new epistemologies are introduced, the underlying 
assumptions on which these are built have rarely been questioned, even in recent 
enterprises such as the CASE Collective’s Manifesto (2006). Without explicitly 
addressing the normative assumptions of our theories, attempts to refine or extend 
theoretical frameworks can only go so far. In this chapter, I argue that there are 
potential benefits to be gained from taking what Kent has called an “anthropologi­
cal approach to security” that interrogates, amongst other issues, “the inherent
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ethnocentricity of much security theory” (2006: 346). Such an approach is likely to 
be of particular utility in non-Western locales, where analysts and readers are unfa­
miliar with the socio-political culture. Central to this endeavor is going beyond the 
Copenhagen School’s original framework, which focuses on what security means, to 
ask the question how security means. In addressing this latter question, we are able 
to extend the empirical utility of securitization theory, adding an explicitly socio­
logical focus to security analysis. In doing so, it becomes possible to recontexnalise and 
situate meta-narratives by explicitly interrogating how people experience and 
understand securitizing moves and securitizations in practice.

This chapter addresses two main questions: first, I discuss context as a level of 
analysis and the relationship between the proximate and distal contexts of securitiza­
tion. I then consider when and in what ways it may be beneficial to focus on the dis­
tal context -  the broader socio-cultural context — of a securitizing move or 
securitization, before oudining how an interpretive methodology can be used to 
explore the distal context. I demonstrate how this methodological approach can be 
utilised via a case study of a series of mass protests that occurred in Bishkek, the cap­
ital of Kyrgyzstan, in October 2005. Collectively, eight days of protests represented 
a series of interrelated securitizing moves. Yet they culminated in a protest that, 
despite being the direct result of the preceding protests, was presented as a distinct 
and separate securitization narrative. Working back from this final meta-securiti­
zation, I contextualize the events of the previous seven days, presenting two 
accounts of the protests. The first focuses on the internal, or proximate, context of 
the meta-securitization, while the second examines the external, or distal, context, 
exploring local understandings of what occurred and how this eventually resulted 
in a meta-securitization.

Via the case study I demonstrate how the retrospective analysis of events risks dis­
torting the dynamics of a securitization by failing to take into account the distal con­
text, resulting in a selective and edited account that has little empirical utility or 
relation to how people present locally, experienced the events. Reflecting on the 
contrasting accounts suggested by examinations of the proximate and distal con­
texts, I discuss how local interpretations are influenced by conditions such as the 
availability and perceived credibility of information at the time, illustrating how the 
consideration of context can affect our understandings of the processes of securiti­
zation and generate new insights. I conclude that in some circumstances the ana­
lyst’s desire to consider local conditions may limit her to meta-securitization 
narratives unless she can decentre the theoretical framework’s tendency to impose 
retrospective internal coherence and causality by using experiential knowledge to 
inform discussion of securitization’s context.

Questions of context: proximate and distal context

Earlier in this volume Balzacq outlined two types of context: proximate context and 
distal context (2009a: 17). Proximate context refers to the “immediate features of 
interaction” (Hardy 2004: 417), or the setting of a securitizing move, which 
“includes the stage on which it is made, the genre in which it is made, the audience
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to which it is pitched, and the reception of the audience” (Salter 2008: 328). In 
effect, it is the micro-environment of the securitization. In contrast, distal context 
refers to the macro-environment of the securitizing move; that is, the broader socio­
cultural context in which it is embedded: matters of social class and ethnicity, 
regional and cultural settings, and the sites of discourse, for example (Balzacq 
2009a: 17;NeergaardandUlh0i2OO7: 196).

While this distinction is useful, the relationship between the two types of context 
is not unproblematic. Indeed, Schegloff, with whom the notion of proximate and 
distal context originated, argues that their relationship “must be taken as problem­
atic for the purposes of disciplined analysis” (1992: 195) since

If there are indefinitely many potentially relevant aspects of context and of per­
sonal or categorical identity which could have a bearing on some facet of, or 
occurrence in, interaction, and if the analyst must be concerned with what is 
relevant to the parties at the moment at which what is being analyzed occurred, 
and is procedurally consequential for what is being analyzed, then the search for 
context properly begins with the talk or other conduct being analyzed.

(Emphasis in original. Schegloff 1992: 197)

Thus while analysis begins with the securitization, we must then work out from that 
point to contextualize it and situate it in relation to other relevant events and 
actions. Schegloff explains the importance of this undertaking with reference to 
“modes of enquiry”, including speech-act theory, which

commonly address their targets of inquiry -  whether sentences, actions or sto­
ries — as if they were intrinsically autonomous objects, that is, objects designed 
to have integrity and coherence which are entirely “internal” to the object 
itself. In doing so, they systematically obscure the possibility that their objects 
of inquiry are designed not for splendid and isolated independence, but for 
coherence and integrity as part and parcel of the environment or context in 
which, and for which, they were produced by its participants. In response to 
such modes of analysis, it has seemed quite important to make clear how dif­
ferent a picture of the object of analysis emerges is one reengages it -  sentence, 
story, gesture, and the like -  to its context, and then reconfigures our under­
standing or its structure and character.

(1992: 193-94)

A further aim, therefore, of this chapter is to demonstrate how, utilising an inter­
pretive methodology, we can reengage with the event or situation under investiga­
tion by making the focus of our enquiry the context itself as Schegloff proposes, 
rather than seeing it as “the ‘given* relative to the object of analysis’* (1992: 194). 
This process leads us through a series of concentric layers: from securitization, to 
proximate context and then on to distal context.

In contrast to Salter, who focuses solely on the proximate context, both Stritzel 
and Kent offer approaches to the consideration of distal context as well as proxi-
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mate context. However, Stritzel’s desire to consider context within an analytical 
framework around the relatedness of three forces (2007: 371-72), while arguably 
increasing the comparative analytical potential of securitization theory for empiri­
cal studies, limits the depth of insights that can be generated by exploration of con­
text by more precisely defining what is and is not within securitization’s theoretical 
reach. Anomalies and contradictions are likely to be either ignored or “edited” out 
of empirical analyses in the quest to ensure universality and comparability. This is 
particularly likely to affect distal context due to its more diffuse and wide-ranging 
influence on processes of securitization.

Proximate context is arguably more direcdy accessible for the analyst due to its 
focus on the immediate details of a securitizing move: it concerns the questions of 
who, what, when, where, to whom and with what effect. Distal context, in contrast, 
is far broader and potentially less accessible, especially in the case of cross-cultural 
research. At the same time, consideration of the distal context o f securitizing moves 
is vital if we are to avoid simply replicating the normative understandings of secu­
rity inherent in theoretical approaches and instead uncover local understandings of 
security and how they are created. This is largely the domain of “local knowledge” 
that is, in contrast to so-called “expert knowledge”, experiential, context-specific, tacit, 
everyday and practice-based (Yanow 2004: S 12; emphasis added). By focusing on such 
local knowledge, it is possible to explore both words and actions beyond the theo­
retical framework offered by securitization, revealing dynamics that would usually 
slip beneath securitization’s radar. The aim is not, as Kent rightly points out, 
“about challenging scholars to choose between either unhesitatingly imposing their 
theories upon other people or utterly deconstructing them”. Rather, local perspec­
tives facilitate the consideration of “other cultural formulations as a corpus of 
knowledge and experience that might inform our own” (2006: 347).

Exploring contexts: an interpretive methodology

Building on Kent’s argument for an “anthropological approach” to security but 
wishing to keep contact with the framework provided by the Copenhagen School, 
in this section I outline how an interpretive methodology can be used to extend the 
Copenhagen School’s empirical utility by facilitating explicit consideration and 
comparison of the proximate and distal context of securitizations. It could be 
argued that for the Copenhagen School’s purposes, consideration of the proximate 
context of securitization is sufficient insofar as their aim is to identify what security 
is, not how it is constructed. At the same time, as shall be discussed, there are 
instances in which understanding how security means may result in different ana­
lytical conclusions. However, if explorations lead to the re-evaluation of conclu­
sions, this does not detract from previous analyses; rather, as Duranti and Goodwin 
note in their introduction to ScheglofFs article, “multiple levels of sequential con­
text mutually reinforce each other as they provide alternative types of organisation 
for the local production of action” (1992: 192).

An interpretive approach requires the analyst to assume a far more participatory 
role in her investigation, as Yanow explains:
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the R jtirc h c r draw i on i  basic commonality of human experience and 
proccnci  o f understanding, and that through learning the language of the 
setting and its customs, the researcher can acquire sufficient familiarity as to be 
able to understand events that transpire, while at the same time drawing on 
sufficient "stranger-ness" to make the accepted, unspoken, tacitly known, 
(tm vnonrnsicsl, taken -for-granted, local “rules” of action and inaction stand 
out as, in some way, different, thereby opening them up for reflection and 
ocam iitam i-

(Y anow 2006:19)

This approach corresponds to the externalist understanding to the context of pro­
duction described by earlier by Balzacq, whereby “the success of securitization is 
contingent upon a perceptive- external -environment pervaded by a sense of criti- 
calitv” (2009a; 19). T h  rough an interpretive methodology the researcher becomes 
part of this environment. Drawing on his pre-existing knowledge and experiences, 
h r becomes a situated critical interpreter of events, rather than simply observing 
how others do things.9 Central to this stance is that the researcher is attempting ini­
tially “to  describe in great detail the interrelationships and intricacies of the context 
being studied*' (Erlandson et al. 1993: 33), including multiple possible meanings of 
language, acts or physical artefacts, by accessing data from different sites and 
sources (Yanow 2003). The result of this process is the creation of a “thick** descrip­
tion o f  the research setting that can then be juxtaposed with the account offered by 
securitization theory to begin the process of loosening the Copenhagen School’s 
Westphalian straitjacket.

Crucially, this approach is flexible enough to accommodate the inevitable 
“m en" o f the social world, working on the principle that “multiple realities enhance 
each other's meanings” rather than being problematic (Erlandson et al. 1993: 14). 
In addition, it allows for a mixed methods approach that can accommodate both 
qualitative and quantitative data collection/generation methods such as surveys, 
various types of interview, discourse and textual analysis, participant observation 
and ethnographic methods. Regardless of what methods are employed, the aim is 
to build up a  "thick” description of the situation under investigation, in contrast to 
the "thin” desc ription provided by a basic factual account. While a thin description 
reports what people did, a thick description contextualizes it by explicitly consider­
ing the sociocultural meaning of the actions as well to create a humanistic, detailed 
and inferential account. To illustrate the difference, Geertz uses the example of 
“two boys rapidly contracting the eyelids of their right eyes”. For one boy, the 
action is “an involuntary twitch*’, while for the other it is “a  conspiratorial signal to 
a friend”. While the movement is the same in both cases, “the difference [. . .] 
between a twitch and a wink is vast, as anyone unfortunate to have had the first 
taken for the second knows** (1973:5-6).

Although the Copenhagen School’s original endeavor extended only to identify­
ing what security is in different locations and situations, for empirical studies it is 
potentially important to consider how security is understood in order to start think­
ing “outside the Westphalian box** (Acharya and Buzan 2007:286). I suggest that
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this is likely to be of particular benefit when undertaking cross-cultural studies of 
societal security, since it is in these circumstances that the researcher most needs to 
compare and contrast theoretically-informed interpretations with local under­
standings of security in order to avoid excluding of alternative interpretation^) that 
may offer different conclusions to those of securitization theory.

In the case of the Copenhagen School, because of securitization theory’s empha­
sis on outcome rather than process, the multiple and situated meanings of security 
are often excluded in favour of producing the definitive (i.e. internally coherent) ret­
rospective meta-narratives described in the previous section of this chapter. 
Applying an interpretive methodology to the study of the proximate context of the 
securitization is unlikely to generate insights sufficient to potentially challenge a  the­
ory-driven meta-narrative due to the context being internal to the securitization. If, 
however, the analyst extends her investigation to consideration of the securitiza­
tion’s distal context, which may include previous securitizing moves that have 
recursively shaped the socio-cultural settings, it is possible (although not inevitable) 
that a more nuanced and multi-faceted understanding of security dynamics in that 
locale will be developed. In some cases, consideration of the distal context may 
generate understandings that challenge or even contradict those suggested by the 
original securitization meta-narrative.

Accessing and exploring the distal context of securitization is therefore of poten­
tial utility to reduce the danger that the researcher will find only what can be accom­
modated by the Copenhagen School’s Westphalian normative assumptions. In 
fact, in contrast to the broadly neo-positivist ontology of the Copenhagen School, 
which presupposes an objective, step-wise, linear process of inquiry from hypothe­
sis to testing to conclusions, interpretivism is founded on the “ontological and epis­
temological presuppositions” of phenomenology and hermeneutics, “which hold 
that knowledge and the knower are situated, rather than 'objective* (in interpretive 
philosophers’ and researchers’ understandings of the concept) and that researchers 
must, per force, interpret what they observe” (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2002: 
461).3 Yanow explains the implications of interpretivism for fieldwork-based 
research:

Phenomenology provides a constructionist (or constructivist) ontology cen­
tered on the primacy of context; such context-specificity is fundamental to 
case-based research, and it is completely antithetical to a positivist scientific 
insistence on universal, generalizable laws or principles. Hermeneutics pro­
vides an interpretive epistemology rooted in the potential for multiple possible 
meanings of language, acts or physical artefacts; also context-specific, such 
potential multiplicities and their possible incongruences are what lead field 
researchers to access data from a variety of sites (neighbourhoods, agency divi­
sions, etc.) across a research setting.

(Yanow 2003)

As such, the researcher herself becomes an integral part of the construction of 
knowledge: using her a priori experience and knowledge — what she already knows
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and has experienced — in conjunction with “empathetic understanding” of others to 
create her findings.

Adopting an explicitly interpretivist approach does not, of course, directly 
address the shortcomings of securitization and societal security. What it can do, 
however, is offer the researcher an alternative way to engage with securitization 
theory. Rather than defining how the researcher should interpret a given phenom­
enon or situation — in this case protests in Kyrgyzstan -  the securitization frame­
work offers one of many possible interpretations. It is therefore a point of comparison, 
permitting the researcher to test her interpretations and those of others against it. 
Significantly, reinterpreting theory in this way creates space to consider the politics 
of knowledge production both empirically and within disciplines. However, it is 
important to be aware that interpretivist knowledge claims differ fundamentally 
from those made by positivist paradigms.

As previously noted, positivist science is predicated on the idea that the world is 
knowable via “rigorous, repeatable steps of discovery by a neutral observer making 
neutral, impartial observations following the rules of the scientific method” to cre­
ate neutral observations that can be generalised to create universal laws (Yanow 
1996: 5). Positivists assess truth claims against criteria of validity (representivity, 
repeatability, reliability) and objectivity, holding that there is a definite answer to be 
found. In contrast, the interpretivist paradigm holds that there are multiple realities 
with no “right” or “wrong” realities, and that there are differences amongst realities 
“that cannot be resolved through rational processes or increased data” (Erlandson 
et al. 1993: 14). As a result, validity is governed by inquiry being able to “demon­
strate its truth value, provide the basis for applying it, and allow for external judge­
ments to be made about the consistency of its procedures and the neutrality of its 
findings or decisions” (Erlandson et al. 1993: 29). All research, regardless of 
whether it is positivist or interpretivist, must demonstrate that it is rigorous and sys­
tematic, or, in other words, that it is trustworthy. However, as Table 5.1 demon­
strates, the terms used to assess trustworthiness differ fundamentally between 
paradigms. Taken together, these criteria provide a way for the reader to evaluate 
interpretivist inquiry by establishing trustworthiness, and, by extension a reason­
able claim to methodological soundness.

In adopting an interpretive approach to studying the October protests discussed 
in this chapter, rather than starting with the aim of reconstructing securitizations by 
matching suitable evidence to support the theoretical model, I draw on multiple 
sources to create a thick narrative account of events that is largely based in emic

Table 5.1 E stablishing trustw orthiness: positivist a n d  interpretiv ist terms*

Criterion Positivist term Interpretivist term

T ru th  value In te rn a l validity C redibility
A pplicability E x te rnal validity T ransferability
C onsistency Reliability D ependability
N eutrality O bjectiv ity C onfirm ability

a Adapted from Erlandson 1993: 133.
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perspectives as well as my own experiences of “eye-witnessing” the protests and liv­
ing in Kyrgyzstan at that time. This creates an account of events and processes that 
can decentre theoretical assumptions, causing securitization theory to become a 
frame to facilitate one’s exploration rather than as a tool to be directly applied. This 
process focuses on what doesn't “fit” with securitization or isn’t accounted for and, 
most importantly, permits consideration by the researcher of how actions and words 
mean in addition to what they mean.

The accounts have been compiled using a range of materials and sources in order 
to ensure that multiple perspectives are considered: local Russian-language news­
paper reports, editorials and commentaries, bulletins from a local non-govermen- 
tal organisation’s conflict prevention project, interviews and comments from 
people to whom I spoke, my own observations and photographs, as well as images 
published in local print and electronic media.41 have not sought to create one sin­
gle definitive account of events, but rather focus on the disjunctures and contradic­
tions of which I became increasingly aware as I, like many local people, tried to 
make sense of the protests. I argue that it is necessary to explicate these disjunctures 
and contradictions and their possible interpretations to better understand the con­
text from which security gains meaning(s). As will be demonstrated, consideration 
of the distal context is vital in this process.

In the following section, I present a case study of a mass protest held on 29 
October 2005 under the slogan “Peaceful Citizens for Kyrgyzstan Without 
Criminals” in Bishkek, the capital of the former Soviet Central Asian republic of 
Kyrgyzstan. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Central Asia5 has fre­
quently been portrayed as a region of instability, high conflict potential, danger and 
insecurity (MacFarlane and Toijesen 2005). Despite this, and in contrast to the 
other four republics, Kyrgyzstan initially seemed likely to make a successful transi­
tion to a democratic political system and free market economy under President 
Askar Akaev’s leadership. However, by the early 2000s there was growing discon­
tent with the Kyrgyzstani government, at time sparking mass protests, most notably 
in Aksy in 2002 when police shot dead six protesters and wounded a further twelve 
(cf. Radnitz 2005). Nevertheless, Akaev remained in power until 24 March 2005, 
when he was ousted by protesters storming the main government building in the 
culmination of three months of mass demonstrations over the conduct of parlia­
mentary elections held in late February-early March of the same year.

Despite the change of political leadership and Kurmanbek Bakiev’s election as 
President in July 2005, protests subsequently became a common feature of socio­
political life in the small mountainous republic as the new government failed to 
carry out reforms to address socio-economic problems such as land distribution and 
corruption. Yet it was only in October of that year that protests became institution­
ally securitized -  that is, in Kyrgyzstan at that ton* protests had become a “metaphor­
ical security reference” in that “security and priority” was implicitly invoked when 
protests were being talked of and/or staged insofar as they indicated a matter that 
required urgent resolution (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998:27).

In the case of Kyrgyzstan in October 2005, protests came to mean security in 
two different ways. First, they served as a physical expression by demonstrators of a
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securitizing narrative. The protesters’ common narrative centred on portraying 
Kyrgyzstan (the land, rather than the state) and /o r its people as being subjected to 
an existential threat -  from corruption, criminalisation, worsening economic condi­
tions -  and a demand for immediate action from the government to address the 
threats. Simultaneously, however, there was a counter-securitizing narrative being 
presented by other groups (such as the governments of neighboring republics) that 
portrayed protests themselves as a visible sign of Kyrgyzstan’s continued instability 
and insecurity and therefore as a threat to the republic’s existence as a state. Protests, 
therefore, in this context, meant security in at least two ways at the same time.

Consideration of the proximate context, which I describe first, provides a certain 
level o f detail about the actors involved and their acdons and narratives, but para­
doxically it provides an account that is too comprehensive, thus editing out local 
socio-cultural dynamics and their recursive effects. I therefore then explore the dis­
tal context o f the demonstration in the second part of this section using an interpre­
tive methodology that draws heavily on experiential knowledge. A quite different 
understanding of the 29 October 2005 protest emerges from this exercise, supple­
m enting and extending our understandings of security’s construction in Bishkek at 
that time gained from securitization theory.

The 2005 Akmatbaev protests in Kyrgyzstan

As noted earlier, a protest held in Bishkek on 29 October 2005 marked the institu­
tionalisation of protests as an implicit matter o f security, urgency and priority in 
Kyrgyzstan. Described in securitization terms, the protest’s instigators, a group of 
opposition politicians and civil society leaders, became a securitizing actor. 
Invoking Kyrgyzstan as a nation and homeland, they presented a narrative that 
claimed that the government had become criminalised and that President Bakiev’s 
failure to take decisive measures to combat the influence of organised crime threat­
ened Kyrgyzstan’s very existence. In order to combat this threat, the protest’s lead­
ers dem anded that the government take immediate action to crack down on crime, 
remove politicians with links to organised crime and ensure “order and security” in 
the republic (Malevanaya 2005b: 9).

Arguably the measures demanded were extraordinary not in themselves but 
because of the priority that was demanded for them via mass protests. Under other 
circumstances these measures would be classed as “normal” politics, but due to the 
urgency accorded to them and the physical way in which this was articulated, they 
came to represent “crisis” politics and therefore enter the realm of “security” issues 
and securitization. However, interpretations of how the protests were related to 
security in Kyrgyzstan varied considerably, as an exploration of the distal context 
demonstrates.

In order to assist readers unfamiliar with Kyrgyzstani politics in following the 
case study, before examining the contexts of the “Peaceful Citizens for Kyrgyzstan 
W ithout Crime” protest, an overview of the key actors and their roles in securitiza­
tion dynamics at the two analytical levels (i.e. proximate and distal contexts) is 
provided in the Table 5.2.
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Table 5.2 Actors involved in the “Peaceful Citizens for Kyrgyzstan Without Crime” protest

Analytical level Actor Role(s)

Proximate Protest leaders & Securitizing actor presenting Bakiev and organised
context protesters crime as an existential threat to Kyrgyzstan.

President Bakiev & Desecuritizing actor refuting protesters’
Prime Minister Kulov securitizing move and denying criminalisation of 

the government is a threat to Kyrgyzstan.
Joint threat referent for protesters.

Ryspck Akmatbaev/ 
Organised crime 
groups

Joint threat referent to Kyrgyzstan for protesters.

Distal Ryspek Akmatbaev & Securitizing actor presenting Kulov as a threat to
context supporters the lives of his family and associates

President Bakiev (on Threat referent to Kulov for Ar-Namys and Kulov
behalf of Kyrgyzstani 
government)

supporters

Prime Minister Kulov Referent object in Ar-Namys* securitizing move; 
Threat referent in Akmatbaev’s securitizing move

Ar-Namys & Securitizing actor presenting Bakiev as a threat to
Kulov supporters Kulov
Local media Variously: Securitizing actor presenting Bakiev as 

a threat to Kulov and/or Kyrgyzstan’s existence; 
Functional actor

International Securitizing actor presenting Akmatbaev and
community Bakiev as threats to Kyrgyzstan’s existence.

While the proximate context of the 29 October protest can be described rela­
tively concisely with reference to the interactions of actors -  questions of who, what 
and when -  the distal context is far broader and multi-faceted, as suggested in Table 
5.2 by the list of actors who were direedy involved in events preceding the 29 
October protest. Correspondingly, the researcher needs to make a decision about 
how much context to include. Duranti and Goodwin cite ScheglofFs assertion that

an analyst is not free to invoke whatever variables he or she feels appropriate as 
dimensions of context, no matter how strongly grounded in traditional social 
theory -  e.g. class, gender, etc. -  but instead must demonstrate in the events 
being examined that the participants themselves are organising their behavior 
in terms of the features being described by the analyst.

(1992:192)

The researcher is therefore looking for behavior or actions that arc relevant to the 
event being investigated. Initially this is likely to be immediately prior events that 
are direedy linked, but the recursive nature of context means that the range of “rel­
evant” factors could expand almost infinitely, depending on how deeply one 
wanted to trace processes. Obviously this is neither desirable nor practicable in 
many cases, not least due to the challenge of managing the vast amounts of data 
generated and presenting an accessible analysis of the context.
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In contrast to the Copenhagen School’s intention to produce an internally coher­
ent account of the event within the securitization framework, ScheglofFs principle 
of relevance to the participants points to the importance of experiential knowledge. 
In other words, the guiding principle for exploring the distal context is how the par­
ticipants interpreted the event at the time, rather than how the analyst interprets it retro­
spectively with the benefit of hindsight -  the latter process giving a potentially more 
comprehensive view. The extent to which this is possible in practice is largely 
dependent upon the researcher and makes an interpretive approach particularly 
suitable for fieldwork-based studies where the researcher has been physically 
present and in the process has been able to develop her own “local” knowledge via 
her engagement with the locale. Thus, for example, my initial experiences of 
Kyrgyzstan were as an undergraduate student who had gone to Bishkek to study 
Russian for a year. Five years later, when I returned to carry out fieldwork for my 
doctoral thesis, my previous experience, combined with a high degree of compe­
tency in Russian, were invaluable as a basis on which to build up my interpretations 
of what was happening in circumstances of rapid and at times unpredictable 
change.

For the purposes of this chapter, I have by necessity imposed more stringent 
bounds on the scope of the proximate context than would be generally be the case 
for an analysis utilising thick descripdon. In effect, the thickness of the account has 
been lessened by reducing the number of layers o f context included; in contrast to 
the accounts presented in my thesis, I have sought to summarise rather than include 
quotations from specific sources where possible and have excluded visual materials 
entirely. While this may seem contradictory given that the supposed aim of an inter­
pretive approach is often to build up as thick a description as possible, it highlights 
the fact that description should be as thick as necessary -  a criterion determined by 
the aim of the investigation as well as the audience for whom one is writing. The aim 
in this chapter is primarily to demonstrate how an interpretive methodology can be 
deployed in order to access the distal context of a securitization, an exercise that can 
arguably be achieved with a lesser level o f empirical detail than would be demanded 
by scholars focusing on the Central Asian region.

Consequently, when exploring both the proximate and then distal context in the 
following subsections, I have taken as my starting point the event that triggered the 
start of the protests that eventually led to the “Peaceful Citizens for Kyrgyzstan 
Without Crime” demonstration eight days later to provide a chronological limit. 
As such, there is minimal reference to the broader socio-political situation in 
Kyrgyzstan beyond the introduction provided at the start of this section. Within this 
timeframe, I have then focused on the protests, limiting my accounts to what is rel­
evant to understanding the dynamics involved at both analytical levels. While the 
proximate context account provides a comprehensive overview of the settings 
involved (i.e. the who, what, and when of events), my exploration of the distal con­
text considers factors that operate recursively, such as the public’s perceptions of the 
actors involved, the impact of the media and the availability of information at the 
time.
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The proximate context: whof what, when?

As previously noted, the proximate context concerns the setting or genre of the 
event or episode. It is about the internal structure of the event; “the sorts of 
sequences of talk or courses of conduct in which particular events may occur” and 
“the capacity in which participants act relative to the episode in progress” 
(Schegloff 1992: 195). A description of this level of context, therefore, is looking to 
trace or map who did or said what when in relation to the securitization. In the case 
of the Akmatbacv protests, the event that marked the beginning of the episode was 
the murder of parliamentary deputy Tynychbek Akmatbaev during a visit to a 
prison colony near to Bishkek on 20 October 2005. Coverage in the government 
newspaper Slovo Kyrgyzstana began the following day with a short article about the 
murders. It was reported that upon receiving news of the murders, Prime Minister, 
Feliks Kulov and other officials had travelled to the prison camp and that prisoners 
had asked to negotiate with Kulov, but no further details were given (Slovo 
Kyrgyzstana SK 106 [21867]: 2).

The day after the shooting, 21 October, Jogorku Kenesh deputies held a working 
meeting about the incident at which they heard information from “Prime Minister 
F. Kulov and representatives of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the General 
Procurator’s Office and the Special Procurator’s Office” (Slashcheva 2005a: 3). 
Again, no further details were provided, nor was any comment made regarding 
how the government was intending to deal with the situation.

October 22 saw the start of a protest led by the deceased deputy’s brother, 
Ryspek Akmatbaev, calling for the immediate resignation of the Prime Minister, 
who they claimed was responsible for the murders. The protestors initially congre­
gated and set up yurts on Ala-Too Square, but moved to the old square opposite the 
parliament by 18.00. The same day Feliks Kulov held a press conference and gave 
his evaluation of events and claimed that he had been instructed by President 
Bakiev to take personal control of the situation (Turkmenov 2005: 2). Meanwhile 
Moya stolitsa novosti reported that “by the time of the press conference, 15.00 on 
Saturday [the 22nd], Bakiev had already discussed the situation three times with 
the Prime Minister and had held a session with the law enforcement agencies” 
(Orlova 2005a: 2).

A first attempt to hold an extraordinary session of parliament was held on 23 
October, but was postponed due to quorum not being met. Ryspek Akmatbaev and 
his supporters remained in the old square, continuing to call for Kulov’s resigna­
tion. A second attempt to hold an extraordinary session of parliament was made the 
following day, but once more quorum in the chamber was not reached, not least 
because around 500 protesters blocked entrances to the building. Deputy Speaker, 
Bolot Shcmiyazov, “spoke with protesters for a long time” before entering the 
building (Slashcheva 2005a: 4-5). Rather than attend the extraordinary session, 
President Bakiev held a working meeting with high-ranking officials, including 
Prime Minister Kulov. Slovo Kyrgyzstana reported that “The head of the state 
demanded that all those present take measures to ensure public order. The 
President also demanded that the public and the media received information about 
ftip шводшвс Kv t he authorities on time” (SK 107: 1).
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Also on 24 October, the Secretary of the State Security Council held a press con­
ference for journalists, “where he gave his evaluation of the situation that had 
formed in the capital, talked about the measures taken by the authorities to diffuse 
and stabilise the situation” (Shepelenko 2005:3). Feliks Kulovsigned a government 
resolution, “On immediate measures for the stabilisation of the socio-political situ­
ation in the capital of the Kyrgyz Republic, the city of Bishkek”. Tuesday 25 
October, 2005 finally saw a parliamentary session to discuss the events take place, 
with 53 deputies attending. Proceedings were transmitted onto screens so that 
Akmatbaev’s supporters could watch. Prior to the session, Speaker Omurbek 
Tekebaev met with an initiative group of protestors and reported their demands to 
deputies (Slashcheva 2005b: 6). President Bakiev also held a meeting with parlia­
mentarians and government officials, including Prime Minister Kulov, that day. 
The President noted that he had not expressed any view about the murders, but did 
not say any more on the matter. He did, however, say that he would meet with a del­
egation of Akmatbaev’s supporters on 27 October (SK 108 [21869]: 2).

In addition to the continuing protest led by Ryspek Akmatbaev on the Old 
Square opposite the Jogorku Kenesh on 25 October, an estimated 600 people 
joined a protest on the central Ala-Too Square until early afternoon led by the polit­
ical party Ar-Namys in support of Feliks Kulov. The day’s final development was 
the appearance of two open letters to the President and Prime Minister from civil 
society and political figures, calling for immediate action to “ensure the preserva­
tion of civil order and the safety/ security of citizens of the Kyrgyz Republic” (MSN 
123 [314]: 1).

The two protests continued in the same vein on 26 October. President Bakiev, 
meanwhile, finally held a press briefing, at which he noted that his duty as president 
was to uphold the Constitution and rule of law, and that a decision regarding 
Kulov’s resignation would only be taken on the basis of the conclusions of the com­
mission that had been founded to investigate. He assured journalists that “an ade­
quate decision would be taken in relation to any person holding office, regardless of 
his position” (Vladimirova 2005: 3). The next morning, 27 October, Bakiev met 
with representatives of Akmatbaev’s protesters, following which the anti-Kulov 
protest was “suspended until the completion of the investigation” and Akmatbaev’s 
supporters dispersed.

Despite the situation seeming to have been resolved, one further protest — and 
securitization -  took place on 29 October. Why this happened is not immediately 
clear from the above factual account. However, a closer examination of the distal 
context can provide insights into why events developed in this way.

The distal context: how, why?

The day following Tynychbek Akmatbaev’s murder, newspaper coverage focused 
mainly on the circumstances of his death. Vechemii Bishkek led with the headline 
“Deputy Akmatbaev shot by prisoners”, and recounted dramatically how two of 
the newspaper’s journalists had accompanied the commission headed by 
Akmatbaev to three strict regime colonies (Khokhlova and Lokteva 2005: 1).
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However, the initial reaction of the print media was muted, most probably due to 
the lack of information available at the time of going to press; for journalists and the 
public alike, it was simply too early to see how things would develop. Deputy 
Erkinbek Alymbekov was an exception, his initial reaction quoted in Friday’s 
Vechemii Bishkek. “If we carry on like this then we will lose sovereignty and the 
country” (Tcmir 2005: 1).

Opinion about the danger posed by the incident gained resonance over the 
weekend as Ryspek and his supporters began protesting on Ala-Too Square. While 
none of the newspapers publish over the weekend, but Gazeta.kg provided extensive 
coverage for those with internet access. The site reported that 800 to 1,000 protes­
tors had gathered on Ala-Too Square in front of the White House (Gazeta.kg 
2005a). For many hearing such reports, or seeing the crowd for themselves on the 
Square, it is likely to have recalled the events of 24 March, leading to fears that 
“criminals” were about to attempt a direct seizure of power. A subsequent report 
that Akmatbaev “had declared jihad on Feliks Kulov” (Gazeta.kg 2005b) further 
heightened fears of impending disorder and insecurity due the implied extremism.

The weekend provided time for rumours both about what had happened and 
about Ryspek, who was widely acknowledged to be the leader of an organised crim­
inal group or an autoritetiyQ 204: l),6 to be discussed, and for Bishkek’s residents to 
experience the inconvenience and sense of uncertainty engendered by the protest. 
Ryspek’s reputation meant that he was assumed to be capable of mobilising signifi­
cant resources, both human and financial, to support his cause. As such, the poten­
tial threat that he was perceived to pose to the beleagured Kyrgyzstani government 
was considered particularly grave. However, on Monday, 24 October Vechemii 
Bishkek observed that despite considerable TV coverage, there was uncertainty 
about the purpose of the protest (Khokhlova 2005: 1). What was known was that 
Ryspek claimed that Kulov was responsible for his brother’s murder and was 
demanding his immediate resignation, promising to continue his protest until this 
was achieved.

On Tuesday, 25 October a pro-Kulov protest began on Ala-Too Square as the 
anti-Kulov protest led by Ryspek Akmatbaev continued on the Old Square. I 
decided to go and have a closer look at the protests. On Ala-Too Square banners 
had been erected and around one hundred people were milling around. The crowd 
was mixed by age, ethnicity and gender, and judging by their clothes and appear­
ance I concluded that they were mainly from Bishkek. Shortly afterwards, a 
minibus bearing the logo of the Ar-Namys party pulled up and people congregated 
around it. The atmosphere seemed relaxed, though people were keen to take the 
microphone and speak support of Kulov, as well as ensuring that the media and 
those present could see their slogans as clearly as possible.

I fell into conversation with a student who had also come to see what was hap­
pening. She echoed my sense that the pro-Kulov protest was safe for bystanders, but 
felt that the atmosphere at the anti-Kulov protest could be less welcoming, adding 
that she had heard reports that weapons had been seen. Nevertheless, we were 
curious and decided to go and observe. Three things were immediately noticeable 
as we approached: there was a far greater police presence, although their behaviour
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suggested that they had little intention of interfering with the protest; the proportion 
of men and ethnic Kyrgyz was far greater than at the pro-Kulov protest and most 
of the protesters were not local -  this last fact being unsurprising given that 
Tynychbek Akmatbaev was the deputy for the Balykchy electoral district some 110 
miles east of Bishkek -  and the atmosphere did indeed seem far tenser and hostile. 
The protesters had set up several yurts and portaloos and there was evidence of 
food being prepared. Some protesters stood on the steps of the parliament building, 
clustered around a TV  that had been set up.

Most of Ryspek’s supporters, however, sat in long rows opposite the parliament, 
flanked by groups of men dressed almost without exception in leather jackets or 
tracksuits — often called “sportsmen” collectively by locals with the implication that 
they are “heavies” . The slogans displayed also appeared less temperate: for exam­
ple, “Shame on Kulov, Kulov, you’re guilty of Akmatbaev’s death!”, “Better death 
than the Kulov-Chechen mafia!”, “Kulov + Batukaev = murderers” and “Kulov to 
resign!”. It would have been quite an intimidating sight even without the rumours 
of people being armed and Ryspek’s reputation; as it was, people’s growing sense of 
concern and frustration with the apparent lack of government response to these 
“criminals” holding an unsanctioned protest appeared to be very understandable: 
why weren’t the police doing anything!

The reportage in 25 October’s newspapers reflected the sense of unease felt 
about the anti-Kulov protest. M SN  reported Akmatbaev’s demands and that his 
supporters were armed, concluding that “[t]he criminal world has declared war on 
the Prime Minister” (Malevanaya 2005a: 1). Another journalist echoed the sense of 
threat, suggesting that the danger posed was greater than many of Bishkek’s resi­
dents, used to protests, thought (Orlova 2005a: 2). Meanwhile in reference to the 
absence of an official response from President Bakiev, Vechemii Bishkeks headline 
asked the uncomfortable question “Will Bakiev back down to Akmatbaev?” and 
wrote bluntly that “Residents of Bishkek are concerned about a new wave of 
looting and outbreak of criminality” . The sense of alarm and danger was added to 
by the publication of statements from NGO representatives and politicians 
addressed to the President and Prime Minister asserting that events “could lead to 
conflict in society” (MSN 123[314]: 1).

The overall impression was that not only was the government being unaccept­
ably slow to respond to the situation, it was perhaps unable to. Reports of heated 
exchanges during the second failed attempt to hold an extraordinary session of the 
parliament on 24 September and the unusual refusal by deputies to comment to the 
press did nothing to dispel this impression (Skorodumova 2005a: 4). Faced with the 
visible evidence of the ongoing protests and inactivity on the part of the police, 
reports in the same articles of the governmental meetings that had taken place in 
response to the murder compounded the impression of weak and indecisive leader­
ship rather than demonstrate how seriously the situation was being taken. Media 
opinion was already massing behind Feliks Kulov, who in contrast to the President, 
was seen to have reacted satisfactorily to the incidence (Orlova 2005a: 2). Yet 
despite the article’s heading -  “Criminals will not dictate conditions to the 
President” -  the only mention of Bakiev was a single sentence.
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Wednesday 26 October saw the media’s coverage focus on the danger of a 
“bandit revolution” and the ongoing crisis (Biyalinov 2005: 1). Even positive news 
was interpreted negatively. Delo No reported that contrary to public fears of an 
increase in crime, there had been a reduction. While officials attributed this to 
the intensified work of the police, popular opinion concurred with Meerim 
Beishenova’s opinion that it was “due to the fact that they (criminals -  one supposes) 
are protesting on the square” (Beishenova 2005: 3). In light of perceptions of the 
anti-Kulov protesters as “criminals”, or at least being connected to organised 
crime, it was unsurprising that reports of Bakiev’s intention to meet with a delega­
tion of Ryspek’s supporters was met with strong disapproval by many, further 
adding to opinions of Bakiev as a weak and inept head of state.

Support for Feliks Kulov was expressed strongly in the newspapers, including 
reports that the parliament had declined to consider his resignation (Avdeeva 2005: 
1; Mukashev 2005: 1). At the same time, some commentators began to wonder 
whether the crisis was not being manipulated to the advantage of certain politicians 
and civil society leaders (Karimov and Satybekov 2005: 4). Yet others felt that the 
threat unleashed by Akmatbaev’s murder and the resulting protests could not be 
underestimated, concluding that “there is a direct threat to both the state’s security, 
to peace and order, and to the President’s personal security” from “the corrupted 
elite” (Kojomkulov 2005: 7).

I returned to Ala-Too Square later that day and found fewer but evidently better 
organised pro-Kulov protesters. Most striking when surveying the scene was the 
increased prominence of a large yellow banner proclaiming “W e’re against civil 
war”. Regardless of whether or not one felt that such slogans were overly dramatic 
-  and I found myself undecided, on the one hand feeling that the level of threat was 
being exaggerated by the media and others with their own agenda, on the other 
aware that it was only a  few months earlier that protests had led to the storming of 
the White House and two nights of widespread looting in Bishkek -  it was difficult 
to feel sanguine about the state of affairs; like much o f the public, I was waiting to 
see what happened next, fear of the unknown exacerbating my fears.

While nothing changed noticeably on the two squares on 27 October, dissatis­
faction with President Bakiev was now voiced more stridently. He was increasingly 
being portrayed as a threat to the stability of the country and as a weak and prevar­
ication-prone leader. One open letter described how, Bakiev’s speech on 25 
October had “shocked the entire people of Kyrgyzstan”, explaining that:

The public expected from you a clear and unambiguous position. You 
should have said that you will not permit the criminal world to dictate terms 
to the state. You should have said that peaceful citizens can feel safe. You 
should have said that you firmly support the Government and its head, 
F. Sh. Kulov.

Instead of this, you said that you were waiting for the results of the investiga­
tion. You said that there is nothing awful about armed people, who are wanted 
for arrest, having gathered on the square.

(Litsa 2005:1)
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T he strong condemnation of Bakiev could not be countered by the limited number 
o f articles published about what actions the government and President were taking. 
DeloNo reported in a  single column article that “ [t] he powers are starting to act”, cit­
ing Kulov signing into force a decree on measures to stabilise the situation, and 
there were several other brief reports to be found on various pages — if people were 
actively looking for them, as I was. Many people did not feel inclined to give the gov­
ernm ent the benefit of the doubt once more, nor had time to comb through news­
papers to find information that they instinctively disbelieved: Bakiev’s assurance 
that Kulov had his complete support rang hollow to people already convinced by 
m edia accounts of discord between them.

Bakiev met with a delegation of Ryspek’s supporters on the morning of the 27 
October. Ryspek was not part of delegation, which subsequently halted their 
protest. Reactions to the curtailment were mixed: “Nothing’s been solved yet. 
Things will get a lot worse” commented one Gazeta.kg reader. “The latest postpone­
m ent o f a  solution to the conflict” concluded another. Coverage in Friday 28 
O ctober’s newspapers echoed these sentiments: “Ryspekovites leave. But for how 
long?” asked M SN  (Malevanaya 2005c: 2). The effect of such coverage, as well as 
com mentary criticising the government and voicing fears that further conflict could 
threaten Kyrgyzstan’s existence, was that even though the protest had ended, peo­
ple felt m ore fearful about their future than ever: the speed at which Ryspek and his 
supporters left the Old Square following their private meeting with President 
Bakiev left many wondering if it was already too late to talk of the possible crimi- 
nalisation o f politics. T he threat seemed more serious than ever, lending weight to 
a  call for the public to unite: “O ur ancestors always united and halted their infight­
ing when a universal threat appeared. This time has come” (Skorodumova 2005b: 
2). Tw o days later, people acted on this move, joining the “Peaceful Citizens for 
Kyrgyzstan W ithout Crime” demonstration on Ala-Too Square.

Conclusion: securitization in context(S)

O ver eight days of protests, a series of securitizing and counter-securitizing moves 
were made that were closely intertwined and mutually constitutive. They were sub­
sequently distilled into a distinct meta-securitization that was performed as a protest 
on 29 October 2005. Civil society, represented by the Coalition for Democracy and 
Civil Society and KelKel, acted as the securitization’s initiator. Edil Baisalov, spoke 
explicitly o f their motivation at the protest:

We have gathered here because our civic conscience demanded it! We say ‘no* 
to the criminals and bandits who are holding the whole country in a state of fear 
and threatening the first figures of the state. We are not just for the Bakiev- 
Kulov tandem; we are for order and security.

(Malavenaya 2005b: 9)

They were also keen to highlight the damage done to Kyrgyzstan’s reputation by 
Akmatbaev’s protests at home and abroad. Their position built on the open letters
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and appeals issued by various NGOs earlier in the week calling for decisive action 
from the government. Organising a protest, rather than simply repeating their 
calls, strengthened their credibility considerably, since it demonstrated that they 
were able to act as well as speak -  a distinction to which Kyrgyzstanis had 
become extremely sensitive in light of perceptions of government inaction and 
indecisiveness.

The narrative presented was already familiar to the public and the anecdotal evi­
dence - most prominently Bakiev’s meeting with a delegation of Akmatbaev’s sup­
porters -  was extremely convincing to many who already felt that corruption was a 
major hindrance to their chances of living normally. The claim that the govern­
ment was becoming criminalised and that if allowed to continue it would lead to the 
demise of Kyrgyzstan did not seem far fetched to many, especially six months after 
the “revolution” had started with no sign of life improving. To add insult to injury, 
the government’s leaders — the tandem of Bakiev and Kulov — appeared oblivious 
to the seriousness of the situation and dismissive of people’s fears. As Edil Baisalov 
argued:

They say that we’re all very emotional, we’re scared, and we’ve started 
demanding harsh measures. [. . .] They [the government] don’t understand 
that as a  result of the events of these two or three days there’s been an irrepara­
ble blow to our international reputation. The authorities have been humili­
ated, sovereignty has been if not broken then severely shaken, and the people’s 
spirits have fallen.

(Orlova 2005c: 7)

The potency of the narrative was highlighted by the fact that the securitization’s 
third element — audience acceptance -  was assured at the outset of the protest, i.e. 
when the securitizing move was launched. Moreover, people’s endorsement of the 
threat narrative was not only expressed physically, by attending the protest, but also 
in word-based forms such as holding banners and placards, as well as shouting slo­
gans. Many, if not the majority, of those who attended were already in agreement 
with the securitizing narrative presented and wished to demonstrate this; there was 
little need to try and convince them, making the progression from securitizing move 
to successful securitization seamless and almost instantaneous. The result was a 
meta-narrative that differed in key ways from the securitizing moves preceding it. 
Most crucially, criticism of President Bakiev was replaced with loud declarations of 
support for the Bakiev-Kulov tandem (Malevanaya 2005b: 9).

I have argued that in order to understand the significance of these protests as 
expressions of security it is not enough to focus on process instead of outcome. 
While this change of focus is necessary and does to a certain extent increase securi­
tization’s utility for empirical studies, it is still insufficient, for it does not necessarily 
challenge the normative assumptions inherent in the Copenhagen School’s con­
ceptualisation of security, nor permit the inclusion of non-verbal forms of expres­
sion. In order to address these shortcomings, I have extended the notion of implied 
security to directly include physical actions as well as verbal expressions, and, argued
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that the researcher should seek to actively decentre securitization’s normative 
assumptions by explicidy considering multiple interpretations, both emic and etic, 
of the situation via consideration of the proximate and then distal contexts. In this 
way it is possible to look beyond, or perhaps more accurately, beneath, the meta­
narratives that an orthodox application of securitization creates and explore spe­
cific local meanings and understandings that are inherendy situated and often 
experiential.

As previously noted, in contrast to the first account of events (the proximate con­
text), the public appeared to be unaware that the government had in fact responded 
to Akmatbaev’s protest. This is likely to be partly because of the relative lack of pop­
ularity Slovo Kyrgyzstana, the government newspaper in which the decrees and orders 
were published, due to its perceived pro-government bias. As a result, few people 
would have read the decrees and simply not know that they have been issued, con­
tributing to the perception of government inaction. This perception was exacer­
bated by ardcles in independendy-owned newspapers that made frequent reference 
to Bakiev’s failure to publicly condemn the protests. Similarly, the high levels of cov­
erage given to Ryspek Akmatbaev in the media increased public anxiety about the 
threat (Orlova 2005b).

These two distal factors — the portrayal of events in the media and Ryspek’s rep­
utation — played a significant role in creating the threat narradve then fuelled the 
protests, yet there is litde room for their explicit consideration within an orthodox 
application of securitization theory. In effect, the analyst remains at least one step 
removed from the contradictions and subjectivity of etic interpretations, striving for 
“balance” even as local perceptions reject it based on their local knowledge: which 
newspapers are to be trusted, who possesses social capital, what actions are deemed 
necessary? Truth, balance or objectivity are of limited relevance for those living and 
experiencing the events in question, as Slovo Kyrgyzstana concluded: “even if the truth is 
not spoken completely [about events], the enlightenedness, the observational pow­
ers of the public forces it to draw conclusions itself, to compare details, statements, 
actions” (K.A. 2005).

Crucially, however, people’s conclusions and perceptions of events and their 
meanings alter over time. We see this in the development of competing narratives 
over the course of the nine days of protests, particularly in relation to the pro-Kulov 
and then anti-crime protests: at the start the protests were concerned primarily with 
expressing support for Feliks Kulov and calling upon President Bakiev to express his 
personal support for his tandem partner (threat narrative I). As the protests contin­
ued, this theme was incorporated into consecutive wider narratives; first, dissatis­
faction with the government’s handling of the protests and especially Bakiev’s 
public silence (threat narrative 2), and subsequently demands for immediate action 
to counter the perceived criminalisation of the government (threat narrative 3), 
which was seen as posing an existential threat to Kyrgyzstan’s future not only as a 
state, but more importantly as a people and homeland.

Securitization theory is in principle capable of analysing this final meta-narrative 
of threat, but in doing so it provides at best a largely decontextualized “snap-shot” 
of the dominant public narrative at that point in time. Even if the analyst seeks to
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“embed” this narrative in its local context via more explicit consideration of facili­
tating conditions, as Stritzel proposes, or by analysing setting or the proximate con­
text as Salter does, undertaking this task retrospectively is in danger of creating an 
account that bears little relation to how people experienced events as they took 
place due to the presumption that events are understood in the same way and have 
the same meaning in (for example) Kyrgyzstan and Copenhagen. Thus, in the case 
of the protests, it is possible to create a “comprehensive” chronological account that 
included government actions alongside with protests. That these actions and meas­
ures took place is not in question, yet the analyst’s reading of the situation could be 
very different from the locally situated and experientially-based interpretation of the sit­
uation that is formed when the distal context in particular is explored in depth. Such 
differences of interpretation alter the apparent “security-ness” of a situation. In the 
case of Kyrgyzstan the events marked the start of a meta-securitization narrative of 
Kyrgyzstan in crisis that has proved extremely persistent to the detriment of alter­
native perspectives on the socio-political situation in the republic.

Schegloff observes that “at its worst, ‘context* is deployed as a merely polemical, 
critical tool. In this usage, it is roughly equivalent to ‘what I noticed about your topic 
that you didn’t write about’” (Schegloff 1992: 214—15). However, when engaged 
with reflexively on the part of the researcher with the aim of generating insights that 
can complement and check theory-led approaches to securitization, the considera­
tion of contexts is vital for the situating of security as a pragmatic act.

Notes
1 T h e  “W estphalian  straitjacket” p h en o m en o n  in  IR  is d e sc rib ed  as “ th e  s tro n g  ten d en cy  to  

assum e th a t the m odel established  in  sev en teen th  cen tu ry  E u ro p e  sh o u ld  define  w h a t the  
in ternationa l system  is fo r all tim es an d  p laces’* (B uzan a n d  L ittle  2 0 0 1 :2 5 ) .

2 E choing Eriksson’s (1999a) accusation  th a t th e  C o p e n h a g e n  S ch o o l p u ts  th e  analyst in  a 
position o f  “observing how  o thers ad v o ca te” w ith o u t ack n o w led g in g  h is ow n  ro le  in secu­
ritization.

3 F o r a  fuller accoun t o f  in te rp re tive  ph ilosophy , see Y an o w  (2006).
4  A  m ore  detailed  acco u n t o f  the  sources u sed  is p ro v id ed  in  W ilk inson , C la ire  (2009) 

Interpreting Security: Grounding the Copenhagen School in Kyrgyzstan. U n p u b lish e d  P h D  T hesis , 
U niversity  o f  B irm ingham .

5 C en tra l Asia here  refers to  the five fo rm er S ov iet repub lics  o f  K a za k h stan , K yrgyzstan , 
T ajik istan , T u rk m en is tan  a n d  U zbek istan .

6  Ryspek A km atbaev w as h im self m u rd e re d  in  th e  village o f  K o k -Ja r , A lam udunsk ii reg ion , 
C h u i oblast, on  10 M ay  2006.



6 When securitization fails
The hard case of counter-terrorism 
programs

M a rk  B . Salter1

Securitization theory has not provided a coherent model of failure. Because the 
Copenhagen School (CS) interprets all successful securitizing moves as a failure of 
normal politics, the null case -  the dog that does not bark -  has been under-studied. 
In the original formulation, securitizing moves can fail because of faults in the 
grammatical structure of the securitizing move, the inherent characteristics of the 
issue, or a rejection by the audience (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998: 25-27; 
Waiver 2000: 252—53). But, we must understand how the appeal of security is 
rejected or resisted. Huysmans concludes that politics must be understood both in 
terms of elite and public discourse and in terms of technocratic practices (2006: 
153—55). Analysts and activists alike, regardless of their normative stance, must 
probe securitizing moves that do not receive audience acceptance. Balzacq speaks 
of a “confirmation bias” in securitization theory, which he persuasively argues must 
be overcome as securitization studies matures (Chapter 2, this volume).

Faded securitizing moves are not desecuritizing moves, which entails a reversal 
of a previous successful securitization. The linguistic focus of the Copenhagen 
School cannot account for the politics at stake in the securitizing move or promote 
a sociological model. In this comparison of several abandoned American counter­
terrorism programs, this paper lays out a model of securitization failure. Two criti­
cal cases are then examined to test the model. The Total Information Awareness 
program, the Policy Analysis Market (also known as the Terrorist Futures Market), 
and Terrorist Information Protection System were all launched in 2003 within the 
wider war on terror. Each program sought to label particular issue areas as an exis­
tential threat, remove the policy from the scope of deliberative politics, and invoke 
the urgency of emergency. However, expert, political, and public actors rejected 
the attempted securitizing moves. This analysis of securitizing moves within the 
post-9 /11 environment demonstrates that the appetite for securitization varies in 
direct relationship to the competing claims for desecuritization: the attention of the 
executive, the public imagination, the public purse, and bureaucratic windows of 
opportunity are all limited. This limited appetite or tolerance for security is a hid­
den premise of the GS: not everything can be pitched as security issue, not every­
thing can be an existential threat. Obesity, heart disease, diabetes, even road 
accidents, for example, kill more Americans than the 9/11 attacks by several 
degrees of magnitude; however, these public health issues can not be successfully
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described as security issues. Furthermore, the contest for successful securitization 
takes place within a bureaucratic field in which many agencies, ministries, or actors 
are all seeking executive attention, public imagination, and the public purse. 
Within these bureaucratic contexts, governments try to be efficient and cost-effec­
tive -  even in security matters — and so try to use risk management to make choices 
about what threats and dangers to prioritize.

The success or failure of securitizing moves depends on who can speak and what 
can be said. It is not simply a case of “he who spins, wins” -  but rather that there 
are multiple discursive and technocratic fronts on which the competition for atten­
tion and resources is played out. Different actors are able to make competing 
claims, according to different narratives and social structures of authority, to iden­
tify the nature of threat, the appropriateness of the policy solutions, and the require­
ment for emergency action. A political sociological analysis of these different 
settings of securitizing moves needs to understand failure as much as success.

Sociological securitization

A solely linguistic model cannot account for the politics of the securitization 
process: the success or the failure of particular securitizing move is due to the 
“acceptance” of an audience. “I do (take this [person] as my lawfully wedded [part­
ner] ,” to take Austin’s example, requires a number of social, or meta-linguistic con­
ditions: personhood of the speaker and the partner, the acceptance of that act by the 
audience (1975). I am not engaging in Austin perse(\962)y but rather want to iden­
tify the social conditions that make the illocutionary act not simply “felicitous” or 
“infelicitous” but rather accepted or rejected. In order for the GS theorization of 
securitization to model actual moves, it must disaggregate the speaking/hearing/ 
approval or rejection processes. This process is under-theorized in the original for­
mulation of the Copenhagen School (Balzacq 2005). Securitization is a sociological 
and political process—manifest in language, but a complex effect of power, interest, 
inter-subjectivity, bureaucratic position, and process. Different securitizing moves 
have different effects in different settings, which provide different basic power 
dynamics, different linguistic rules, and different local knowledge structures (Salter 
2008). It is over-simplistic to describe one securitizer and one audience — one mes­
sage and one decision (and, indeed, none of the actual studies of securitization make 
this simple case -  though one can see that that is a methodological appeal of the 
model). Securitizing moves in the popular setting use a unique language with a par­
ticular heritage, history, and heft -  fundamentally different from securitizing moves 
within elite or technocratic settings (Roe 2008). This is one of the most powerful 
insights of Bigo (2001; 2002) and Balzacq (2005,2008). Expert audiences within a 
particular field generate their own meanings of key signifiers like security -  and 
these communities are not necessarily national. Indeed, in some cases, these expert 
audiences may conduct effective securitizing moves with no external audience. 
This has been applied by Salter (2008) with regard to the Canadian Air Transport 
Security Authority: a similar securitizing motive was expressed in different 
securitizing moves in different contexts, according to 4 audience. Securitizing



118 Mark B. Salter
moves to technocratic audiences were radically different than those made in the 
elite, scientific, or popular realms.2 Security measures and emergency powers that 
were accepted within elite or technocratic discussions were rejected in the popular 
scene. This adds a vital supplement to the method of discursive analysis prevalent in 
some areas of securitization studies.

Method

Hansen provides an inspirationally clear research design template for discourse 
analysis of political events (2006). She suggests that researchers must make a series 
of four basic choices for the object of study: number of selves, events, or issues; inter- 
textual model; temporal perspectives; and number of events. The majority of 
empirically-minded securitization studies focus on official discourse and the wider 
political debate (not cultural representations or marginal political discourses). 
There is a  large movement to include other forms of media in this discursive analy­
sis (Williams 2003; Hansen 2007). Williams argues that at root the ability of the state 
to declare an emergency is the fundamental political process that the GS identifies 
as securitization, which stems from Schmitt’s reduction of politics to the 
friend/enemy binary. For Schmitt, Agamben, and Williams, the key lies in the 
phrase “sovereign is he who decides the exception.” Securitization is a variant of 
the declaration of the state o f exception. As a consequence, CS analysis inherits the 
statist, decisionist, and rather monolithic view o f speech acts. This bias is engaged 
by the analysis of Stritzel (2007) and Balzacq (2005), in particular, who argue that 
political context, audience, and history must play a larger role in understanding the 
meaning of speech acts. These studies righdy point our attention to a disaggregated 
state apparatus. Doty goes further to argue that other, non-state actors may also 
declare states of exception: “W hat i f ‘the state* is not the only site of the ‘sovereign 
decision* on the exception, the enemy, and the political? What if securitization is a 
widely dispersed and at times amorphous phenomenon not controlled or even ini­
tiated by elites?” (2007: 116). In this reading, securitization must take account of 
multiple actors, social forces, and audiences -  and indeed, may not ever crystallize 
into one statement or speech act (McDonald 2008: 564). Process of securitization 
must be taken as dispersed, iterative, and interactive. This raises, for me and others, 
the question o f audience -  a condition o f success or failure for the securitizing move 
will be how the move or message is made, how it is received, how the prime mover 
then changes the messages, etc. It is a  dialogical or relational process, but one that 
takes place within already existing bureaucratic, social, economic, and political 
structures. If  we accept that there is not a  single decision, nor a  single speaker, nor a 
single audience -  then we need a much more complex, sociological method of ana­
lyzing the processes of securitization.

We must analyze different particular cultures that set the linguistic, historical, 
and affective contexts that facilitate or impede securitizing moves. A mid-range the­
ory is needed to frame the insights of national political cultural theorists, neoliberal 
institutionalists and organizational sociologists. It is not enough to say that the EU 
and US have different political cultures that structure what securitizing moves are
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possible or felicitous in those contexts, but the organizational and bureaucratic cul­
tures can also differ widely within one nation, to say nothing of differing opinions 
within national publics.

Goffman’s dramaturgical analysis provides an important depth to this model by 
drawing our attention to the difference between “front-stage” and “back-stage”: 
while all roles are performed for audiences, the sociological setting determines the 
mode, language, tropes, figures, and structure of the particular act (Goffman 1959; 
Hajer 2005). Vaughn discusses this in terms of genre -  but arrives at essentially the 
same conclusion:

The same actors will behave and speak differendy in different settings, accord­
ing to the expectations and norms of different audiences, securidzers shape 
their discourse to reflect and respond to the perceived needs and priorities of 
each group by drawing on different linkages, responsibilities and social under­
standings.

(2009:275)

Each factor can operate independendy, the setting o f a  budgetary meeting will set 
the rules for particular speech acts, even if the audience changes; similarly, the same 
audience, such as a government minister, can change the tone, substance, and lan­
guage of meeting by her mere presence. The settings o f press conference, testimony 
before the legislature, internal meetings, interdepartmental meetings, budgetary 
negotiations, etc. have a fundamental effect on what is said. And, in all of these dif­
ferent settings, discourse is not monolithic: small decisions accumulate and mun­
dane security practices build-up to yield a securitizing move. Let us use the concepts 
of distal and proximate contexts: the setting is a  distal context that sets the episte­
mological grounds for kind of knowledge and language what counts as true; the 
audience is a proximate context that further refines what is politically-sayable. It is 
not the grammatical or historical context that matters most, but the social setting 
that co-constitutes the role and the audience within a  particular relation and sets the 
limits of the sayable. Thus, I want to suggest that -  as there are four primary settings 
for securitizing moves (elite, popular, technocratic, and scientific), we reconceptu­
alise successful/failed securitization as a threshold, rather than a binary.3

Process

We cannot accept a simply binary result of “accepted” or “failed” securitizing 
moves: in other words, a single snapshot or coup de grace. Rather, there are several 
steps in the acceptance or failure of a  securitizing move. Abrahamsen’s model of a 
continuum of normalcy, risk, threat approaches this process, which relates only to 
the status of the issue, but does not distinguish enough between different kinds of 
political actors or the settings in which they operate (2005). I suggest a matrix ofsuc- 
cess/failurc that better captures the process of the failure/acceptance of a securitiz­
ing move (Salter 2008). This matrix also helps us distinguish which actors can make 
the appropriate knowledge claims about an issue and the status of those claims
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within different settings. This is based on the component parts of the securitizing 
moves, guided by four questions:

1) To what degree is the issue-area discussed as a part of a wider political debate?
2) Is the description of the threat as existential accepted or rejected?
3) Is the solution to the threat accepted or rejected?
4) Are new or emergency powers accorded to the securitizing agent?

The threshold is approached through all of these vectors. Abrahamsen’s identifica­
tion of the discourse is useful here: but in addition to a general theme of normalcy, 
risk, and threat, I argue that there must be specific linguistic, discursive connections 
between the issue area and the substance of these four questions: politics, existential 
threat, solution, new or emergency powers. Perhaps because Roe focuses on the 
popular setting, he asserts that there are only two characteristics of an audience’s 
acceptance of a particular securitizing move: “securityness” and “extraordinary­
ness” (2008: 616). However, I would argue that the more fundamental question of 
politics — is this an issue for explicit, democratic politics -  and the specific solution 
to extraordinary circumstance are also in play, in both popular and other settings. 
Like Abrahamsen and others, the concept of the threshold puts the analytical focus 
firmly on the process of the shift, the process of changing the meaning of, an issue 
into and out of the realm of security.

First, the issue-area must be within the universe of possible political discussion. 
The possible space of the system of “politics” will, of course, vary with each com­
munity, hence the need for more empirical case studies. The role of government 
and the sphere of potential political debate vary between states. The first claim that 
any securitizer must make is that the object of the securitizing move is a proper con­
cern with the subject (be it the nation, the state, the society, the bureaucracy, or the 
individual) (McDonald 2008). Huysmans makes this point clear “security rhetoric 
defines existential challenges, which endanger the survival of the political order. As 
a  result it alters the premises for all other questions; they become subjugated to the 
security question” (2006: 25). The definition of security both prioritizes the policies 
within the realm of the possible, but also depends on the limits of the politics. Thus, 
every securitization requires a prior politicization, even if the consequence of secu­
ritization is depoliticization. Security issues must be brought into the realm of the 
political before it is redefined as outside normal politics.

Second, the threat to the community may be accepted, but the existential nature 
of threat also has to be accepted. Security panics, like moral panics, are cyclical ~ 
perhaps because every political, communicative space is limited. Agamben’s key 
insight in State ofException, in this sense, could not be more banal, even having bor­
rowed it from Benjamin: every situation becomes “normal” (2005). The human 
psyche is a normalization machine, as any attempt to understand trauma, life under 
totalitarian conditions, or “the camp” will demonstrate (Todorov 1996).4 The polit­
ical imagination suffers from entropy: every security issue tends towards politiciza­
tion over time. We know this of all primary political structures. Campbell argues 
“states are never finished as entities; the tension between the demands of identity
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and the practices that constitute it can never fully be resolved, because the perfor­
mative nature of identity can never fully be revealed” (1993: 12). In order for a 
threat or a danger to remain present in political discourse, resources must be spent 
to counter this entropy.

Third, the solution to the existential threat must be accepted. While the CS pres­
ents the acceptance of a securitizing move as removing the security from public 
debate, many moves already include the proposed solution and these solutions can 
be debated. The American public, for example, accepted the existential threat of 
Al-Qaeda to the US and in particular the US way of life after the 9 / 11 attacks. 
However, even with the successful securitization of many sectors of American pub­
lic life, the actual counter-terror policies were frequently challenged. Honig makes 
a strong case for the resistance of courts against the efforts by the Bush administra­
tion, even if in the past “courts have explicitly deferred on such matters to executive 
branch claims of national security needs” (Honig 2005:210). A clear example of this 
in the public realm is the Transportation Security Administration and aviation 
security. The issue of pre-board screening occupied the public and officials, and a 
new federal agency was created to implement tighter security at airports — but this 
did not stop wide-scale outcry by the travelling public, airport and airline officials, 
civil libertarians and privacy experts, and even government officials themselves: the 
existential threat was acknowledged as was an emergency role for government, but 
the measures to mitigate the risk were robusdy debated.

Finally, the policy solution to the existential threat must be new or emergency 
powers accorded to the securitizing agent. It is not enough for governments or 
agencies to propose that policies be continued — new executive powers are evidence 
of securitization, even if it is the dispersion or deputization of previously-centralized 
powers of decision-making. This is a distinct move away from the Copenhagen 
School, which argues

we do not push the demand so high as to say that an emergency measure has to 
be adopted, only that the existential threat has to be argued and gain enough 
resonance for a platform to be made from which is it is possible to legitimize 
emergency measures.

(Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998: 25)

There must be some public policy change, either in discourse, budget, or in actual 
policy: resonance is simply too unstable a category to really evaluate, and can lead 
to analysis by counter-factual (though no measure was taken, there might have 
been, would have been, could have been). For example, setting aside the vigorous 
debate about the exact legal status of Guantanamo Bay, the US government 
claimed publicly that in response to a new threat, new powers were needed to inter­
rogate criminals. There had been public and terrorist threats to the US before (the 
Weathermen, Animal Liberation Front [ALF] and the Earth Liberation Front 
[ELF], etc.) ~ but it had not expressed a need or right to water-board (whether or 
not this practice legally constitutes torture) to deal with the other threats. There 
were new legal opinions provided that argued the new measures were already
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inherent in the law, but the fact remains that they were new opinions that were 
newly adopted. An actual change occurred, not simply the resonance of an audi­
ence that might make a policy change possible. The policy solution must be 
accepted as much as the securitizing move -  and this acceptance takes place in both 
the public and technocratic registers.

This is to say that we must disaggregate the process of securitization, and analyze 
these processes within various settings, expecting and explaining how social, 
bureaucratic, and political games influence how these different discourses and 
practices come to be accepted or rejected — and eventually, explaining how these 
different processes relate to one another, which must be done in an empirically- 
driven way.

I take seriously Balzacq’s analysis of securitization “without the explicit assent of 
an audience” (2008: 76), but wish to modify it slighdy. Rather than suggest that fol­
lowing Huysmans there are two audiences (popular and technocratic), I would sug­
gest that there are four settings: elite, technocratic, scientific, popular. The adoption 
of security measures must be made to someone somewhere — if only to approve a 
budget, amend regulations, pass legislation, adopt a particular technology, or set 
best practices. These different settings operate on different logics of persuasion, dif­
ferent epistemologies and power/knowledge networks: in short, the threshold for 
securitization varies according to the setting. This will be demonstrated later. For 
example, securitization of “total information” was successful in the technocratic field 
— it was supported by scientists, technologists, and bureaucrats within the Pentagon, 
Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA), and the National Security 
Agency (NSA). However, when the issue moved to the popular setting, the threshold 
of securitization was different and the move to conduct counter-terrorist data-min- 
ing on all public and private information was rejected. The process of securitization 
is iterative, dynamic and multi-layered. How, then, might it fail?

Theories of failure

The threshold model of securitization specifically does not address the counter-fac­
tual question of whether particular securitizations were necessary; i.e. that some 
moves should be or should have been rejected.5 Failure of securitizing moves may 
be politically-desirable, following Waever’s normative commitment to desecuritiza­
tion. Or at a minimum, securitization is always ‘for someone and for something’ -  
it grants powers, privileges and positions to some and excludes others. Epistemic- 
realists -  of both the pragmatic and idealist varieties — would each be interested in 
the success/failure of securitization, either because of a realist belief that there arc 
some existential threats that must be countered with emergency policies or because 
of a liberal belief that democratic discussion and openness arc always better. 
However, this paper is not concerned with intelligence, strategic, tactical, market or 
policy failures as such -  only in the failed attempt to securitize a particular sector or 
issue as part of the political process.

We can locate three possible kinds of failure: normal failures are non-purposive 
results of complex, interdependent systems; internal failures are securitizing moves
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that do not meet the grammatical conditions (i.e. Questions 1 + 2: is the threat 
accepted as political? is the threat existential?); external failures are securitizing 
moves that meet the grammatical elements but are not accepted by the audience 
(Questions 3 + 4: is the solution accepted/rejected? Are new/emergency powers 
granted?)

Normal accidents

Framed initially by Perrow, Normal Accident Theory (NAT) argues that accidents 
are an inherent result of a complex, technologically-interdependent society (1984, 
1999). An organizational sociologist, Perrow makes an argument familiar to sociol­
ogist Beck that modem, technological, industrial societies embrace risk (1992). 
There is a new sensitivity to the accident as a test or a diagnosis of the society. Der 
Derian insists that the accident has become a primary driver of international poli­
tics (2001). The unexpected reveals what we have already expected as normal. 
Virilio makes a similar point: “the accident is diagnostic of technology. To invent 
the train is to invent derailment; to invent the ship is to invent the shipwreck. The 
ship that sinks says much more to me about technology than the ship that floats!” 
(1998: 20). The citizenship regime solidified after the First World War created 
refugees, and the system for their management. The abuse of the passport and visa 
system in the Millennium, Shoe-bomber and 9/11 attacks put pressure on the inter­
national travel system and national systems of identity documentation. Nyers 
argues that those citizens who gain or lose their citizenship accidentally reveal 
important dynamics of inclusion/exclusion within the political community (2006): 
by describing the limits of “normal” and “accidental,” we can chart the contours of 
identity, belonging, nation, and the excluded. Elhefnawy makes the point about 
accidents in economic language: the neoliberal drive towards efficiency eliminates 
the slack and redundancy so necessary for resiliency in the face of normal accidents 
(2004). These authors argue that, at root, complexity exceeds risk management: 
ignorance or uncertainties, vulnerabilities, weakness, gaps, or inflexibilities mean 
that failures and disasters are inevitable. It is important that these failures are under­
stood as inevitable and not purposive.

If we accept that securitization is a political process that takes place within that 
complex society, often involving multiple and competing bureaucracies, then we 
would expect that NAT explain some failed securitizing moves. The ghost of inten- 
tionality haunts the original formulation of securitization theory: if the internal and 
external conditions are met, then securitization should occur. However, NAT sug­
gests that accidents are inevitable. The Bush administration convinced Congress 
that the threat was existential. But, as wider political debate continued on this point 
-  a wider securitizing move from the elite to the popular setting -  the existential 
nature of the Iraqi threat was debated openly. There is a wider point here that, even 
in the absence of an effective popular securitizing move, securitization of the 
Iraqi regime was still possible. Aradau and Munster make the argument that within 
the political, popular, and technocratic settings, the war on terror has acted as a 
kind of general facilitating condition, wherein threats are more easily accepted as
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existential (2007). While agreeing with this completely, the cases where threats are 
not accepted are equally interesting.

Part of this public story about the infamous intelligence dossier is a narrative of 
NAT. The original intelligence reports contained nuance and uncertainty that was 
subsequendy simplified and made less ambiguous as they ascended from the 
bureaucratic/expert setting to the elite political setting and finally into the popular 
setting. An independent assessment of the Institute for Strategic Studies by the for­
mer head of UNSCOM concludes:

the Strategic Dossier appears to be a sober and balanced account, in no way 
discreditable to its authors. Some clearly mistaken statements as to the likeli­
hood of a ballistic missile force and of a chemical weapons stockpile do disfig­
ure the overall impression, and even these incorrect assessments are qualified 
with some balancing reservations.

(Ekeus 2004:86)

Thus, the transmission of subdety and nuance, which provided a more robust and 
ambiguous image of the threat, does not need to be explained through a conspiracy 
theory of evil geniuses or the banality of evil, but through the regular, complex 
process of the production of knowledge within the government.

Internal failures

A securitizing move may fail because a particular audience rejects the issue as a 
m atter of politics, or a matter germane to that setting. Critical theorists, in particu­
lar, are predisposed to say that at root all decisions are political -  but I think that we 
can identify that some issues are considered appropriate to political debate, not on 
the basis o f facts vs. values, but on the basis of whether the issue involves justice or 
survival. Recent popular debates regarding the financial sector bail-out demon­
strate the former. As Best argues, the economy has often been set as an exception 
from politics as normal (2007). In the current debate, the need for emergency state 
action to shore-up the financial sector, national economies, or the international 
economic system is hody debated as “necessary.” The Washington Consensus, and 
neoliberalism in general, made the case that the market capitalism functioned most 
smoothly and efficiendy when political discussion was subservient to technical 
accuracy. But, the crisis reinjected that discussion into the political realm: what was 
the best, most effective, most just solution. On the other hand, the attempts by 
members of the US Congress and President G.W. Bush to intervene in the Terri 
Schiavo case, the removal of a feeding tube from a patient in a persistent vegetative 
state, is an example of the limits of the bounds of political discussion -  as legislators 
later regretted their interference in a legal proceeding.6 To take a frivolous exam­
ple, the US would have a difficult time mobilizing the National Guard to monitor 
the Golden Globes voting process: the Hollywood Foreign Press Association is sim­
ply not political, and the threat of subversion of democratic processes in that venue 
does not concern justice or survival. The National Guard is deployed to Iraq and
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Afghanistan to oversee elections there because these elections are understood to be 
political, and the threat to America of continuing its imperial occupation of Iraq 
and Afghanistan is seen as existential (at least in terms of American values if not 
American hegemony). The first iteration of the Total Information Awareness pro­
gram sought to data-mine library records to create profiles of potential terror 
suspects. However, this limitation on the freedom of speech and invasion of privacy 
was rejected by librarians, civil libertarians, and others as outside the authority of 
the state. The existential threat of terrorism to the US was accepted by the protes­
tors, but the colonization of this sector of private life was rejected as being outside of 
the security purview of the state.

Also, as an internal condition of securitization, the threat must be existential. The 
REAL ID act, for example, is a clear example of elite and popular audiences reject­
ing the existential description of identity fraud/theft. Bush administration security 
officials have long argued that having hundreds of kinds of acceptable personal 
identification documents makes law enforcement, screening, and counter-terror 
operations more difficult. Driver’s licenses, which act for a large proportion of the 
American popular as their primary form of ID, are the responsibility of state gov­
ernments, rather than the Federal government. The REAL ID act would harmo­
nize all state driver’s licenses, and make their databases interoperable. While initial 
proposals had touted the knock-on benefits this would have for identity-theft, fraud, 
and other economic drivers, its passage through the Congress was facilitated only 
when national security was invoked -  and Federal funding for highway infrastruc­
ture was made dependent on the adherence to national standards. The 9/11 
Report had argued that travel documents were an essential tool of the terrorist, but 
had focused on passports and visas rather than state issued ID. Popular and state 
resistance to the scheme came on legal grounds (state’s rights within a federal sys­
tem), but also a rejection that identity theft was an existential threat. Identity certi­
fication was seen as a legitimate area of security concern, but it did not pass the 
acceptance threshold and this particular securitization of identity documents failed.

These two kinds of internal failure are about the conditions of possibility: the 
issue must be considered a matter of politics and an existential threat for the audi­
ence to consider accepting the securitizing move. Without these two conditions, the 
securitizing move cannot make grammatical or sociological sense. The limits of 
the political define what threats may be considered, but a successful securitization 
also requires that the target audience accept the threat is not simply serious, but 
existential. These are internal failures of the securitizing move.

External failures

Even if the structural, internal or grammatical conditions for securitization are 
accepted by the audience, the securitizing move may fail on two external grounds: 
either the specific solution is rejected or the potential for new emergency powers is 
rejected. This is a new addition to the securitization theory: we can point, particu­
larly in the case of the global war on terror, where the Bush administrations 
securitizing moves were rejected not because of the nature of the threat, but the
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proposed solutions. This, I would argue, is a reassertion of debate, discussion, 
and politics.

Solution rejected. The global war on terror, embodied by the Al-Qaeda terrorist 
network, was accepted by the vast majority of American audiences as an existential 
threat to the American way of life. We can see two clear cases where subsidiary or 
minor securitizing moves were made, in part to exempt the Bush administration 
from the strictures of its own laws, that were rejected -  by the courts and in the pop­
ulace (if not always the Congress). First, as suggested earlier, the invasion of Iraq was 
rejected as a solution to the problem of Al-Qaeda. While the intelligence dossier in 
particular can be seen as a “normal” failure, whereby the bureaucratic process of 
creating an intelligence dossier readable and actionable by the President entailed 
the simplification of complex issues and the erasure of doubts and uncertainties -  it 
was not after all a “slam dunk.” But, in the public view by a significant portion of the 
American populace, in the elite (Obama, for example), and in the technocracy (mil­
itary-intelligence establishment and the network of think-tanks that surround and 
permeate Washington), there was a rejection of the invasion. At the very least, this 
should indicate that “acceptance or failure” is complex and multifaceted, and that 
different audiences may have different thresholds for securitization — but it also 
indicates that part of the acceptance of a securitizing move is a judgment that the 
prospective response meets the existential threat. Second, the courts and the popu­
lace rejected the use of torture for interrogation -  even if it was accepted by some 
part of the military and bureaucratic establishment.7

I want to add a final category of external failure, and that is an acceptance of the 
issue, the existential nature of the threat, and the solution—but not emergency pow­
ers. If no new powers are granted, if there is not invocation of an emergency or an 
exception, then the securitizing move is rejected. The effort by the Bush adminis­
tration to bring water-boarding into the legal domain was because the public had 
rejected granting new powers to torture, as suggested by Dershowitz. Again, sup­
ported by McDonald, this leads us away from thinking of securitization as a bell that 
can be rung, and more o f a consideration of political debate — even about specific 
security measures -  as an on-going discussion. These categories of failure will be 
analyzed using two critical cases: Total Information Awareness and the Policy 
Analysis Markets.

Securitization and US counter-terrorism policies

A prima facie application for the concept o f the “setting” and the importance of 
failure can be seen in an evaluation of the American war on terror. The United 
States is clearly a critical case for securitization in the contemporary period: the 
9/11 attacks and the subsequent war on terror have generated a great deal of 
political capital that the Bush executive has (over)spent in an expansion of its 
power. If  there is anywhere that the move towards securitization has been made 
easily and often, it is the post-9 /11 US (Agamben 2005:22). But, the attacks of 9 / 11 
did not allow for a whole-scale securitization of American public life and foreign 
policy, which highlights also the structural limit of an economy of attention. So, if
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there are cases of failed securitization, then they will illuminate something impor­
tant about that process. And, there is clear evidence of selective desecuritization in 
post-9/11 American discourse, even the desecuritization of particular aspects of a 
generally popular legislative agenda, the USA PATRIOT Act.

Total information awareness

The ‘Total Information Awareness* (TIA) quickly renamed Terrorist Information 
Awareness, aimed to create a virtual database of all government documents and 
commercially or publicly available literature one all individuals: “Every purchase 
you make with a credit card, every magazine subscription you buy and medical pre­
scription you fill, every website you visit and e-mail you send or receive, every aca­
demic grade you receive, every bank deposit you make, every trip you book and 
every event you attend . . . passport application, driver’s license and bridge toll 
records, judicial and divorce records, complaints from nosy neighbors to the F.B.I., 
your lifetime paper trail plus the latest hidden camera surveillance” (Satire 2003). 
TIA was known within the Intelligence community — and indeed amongst technol­
ogy journalists. John Poindexter of Iran-Contra fame had touted the need for join­
ing intelligence gathering and modern data-mining for some time in public and 
amongst Pentagon officials (US Department of Defense 2003). He became Director 
of the Information Awareness Office at DARPA, and presented the program in a 
number of government and public venues (Poindexter, Popp and Sharkey 2003). 
Terrorists, it was argued, “conduct quasi-military operations using instruments of 
legitimate activity found in any open or modem society, making extensive use of the 
Internet, cell phones, the press, schools, houses of worship, prisons, hospitals, com­
mercial vehicles, and financial systems” (Popp and Poindexter 2006). As a result, 
the vast amount of data available in government databases, private data ware­
houses, and on the internet, was a resource that was untapped. The original TIA 
program aimed to integrate “automated subject face identification, automatic lan­
guage translation, audio and text processing, text summarization, and document 
filtering, clustering and categorization. Automated analysis and assessment devel­
oped through the Genoa project, allow[ed] for model selection, building, and 
updating; structured argumentation; and automated risk analysis” (Maxwell 2005: 
3). Even though the underlying algorithms were suspect, the fundamental case that 
this public data should be mined for counter-terrorism purposes was not questioned 
in the Pentagon (Amoore 2009). The project received funding and support from 
DARPA under the aegis of the Information Awareness Office in January 2002,8 in 
a clear, successful attempt to securitize personal data that had previously been con­
sidered private and to argue that privacy was a privilege of peacetime and that 
emergency measures were needed. Markoff recounts how Poindexter and then 
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld met over lunch to discuss the project, which 
was approved by Rumsfeld despite the reservations made by scientists and civil lib­
ertarians who sat on a review committee (2002). This suggests divisions between the 
elite (Rumsfeld), the technocratic (DARPA), and the scientific (review committee). 
Within the military-bureaucratic setting of DARPA, the case for new measures and
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emergency powers was easy to make. However, spearheaded by efforts by library, 
privacy, and libertarian groups, funding for the TIA program whether terrorist or 
total) was halted by the US Senate in July 2003 (Levy and Wall 2004).

A similar program to monitor library records was defeated by the mobilization of 
the American Library Association (ALA) (Monahan 2006). TIPS was aimed at a 
“Citizen Corps” of postal workers, gas meter readers, cable TV technicians, truck­
ers, and public officials “to serve as extra eyes and ears for law enforcement. . .  to 
look out for suspicious and potentially terrorist-related activity and in how to report 
that information through a toll free number” (White House Press Office 2004). 
Passage, approval, and amendments to the USA PATRIOT Act were equally ran­
dom in their public discussion, often generated by the complaints by “banks, 
libraries, and universities” about the law (Abdolian and Takooshian, 2003).

W hat prompted action by the Congress to shut down funding for TIA was the 
move o f the program into the public setting. The securitizing move failed — the issue 
was seen as a  political issue, the threat was seen as existential, but the specific pow­
ers plus policies that the securitizing actors said that they needed was rejected. This 
is an example o f a process failure: the grammatical elements were there, but the fail­
ure to “accept” the securitizing move was in the political-sociological realm — and 
m ore precisely the popular political setting.

Equally, some notable securitizations of similar issues have been successful. The 
REAL ID  Act makes all US states* driver’s licenses functionally interconnected -  
with similar data, a common format, and the ability to be mutually searchable. 
However, while there has been some pressure by states due to funding require­
ments, there has been little push-back in terms of public resistance (Garcia et al.
2005). Furthermore, the de-citizenship processes engaged against Jose Pedilla and 
others has received little critical public attention (Nyers 2006).9 The conclusion of 
the kind o f failure is structured by the setting in which securitization was attempted, 
and accepted or rejected. Consequently, even though the war in Iraq was debated 
publicly, and one could make a  similar argument that the Iraqi invasion was 
rejected in a  popular setting, this particular example focuses exclusively on the 
internal use of intelligence within the Bush administration in the run-up to the war. 
However, the RealID act and decitizenship proceedings have not gained much 
public attention, and so the possible setting is limited to technocratic and/or scien­
tific (in this case, scientific refers to legal spheres). Consequently, if we accept that 
desecuritization is re-politicization10 — the repatriation of a security issue back to the 
realm o f deliberative politics, then these brief examples from different settings of the 
American o f the war on terror suggest that the appetite for securitization varies 
greatly according to the rhetorical or discursive appeal made in direct relationship 
to the competing claims for desecuritization. Thus, different actors were able to 
make competing claims to the nature of threat, the appropriateness of the policy 
solutions, and the requirement for new powers that were not based exclusively on 
their democratic or elite legitimacy, but on other grounds such as technocratic or 
scientific legitimacy. The ALA and ACLU were able to marshal different desecuri­
tization strategies based not on the total number of votes they could muster (in the 
legislature or general election) but on an appeal to a wider narrative of civil liberties
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and privacy. Conversely, there were no actors who successfully desecuritized the 
RealID Act, which creates a nationally-searchable database of identity documents, 
despite the grave concerns of privacy advocates.

Policy analysis market

In 2003, a proposal by the Pentagon for a “Policy Analysis Market” (PAM) -  in 
which a crowd of experts would bet, or place a value, on particular targets, tactics, 
and groups -  also failed. In PAM, experts from across government (intelligence, 
military, diplomacy, and other ‘interested’ parties) would buy and sell stock in par­
ticular scenarios -  and the market value of these scenarios would reflect their likeli­
hood. The system was not designed to focus on individual acts of terror, but on more 
abstract measures of stability within the Middle East: “markets were to be created 
in more mundane events like “How fast will Saudi Arabia’s non-oil gross domestic 
product grow next year?” or “What chance does Prince so and so have by the end 
of the year in ascending to the throne in Country X? (Looney 2004: 4 15). The self- 
described architect of the PAM, Hanson said that the system was “intended to fore­
cast aggregate measures of geopolitical stability in the Middle East. PAM would 
have used speculative markets to estimate economic growth, political stability, and 
military activity four times a year in each of eight nations, and how those measures 
would depend on each other and on various U.S. policy choices” (2006: 257). 
Again, different settings saw different degrees of securitization, and in particular 
different levels of acceptance of the new measures (i.e. betting on terror futures). 
Amongst behavioral economists and some technologists, the idea was greeted with 
support (Surowiecki 2004: 79-83; Seife 2003). While the program had been a suc­
cess within the intelligence community, DARPA, and the Pentagon more widely, it 
failed in spectacular fashion, once made public by The New York Times and Sens. 
Wyden and Dorgan on July 28, 2004 and was shut-down by the end of the same 
day. Within one day of the public announcement of this DARPA program, “news­
papers responded by denouncing this ‘unbelievably stupid’ and ‘grotesque’ market. 
Later that day, the program was officially cancelled” (Meirowitz and Tucker, 2004: 
331). Hanson, argues that the cancellation of the program was due to entirely the 
public and elite perception that betting on terror attacks “crossed a moral bound­
ary,” completely independent of expert analysis of the futures market (2006: 260). 
There is some scientific evidence that this kind of ideas futures market can have 
some real predictive capacity, which often exceeds the best guess of any individual 
or sub-group of experts (Wolfers and Zitzewitz 2004). However, and this is crucial 
for understanding the importance of difference settings, the experts used politically- 
sensational examples (the assassination of Arafat and the collapse of the Jordanian 
monarchy) as their samples to gain funding from the technocrats. The general pub­
lic and political elite reacted to these examples, and the program was terminated 
with extreme prejudice within a day of publicity (Abdolian and Takooshian, 2003; 
Clifton 2003). The theory of behind betting on terror futures and the emergency 
property of the “wisdom of crowds” essentially tried to securitize economic theory: 
the terror threat was an emergency and required government action to generate
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knowledge about the future. PAM  failed on the popular scene, while scientific 
experts were completely unable to m ount a  defence -  in p art because o f  how they 
had  presented their expertise. By couching the defense o f PAM  in terms o f abstract 
econom ic principles, it was represented in the m edia as a  morally bankrupt “blood­
less betting shop*’ at best. In  o ther words, the very same discourse by the economists 
o f  the advantages o f  value-free, m arket-generated assessments that gained them 
support within the bureaucracy o f  D A RPA  becam e the source o f a majority o f 
criticism.

T h e  difference between scenes is also im portant: the REA L ID  Act makes all US 
states* driver*s licenses functionally interconnected -  w ith similar data, a  com mon 
form at, and  the ability to be m utually searchable, putatively for policing and 
counter-terrorism  purposes. T here  has been little push-back in term s o f popular 
resistance, even from the same libertarians who protested other national ID  card 
proposal. But 17 states are rejecting this attem pted securitization by the 
D epartm ent o f  H om eland Security (Garcia et al. 2005). This speculative analysis of 
securitizing moves w ithin the p o s t-9 /11 environm ent dem onstrates that the 
appetite for securitization varies in direct relationship to the com peting claims for 
desecuritization. T h e  success o r failure o f  securitizing moves depends on who can 
speak and  w hat can be said. T hus, different actors are able to make competing 
claims, according to  different narratives and  social structures o f authority, to 
identify the nature o f  threat, the appropriateness o f  the policy solutions, and  the 
requirem ent for em ergency action.

Conclusion: value-based securitization

T o  identify the threshold o f  securitization, we m ust evaluate the values that the 
securitizing move will supersede. T h e  econom ic value o f  airline travel superseded 
the concerns about com prehensive and  inefficient screening. T h e  values o f  privacy 
and  freedom o f speech, epitom ized by library records, superseded the questionable 
value o f  data-mining. T h e  value o f  “good taste” o r ra ther disgust for betting on ter­
rorist acts superseded the forecasting value o f  the PAM. But, in the cases o f  the inva­
sion o f  Iraq  o r w ater-boarding the securitizing move was successful, at least in some 
settings. Thus, securitization theory needs a  sociological approach to understand­
ing how audiences understand security as one value in a  set o f  other values and how 
settings structure the way that securitizing moves are made.

W hat both o f these critical cases dem onstrate is that securitization is complex, 
multiplicitous, overlapping, and  heterogeneous. T h e  very groundings, the justifica­
tion, the explanation for both T IA  and  PAM  that supported the securitization in the 
elite, scientific or technocratic setting were precisely the grounds that were rejected 
when the issue moved to  the public setting. Social capital is field-dependent and 
does not necessarily translate between settings. T h e  scientific econometric justifica­
tion for m arketizing terrorist futures was seen as morally grotesque, patriotically 
insensitive, and  politically stupid. T h e  wide scope o f  autom ated digital surveillance 
th a t would allow for better profiling was seen to lack the discretion o f hum an 
operators o r respect privacy. As issues m oved from one setting to another, the defi-
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nition o f  the threat, the justification o f  new /em ergency  powers, and  the legitimacy 
o f  particular policy instrum ents all becam e subjects o f  contention.

T o  em ulate H ansen, I would propose tha t future studies o f  securitization and  
securitizing moves m ust take in account o f  the following questions for future analy­
sis. How is the referent object constructed as a  m atte r o f  politics, security, and 
within a  particular field? H ow  do the different settings in w hich the securitizing 
move is attem pted interaction? W ithin the in terplay o f  success and  failures, which 
setting becomes dom inant? W hat kind o f  da ta  can  m easure the acceleration, decel­
eration, entropy, or m aintenance o f  the “security-ness” o f  a  p articu lar issue? How 
can we account for null-cases (failures o r disjunctures betw een w hat discursive or 
sociological factors we would expect to be salient tha t a re  not)?
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2 For a thoughtful, friendly critique, see Balzacq and Leonard (2009) mimeo.
3 Although I take issue with significant parts of the original formulation of the CS model of 

securitization, Buzan, Warver, and de Wilde do use the language of threshold, although 
the process is under-theorized.

4 How has this criticism of Agamben gone so long unregistered. “It is not true that life in 
the camps obeyed only the law of the jungle. The rules of camp society may have been 
different but they still existed. . .  This law functioned as rigorously in the gulags as it did 
in the camps** (Todorov 1996: 36) — which at a minimum must push back against 
Agamben’s bleak view of the camp.

5 This is the normative argument engaged by Aradau, Floyd, Behnke, etc. I am relatively 
agnostic.

6 Then democratic leadership candidate said in a debate with Hilary Clinton on February 
26,2008 that the intervention by the Senate was his chief regret in his short career in the 
Senate: “I think that was a mistake, and I think the American people understood that it 
was a mistake. And as a constitutional law professor, I knew better.”

7 “Only 5% (of the total sample) found physical torture acceptable, 16% found mental tor­
ture acceptable, 19% found humiliating and degrading treatment acceptable, and only 
16% found threatening physical torture acceptable” (Program on International Policy 
Attitudes/Knowledge Networks Poll 2004: 6). Americans on detention, torture, and the war on 
terrorism. Program on International Policy Attitudes. College Park, MD: The University 
of Maryland. Available at: http://www.pipa.org/OnlineReports/Terrorism/Torture_ 
Jul04/Torture_Jul04_rpt.pdf(Accessed on August 4,2009).

8 Poindexter’s presentation at DARPATech 2002, titled “Transforming Fantasy,” has 
since been removed from DARPA’s website, although it was available until 2004. 
http://www.darpa.mil/pARPATech2002/presentation.html

9 Jose Pedilla is an American citizen who was declared an unlawful combatant by the Bush 
administration, and consequently lost the ability to claim rights as a citizen.

10 This I take to be the core of the original formulation of the CS, and subsequent discussion 
by Aradau, Huysmans, Taurek, and others.

http://www.pipa.org/OnlineReports/Terrorism/Torture_
http://www.darpa.mil/pARPATech2002/presentation.html
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Other chapters in this book have pointed at the limits of a formalistic and de-con- 
textualized approach to securitization. They have shown, in different ways, that the 
social construction of a security issue is a more dynamic, nuanced and complex 
process than the one described by the Copenhagen School (CS). This chapter deals 
with the implications of adopting a narrow, textual approach to securitization when 
analyzing the social construction of global environmental problems as security 
issues. It thus amplifies the third assumption developed in Chapter 1, while taking 
seriously some of the methodological precepts offered thereof. The chapter does 
this by reconsidering some of the debates surrounding environmental security. The 
first one is related with the opportunity of speaking environmental security: What 
are the consequences of evoking security? Are they always as problematic as the CS 
assumes? The case of the environment is a relevant one because the debate is 
divided between those supporting the term environmental security, suggesting that 
is a good way to promote action and those who warn against its implications. The 
second debate is about the practices brought about by securitization: Are they fixed 
and unchangeable or can they be transformed by securitizing non traditional 
issues?

The environmental sector is relevant because several appeals to environmental 
security have been made with the intent of challenging existing security practices 
and provisions and yet many contemporary security discourses -  mentioning pre­
caution and resilience — seem to have been influenced by the environmental debate 
and concepts. An approach, like securitization, which considers the discursive for­
mation of security issues, provides a new perspective to analyze the environmental 
security discourse, its potential to transform what counts as security and the ways to 
provide it. It allows, for instance, an investigation of the political process behind the 
selection of threats, exploring why some of them are considered more relevant and 
urgent than others. In this way, the focus shifts from supposedly objective threats to 
the collectivities, identities and interests that deserve to be protected and the means 
to be employed.

In this chapter, however, it will be shown that the possibility of understanding the 
transformation of security practices and provisions is precluded because, by focus­
ing on the textual, formal aspect of speech acts, the CS imposes a problematic fixity 
on security as a form of social practice. For the School the label security brings with
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it a  specific mindset and a  set o f problematic practices associated with the logic of 
w ar and  emergency. For the GS, these practices are not open to negotiation or polit­
ical debate. Accordingly, transforming an issue into a  security issue is not always 
desirable. In the case o f the environment, the warning seems clear: “W hen consid­
ering  securitizing moves such as ‘environmental security’ . . .  one has to weigh the 
always problem atic side effects of applying a mind-set of security against the possi­
ble advantages of focus, attention, and mobilization” (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 
1998: 29). T h e  solution suggested by the CS is to avoid the transformation o f an 
issue into a security issue o r to “desecuritize” as m any issues as possible. This how­
ever cannot always be possible or desirable, as the debate about environmental 
security has shown. First, the performative, constitutive approach suggested by the 
speech act theory implies that even talking and researching about security can con­
tribu te to the securitization of an issue, even if that (and above all the practices 
allegedly associated with it) is not the desired result (see Huysmans 2002: 43). 
Second, attem pts to show that something is not a security issue can lead to the m ar­
ginalization and  the minimization o f urgent threats, especially when several 
attem pts to transform  environmental issues into security issues seem to have mobi­
lized actions and  produced forms o f cooperation rather than conflict.

T h e  second reason that makes the environm ent a relevant case to investigate is 
th a t the GS has dealt specifically with it. For the School the environment sector is 
one th a t need  to be considered to analyze contemporary security dynamics. In this 
w ay several tensions emerges between an  empirically driven approach adopted by 
the GS, w hich is attentive to the peculiarities o f  the environmental sector and the 
attem pts to identify the quality that makes an  issue a  security issue or the “security- 
ness” o f  security. Amongst the peculiarities o f the environmental sector the CS 
observes th a t few attem pts to evoke security within the environmental sector have 
n o t passed the border o f ordinary politics or brought about exceptional measures 
an d  the logic o f  confrontation. T he School has dismissed those appeals as failed 
securitization moves that are appeals to security that did not lead to securitization. 
Against this perspective, o r old beliefs, this chapter argues that the securitizations of 
the environm ent were indeed successful since they brought about measures and 
policies th a t probably would not otherwise have been undertaken, and  yet they con­
tributed  to transform  the logic and the practices o f  security.

T h e  chapter is in three parts. T he first part deals with the limits that a textual 
approach  to  security creates in the case o f  the environment. It introduces the key 
elem ents o f  the theory o f securitization and  their relevance for the analysis o f envi­
ronm ental security discourses and their implications. This part shows that a discur­
sive approach  like securitization can potentially capture several aspects of the 
transform ative in tent that characterizes m any appeals to include environmental 
issues in security analysis, and  yet, it points out that the fixity imposed on security 
practices by the GS creates an  impasse that leads to the problem atic suggestion of 
keeping the label security away from as m any issues as possible, including the envi­
ronm ent. T h e  necessity o f  this fixity is challenged by the second part, which outlines 
a  tension between the empirically driven analysis o f the environm ental sector and 
the conceptualization o f the “securityness o f security” and suggests that the
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securitization o f the environment has contributed to bring about a  transformation 
of security practices. T he final part provides some examples from the environm en­
tal sector. It argues for a  more contextualized approach, which suggests that in a 
process o f securitization not only are issues transform ed into security issues, but also 
the practices associated with security are challenged and  sometimes transformed 
(Balzacq, 2009a; Balzacq, this volume). M ore specifically, the chapter deals with 
two cases of securitization o f environmental issues. T hey  are the hole in the ozone 
layer and environmental conflict.

Securitization and the environment: potential and limits

In order to explore the potential and limits o f securitization theory in dealing with 
the social construction o f environmental problem s as security issues, it is necessary 
to briefly review the key elements of securitization theory: the perform ative power 
of evoking security, its inter-subjective nature, and  the “specific rhetorical struc­
ture” (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998:26), and  analyze them  in relation with the 
environmental problem.

Waever, drawing on Austin’s work, considers “security” as a speech act. “In this 
usage, security is not of interest as a  sign tha t refers to som ething m ore real; the 
utterance itself is the act. By saying it, something is done (as in betting, giving a  prom ­
ise, naming a  ship)” (Waever 1995:55). While this is not the place to discuss whether 
Weaver’s understanding of speech act is appropriate (see Balzacq in this volume), it 
is relevant to emphasize that Waever is interested in Austin’s theory because it cap­
tures the power o f language in transforming situations and  provides a  perspective in 
which the problematic distinctions between “true” and  “false” or objective and  sub­
jective threats become irrelevant. Accordingly, to  say: “global warm ing is a security 
issue” is not considered as a  constative (that can  be true or false -  the point, in this 
perspective, is not to decide w hether global w arm ing is a  real th reat o r not), bu t a 
performative (that can be felicitous/successful o r not). W hat m atters for the School 
is whether saying that global warming is a  th rea t transform s the way o f dealing with 
it. In this way, the CS does not focus on the tru th  o f  a  statem ent bu t on  the “truth 
effect” of it. Considering the perform ative pow er o f  speaking security opens a  new 
perspective to analyze the development o f environm ental security discourses and 
their consequences. M any environm ental problem s are uncertain and  will fully 
manifest their consequences in a  more o r less distant future; this makes the political 
process o f constructing insecurities crucial to understanding why some problem s 
are considered as more relevant and  urgent than  others or why some issues m obi­
lize action while others are largely ignored.

However, focusing on the security utterance only can  be problem atic because 
this could suggest that everything can becom e a  security issue when someone names 
it that way. Indeed not all the appeals to security transform  an issue into a security 
issue. T o  avoid this problem  the CS distinguish between securitizing moves (Buzan, 
Waever and de Wilde 1998:25), which are appeals to security that can be successful 
or not, and proper securitization. T h e  School then qualifies securitization in two 
ways: first, securitization is a  collective phenom enon, “a  specific form o f social
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praxis” (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998: 204); and second, it has a specific 
rhetoric structure and follows specific rules.

Securitization, for the CS, is a collective phenomenon in two respects. First, it is 
an inter-subjective practice. One actor can try and say that something vital is at risk 
and can point at a threat, but a successful securitization is not decided by the 
speaker alone, but by the audience as well: “[Sjecurity . . .  ultimately rests neither 
with the objects nor with the subjects but among the subjects” (Buzan, Waever and de 
Wilde 1998:31). Securitization in this way reflects the values and interests of a polit­
ical community. In the case of the environment, its securitization suggests a grow­
ing relevance and awareness of environmental problems and a shared aspiration to 
do something about them. Second, security is about collectivities not individuals. 
For the School, this is relevant because it allows scholars to “historicize security, to 
study transformation in the units of security affairs,” an opportunity that for the 
School is precluded both to traditionalists, who focus only on the state, and Critical 
Security Studies that focuses on the individual (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998: 
206-7). This is quite relevant for the environmental debate since it opens up the 
possibility of transforming political community through the social construction of 
common threats, and several attempts to link security and the environment embody 
cosmopolitan intents. As Beck suggests “threats create society and global threats 
create global society” (Beck 2000: 38).The CS, however, is sceptical about the pos­
sibility of a security unity as large as humankind,1 and the reasons have to do not 
with historical or sociological analyses that could outline the enduring relevance of 
the state as a security actor, but with other assumptions of the theory. These aspects 
are those related to an antagonistic logic of security and are the same as those that 
determine the problematic fixity of security practices, which precludes the possibil­
ity of analyzing the transformations of security units, at least in universalistic terms.

In order to clarify why it is difficult to imagine a security unity as large as 
humankind, it is necessary to explore the other qualification of securitization pro­
vided by the CS, namely that security is a specific kind of speech act; it has a specific 
rhetoric structure and brings into existence a specific set of practices. Security is 
about “the staging of existential issues in politics to lift them above politics. In secu­
rity discourse, an issue is dramatized and presented as an issue of supreme priority; 
Thus, by labeling it as security, an agent claims a need for and a right to treat it by 
extraordinary means” (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998:26, emphasis in the orig­
inal). For the CS this appeal to survival carries with it a set of connotations that 
invokes the logic of “threat-defence,” the identification of an enemy and eventually 
the logic of war (Waever 1995:54). The mechanism that identifies the “securityness 
of security,” the “quality 1 .. that makes something a security issue in international 
relations” (Buzan 1997: 13), recalls the understanding of the political provided by 
Schmitt, for whom “the political is the most intense and extreme antagonism,. . .  
that of the friend-enemy grouping” (1996: 29). Securitization is identified with the 
exceptional decision that constitutes enemies and brings into existence the logic of 
war. Even if the School does not share this vision of the political, it suggests that this 
logic characterizes the security mindset. Accordingly the problem with the broad­
ening of the security agenda is that this mindset is spread as well.
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In this way, the problems with securitization, when the environment is involved, 
starts to appear. On the one hand, an approach that considers the discursive for­
mation of security issues provides a new perspective to analyze the environmental 
security discourse and its transformative potential. It allows, for instance, an analy­
sis of the political process that leads to prioritizing some issues instead of others, the 
transformation of the political communities that are supposed to be protected, the 
legitimizing of security practices and the empowerment of the actors that can con­
trast specific threats. On the other hand, securitization is problematic for the set of 
practices it is supposed to bring about, which are supposed to be fixed and based on 
a very narrow understanding of what security is about, which is identified as the 
inscription of enemies in a context. While the securitization of an issue is open to 
negotiation and political debate, the practices it brings about are not, and they will 
necessarily come into existence once an issue has been successfully securitized, and, 
moreover, are those practices themselves that allow us to decide whether an issue 
has been securitized or not.

This tension is evident in the long term debate about environmental security, 
which opposes those who suggest considering the environment as a security issue in 
order to promote action, to focus on the issues that really matter and to adopt a 
cooperative rather than a confrontational approach to security, and those who 
argue that security has a tradition it cannot escape and thus appeals to security 
should be avoided. The latter argument has been reinforced by securitization the­
ory and the sense of necessity it seems to impose.

Several commentators have tried to bridge this divide and avoid what Dalby 
(2001), talking about environmental security, has described as “the dangers in a 
good idea.” Floyd (2007) has suggested that there are positive and negative securi­
tizations and that this can be decided on the basis of their results. This is largely 
based on the consideration that within the environmental sector not all the appeals 
to security have introduced a confrontational logic, identified enemies or allowed 
exceptional measures against them; on the contrary, some of them have promoted 
quick and effective actions. However, without challenging the logic of security sug­
gested by the GS, the solution proposed by Floyd seems to imply that, in some cir­
cumstances, the logic of creating enemies can be the most appropriate. However, 
this seems to contradict the attempt to overcome the divisions between the CS and 
Critical Security Studies since the latter adopts a positive understanding of security 
(see Booth 1991,2007).

Another example is provided by Jon Barnett. He first argued that the securitiza­
tion of the environment can have perverse effects and shown that several attempts 
to transform environmental problems into security issues have resulted in a spread­
ing of the national security paradigm and the enemy logic, even if the intentions 
behind them were different. Then, to avoid these problematic developments, 
Barnett has suggested promoting a “human centered” understanding of security. 
However, if one accepts the ineluctability of the security mindset and logic evoked 
by securitization: “environmental security is not about the environment, it is about 
security; as a concept, it is at its most meaningless and malign” (Barnett 2001: 83) 
one cannot expect that an appeal to a human centered security will provide
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different outcomes. If the practices evoked by speaking security are fixed and un­
changeable, why should the sort of claim made by Barnett be different from similar 
ones? Why should his appeal to a “human centered security” be different from the 
appeals to environmental security, if the intentions of the speakers or the context are 
irrelevant? These dilemmas, however, are based on the idea that security practices 
are inescapable and unchangeable and the theory of securitization, as elaborated 
by the CS, has contributed to suggest so.

Failed securitization or changing security practices?

The CS has contributed to making a specific, negative understanding of security -  
which has characterized the dominant Realist discourse within IR -  appear as “nat­
ural” and unchangeable since all the attempts to transform it appear to reinforce its 
logic as the examples from the environmental security debate have shown.2 This 
perverse mechanism, however, can be challenged by showing that the social con­
struction of a security issue does not necessarily follow the formal mechanism 
described by the CS, and the environmental sector provides relevant examples. 
More specifically, it will be shown that the attempts by the CS to combine an empir­
ically driven approach, which is attentive to the actual processes of securitization 
and the specificities of different sectors with a de-contextualized “sccurityness of 
security” create several tensions and inconsistencies. These tensions will be ana­
lyzed by considering the peculiarities of the environmental sector as described by 
the CS itself.

The CS explores the specificity of the environmental sector in Security: A 
Framework for Analysis (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998), the theoretical book in 
which the CS illustrates the theory of securitization and analyses the dynamics of 
securitization within five relevant sectors. For each sector the School identifies the 
actors or objects (referent objects) that are threatened, specifies the relevant threats 
and the agents that promote or facilitate securitization. The environmental sector 
is rather different from the others. Amongst the peculiarities of the environmental 
sector described by the School, two deserve a specific analysis for their implications: 
first, the presence of two agendas -  a scientific and a political one; second, the mul­
tiplicity of actors. They both stress the relevance of a contextualized analysis and the 
importance of factors which suggest that the social construction of security issues is 
more complex than the successful performance of a speech act. This will lead to the 
final characteristic of the environmental sector, namely the consideration that sev­
eral securitization moves lead to politicization, rather than to securitization, since 
they do not exceed the “normal bounds of political procedure” (Buzan, Waever and 
de Wilde 1998:25). Against this problematic compromise it will be argued that the 
securitization of non traditional issues like environmental problems is challenging 
and transforming existing security practices, but the focus on the fixity of security 
practices does not allow the CS to account for this process. The three aspects are 
analyzed in turn.

“One of the most striking features of the environmental sector,” it is argued in 
Security, “is the existence of two different agendas: a  scientific agenda and a political
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agenda” (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998: 71). They explain that the scientific 
agenda refers mainly to natural science and non-governmental activities and it “is 
about the authoritative assessment of threat” (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998: 
72). In the case of the environment the relevance of the scientific agenda is evident 
in the attempts to legitimize different competing claims with the authority of sci­
ence, but it is often present in other sectors, such as health issues related with the 
spread of pandemic or other diseases. Buzan, Waever and de Wilde argue that “the 
extent to which scientific argument structures environmental security debates 
strikes us as exceptional” (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998: 72), but, quoting 
Rosenau, they admit that “the demand for scientific proof is a broader emerging 
characteristic in the intemationad system” (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998: 72).

This, however, has two implications. First, it seems to challenge the possibility of 
transforming the way of dealing with an issue by appealing to security and focusing 
on the “truth effect” of a statement. In other words it questions the “self refercntial- 
ity” of the speech act security (Balzacq 2005). That is, if one starts to admit that a 
successful securitization within the environmentad sector requires specific condi­
tions, namely the presence of authoritative knowledge, or scientific proof, one has 
also to admit that the specific nature of an issue, an environmental problem, for 
instance, requires a context and issue-specific analysis. This calls for a  more con­
textualized approach that considers the peculiarities of each case and challenges the 
possibility of translating the dynamics of securitization from one sector to another. 
Second, the existence of two agendas has implications for the suggestion of 
desecuritizing as many issues as possible. Is it possible and what does it mean to 
“desecuritize” an issue which is on the scientific agenda? If scientific research out­
lines the dangerousness of an environmental problem, how is it possible to provide 
security? This suggests the importance of an epistemic community and experts in a 
process of securitization, and shows that some actors are in privileged positions to 
perform a successful securitization, an argument suggested by Bigo (1994,2002) to 
outline the importance of security experts and argue against a de-contextualizcd 
approach. This leads to the second peculiarity of the environmental sector: the 
presence of a multiplicity of actors.

The environmental sector is characterized by securitizing actors, supporting 
actors and veto actors. This suggests the political struggle and the complexity of the 
social construction of threats. This contrasts with Waever’s suggestion that “security 
is articulated only from a specific place, in an institutional voice, by elites” (Waever 
1995: 57). In the environmental case the multiplicity of actors is largely justified by 
the School with the relative novelty of the securitization of the environment. “The 
discourses, power struggles, and securitizing moves in the other sectors are reflected 
by and have sedimented over time in concrete types of organizations -  notably 
states. . .  nations (identity configurations), and the UN system” (Buzan, Waever and 
de Wilde 1998:71). However, this is not the case with the environment: “It is as yet 
undetermined what kinds of political structures environmental concerns will gener­
ate” (Buzan, Waever and de Wilde 1998:71). This suggests that the logic of security 
described by the CS refers to a specific one that has developed with and contributed 
to the development of specific institutions and, with them, of the actors, practices
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and means that are supposed to provide security. T he presence o f several actors is 
not only a prerogative of the environmental sector, but it also characterizes other 
new sectors in which no institutional arrangem ents are in place.

These considerations lead to the final peculiarity, which can also be considered 
as the solution adopted by the CS to deal with the problem that, within the envi­
ronm ental sector, several appeals to security have not brought about the logic of 
security and the practices associated with it. T he third peculiarity is that many secu­
ritizing moves result in politicization. This is problem atic for the School, which 
argues that “transcending a  security problem  by politicizing it cannot happen 
through thematization in security terms, only away from such terms” (Waever 1995: 
56). For the School, once the enemy logic has been inscribed in a  context, it is very 
difficult to return to an open debate. Nevertheless, the various politicizations of 
environmental issues that followed the appeal to security -  those the CS dismissed 
as failed securidzations — seem to suggest that there is a  tendency to politicize issues 
through their securitizarion.

Securitization theory, for the CS, is meant to be descriptive; however, the environ­
mental sector suggests that the focus on the formal aspect o f the speech act 
security prevents it from providing an adequate instrument for analysis. A de- 
contextualized, self-referential approach to security underestimates two aspects: first, 
different contexts can have different logics and practices o f security, and they can influ­
ence and challenge each other; this process is not one way only o r from the military to 
the other sectors. A lot of work has been done on the implications ofapplying the (real­
ist) logic o f security to environmental issues, while little has been done on how the envi­
ronmental logic (and which one) influences security practice. This transformation is 
likely to occur through securitizing moves -  that is, through appeals to security in 
different contexts and for different needs -  rather than away from them. Second, the 
logic of security itself can change, as new principles, actors, capabilities and threats 
gain relevance and different security discourses emerge (Huysmans 2002:58).

Environmental security is about transformation and  this is the reason why the 
environmental sector is so problematic. In  order to provide an account o f the dis­
cursive formation o f security issues and o f the process o f transformation that 
securitization implies, it is necessary to move away from the emphasis on the self- 
referential character o f the speech act security to move into the realm o f commu­
nicative action (Williams 2003: 512) and social change. This is in line with the sug­
gestion proposed by de Wilde that securitization “triggers two debates: one about the 
underlying risk assessment, one about the strategic answer to it” (de Wilde 2008:596).

Two cases from the environmental security debate

This section describes two securitizations within the environmental sector, namely 
that o f the hole in the ozone layer and  that o f environm ental conflicts. It emphasizes 
the relevance o f a  m ore contextualized analysis and  -  contrary to the conclusion 
reached by the CS, which considers environm ental securitization as failed securiti­
zation moves -  suggests that these securitizations have challenged and somehow 
transformed some o f  the practices associated with securitization.
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For each one the threats, the securitizing actors and  the causal mechanisms 
invoked are explored to show how the social construction o f  a  th reat is a  m ore com ­
plex m atter that relies on different actors, shared understanding and  symbolic ref­
erences. T he emphasis, however, will not be on showing tha t securitization does not 
rely on formal, linguistic aspects only, bu t on  the implications o f  this for security 
provisions and the transformation of the practices o f  security. In  this respect, the 
choice of the cases is relevant. In  the case o f  the ozone, appeals to security have 
determined the first international agreem ent based on the precautionary  principle. 
In the case o f the environmental conflict, the debate has contributed  to prom oting 
preventive approaches. They both suggest the relevance o f  security practices based 
on prevention, risk managem ent and resilience, which have recendy gained rele­
vance in the climate security discourse. T hey  somehow contrast with the logic o f 
emergency and exception which characterizes the speech act security as described 
by the CS. In this sense, the logic o f security captured by the C S represents a  very 
specific case. An empirically driven, sociological approach can  oudine when it 
occurs and why, avoiding subsuming all the construction o f  threats to this logic.

The securitization o f the depletion o f  the stratospheric ozone

The depletion of the stratospheric ozone is one o f the global environmental problems 
oflen mentioned as a threat to security (Prins and Stamp 1991; M athews 1989; Barnett 
2001). Waever Buzan and de Wilde mention it in Security and Clinton in the National 
Security Strategy considers it as a  direct threat to the health o f U S citizens (1998:13). 
This prompts several questions: how was it conceptualized as a  threat, which actors 
were involved in the process, which measures resulted from that conceptualization?

The earth is protected from dangerous high energy radiations by a layer o f ozone 
in the stratosphere. Ozone is a molecule constituted by three atom s o f oxygen; it 
adsorbs the energy of the radiation by splitting into two com pounds -  a  molecule of 
oxygen and a  radical -  and then recom bining again. In  the 1970s, concerns 
emerged that, in the high atmosphere, exhaust gases could destroy ozone by pre­
venting its recombination. T he initial debate was prom pted  by environm ental con­
cerns related to the construction o f a fleet o f  supersonic airplanes by the US, the U K  
and France and heated by the dispute on landing perm its and  accusations -  on both 
side of the Atlantic -  of trying to export environm ental standards. T h e  issue was 
largely framed as an environm ental problem  which m ight have implications for the 
national economy, and was not considered as a  security issue. T his initial framing 
(Litfm 1994:62) contributed to the selection o f the actor who becam e the legitimate 
scientific authority in the field of atm ospheric research. Since space expeditions 
were also suspected of interfering with the stratospheric ozone, NASA convinced 
Congress it was the best agency to study the stratospheric ozone’s depletion and  it 
soon became a major authority in the field, providing about 70 per cent o f spending 
on stratospheric research (Litfin 1994:63).

In 1974 Rowland and  M olina, two chemists at the University o f California 
Irvine, suggested that CFC gases, widely used in industry for their inertia in the lower 
atmosphere, can release chlorine into the stratosphere, thus acting as a catalyst in a
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set o f reactions that have the final result of impeding the recombination of the ozone 
molecules. They forecasted the depletion of between 7 and 13 per cent of the ozone 
layer. At that time, CFCs had an impressive diffusion, both as aerosol propellants 
for deodorants and as coolers in refrigerators and air conditioners. They were also 
used for blowing polyurethane foams, sterilizing medical equipment and for a vari­
ety o f other uses. They were considered wonderful chemicals, very useful in a vari­
ety of settings and with no side-effects.

Ozone depletion started to become one of the emerging global environmental 
problems. The problem was first discussed by UNEP (United Nations Environment 
Programme) in 1976. The following year a meeting of experts on the ozone layer 
was convened and UNEP and W MO (World Meteorological Organization) cre­
ated a committee to periodically assess ozone depletion (Litfin 1994: 73-5).

While research on the atmospheric dynamics was still in its infancy, there was a 
relevant body of research on the impact of ultraviolet radiation on life. Ultraviolet 
radiations is dangerous for people and for various forms of life, causing cancer and 
blindness. It was the possibility o f an impact on human health that heated the 
debate on CFCs and shaped states’ actions in the international arena, even before 
consensus emerged on the relevance of the thinning of the ozone layer and it causes. 
T he debate within UNEP and W M O was characterized by the creation of two 
committees. The choice of two committees (one discussing the economic dimension 
and the other the health issues) suggested how two contrasting constructions of 
threats were emerging: the first one considered the threat to the economy of cutting 
CFG production, the second the threat to human life posed by the production of 
these chemicals. Securitizing actors were NGOs and environmental groups, which 
tried to mobilize states to act collectively. Scientific research on the health impact of 
high energy radiation played a relevant role in transforming ozone depletion into a 
threat to hum an health and in promoting international efforts. In this sense the issue 
was securitized in the scientific agenda.

Despite the lack of consensus on the extent o f the problem and its causes, in 1981 
inter-governmental negotiations to phase out ozone-depleting substances started. 
T heir result was the signature of the Vienna Convention for the Protection of the 
Ozone Layer in March 1985. The Vienna Convention was a framework conven­
tion; it did not set up specific targets or incentives but called for common research. 
For several states involved in the negotiation the main concern was the protection 
o f their industries rather than that of the ozone layer, which appeared to be a dis­
tant, uncertain threat. In this respect this was a failed securitization that did not 
mobilize exceptional measures.

In May 1985, a British research team discovered what was immediately labeled 
as the “ozone hole.” The term hole is actually a metaphor since it refers to a deple­
tion of about 30 per cent of the ozone in the Antarctic region, something rather 
unexpected and not forecast by any scientific model. Despite the initial scepticism, 
the alarming results were verified by NASA. The authority of science was somehow 
challenged since it had not been able to predict such a dramatic development and 
the relevance o f acting on the precautionary principle gained relevance. The 
broadcasting o f NASA images of a  computer model representing the polar zone
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characterized by 30 per cent depletion in a bright, alarming colour contributed to 
the visualization of the “hole” and the perception of a threat (see Litfin 1994:96-9).

'l 'his led to a process of securitization of a new kind of threat. While in the nego­
tiation of the Vienna Convention what was supposed to be protected, at least by a 
number of states, was the industry producing ozone depleting substances, the sym­
bolic representation of a hole in humanity’s stratospheric protecting blanket mobi­
lized action. The ozone layer was considered as a fragile asset to be protected (Litfin 
1994: 97). This created a sense of crisis and the transformation of the depletion of 
the stratospheric ozone into an existential threat to the whole of humankind. 
Several securitizing actors were involved, from states to civil society and the 
scientific community. Boycotting of spray cans and food packages followed. 
Nevertheless no measures outside the borders o f normal politics were taken.

Even if scientists cautioned against basing international negotiations on the discov­
ery of the ozone hole because there were other plausible causes for this occurrence, it 
is difficult to imagine that it did not play a role in the subsequent agreements. The rep­
resentation of ozone depleting substances as a threat to human life contributed to the 
quick signature of the Montreal Protocol, in which 50 countries agreed on a gradual 
phase-down of CFC production and consumption and set a  target of 50 per cent of 
their 1986 levels by 1998-99, with a ten-year grace period for developing nations. A 
few months later new scientific evidence confirmed that the Antarctic phenomenon 
was likely related with CFCs and consensus mounted for a  total phase-out. The 
Protocol was amended and strengthened at Conferences of the Parties in London 
(1990), Copenhagen (1992), and Vienna (1995). The number of controlled substances 
was increased from the original eight to over eighty. By 1995 most of them were 
phased out by the industrialized countries while substantial steps were taken by sev­
eral developing countries. As Kofi Annan stated: “Perhaps the single most successful 
international agreement to date has been the Montreal Protocol.”

The case of the Montreal Protocol seems to represent a case in which the politi­
cization of an issue occurred through its securitization and not outside it. The rep­
resentation of the threat was the result of a social process in which different interests 
were shaped and transformed. The process was characterized by the interplay 
between the scientific and the political agenda and outlined the dialogical rather 
than formal nature of the process of constructing an issue as a  security issue. 
Symbols and images played a determinant role but they had to be framed in a con­
text characterized by the production of cumulative knowledge suggesting a causal 
link between CFCs and ozone depletion. Decisions however were taken without the 
legitimizing authority of scientific research and ozone negotiations are the first case 
of international agreements based on the precautionary principle. And yet the secu­
rity measures and provisions were based on cooperation rather than confrontation 
and included economic sanctions and incentives.

Environmental conflict

In the aftermath of the Cold War, the number of environmental problems 
which were argued to have security implications was ‘quite large, including
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problems like climate change, pollution and depletion of natural resources 
(Mathews 1989). In the 1980s the emergence of global environmental problems, 
like global warming and ozone depletion, determined one of the first attempts to 
broaden the international security agenda. The Brandt Report (1980) suggested 
that “few threats to peace and survival of the human community are greater than 
those posed by the prospects of cumulative and irreversible degradation of the bios­
phere on which human life depends” (quoted in Brauch 2003: 81) and the 
Brundtland report (1987) used the expression “environmental security.” In the 
1980s the tendency to frame environmental problem in security terms was encour­
aged by peace movements interested in mobilizing action on the issues that really 
matter and by the attempts to promote a non confrontational approach to the non 
military dimensions of security. However, it was with the end of the Cold War that 
the debate on environmental security gained relevance.

Even if the initial interest for environmental issues was quite broad, ranging from 
pollution to global warming it narrowed down in a few years. An example is pro­
vided by the negotiation of the United Nation Conference on Environment and 
Development; while security was an issue broadly discussed in the preparatory 
work, by the time of the Conference, held in Rio in 1992, it was no longer on the 
agenda and the term security was carefully avoided in the official documents. 
Several reasons lie behind these de-securitizing moves, such as the concerns of 
developing countries about green imperialism and interference in their security 
agendas, the diminishing concern for environmental security in the former com­
munist countries where the slogan was used to mobilize political action against the 
Soviet Union. There is, however, an exception, which is the debate about environ­
mentally induced conflict. In this perspective environmental degradation is a secu­
rity issue since it may contribute to triggering and sustaining violent conflicts. The 
argument was rather persuasive in the post Cold War environment. It resonated 
with the more familiar understanding of national security and opened up a new role 
for the military.

The academic discussion was largely shaped by the work of Thomas Homer- 
Dixon, who chaired a series of research projects which aimed to study the relation­
ships between environmental degradation and violent conflicts (Homer-Dixon 
1991, 1994). Even if Homer-Dixon was cautious in suggesting a straightforward 
connection between environmental degradation and conflict, his argument was 
spread and amplified by Kaplan’s article “The Coming Anarchy” (1994), which 
forecast massive population displacement and violent conflict, and baldly labeled 
the environment as the “national-security issue of the early twenty-first century” 
(Kaplan 1994:58). The argument was quite influential within the Clinton adminis­
tration. As Matthew reports the then US Undersecretary of State for Global AfTairs, 
Timothy Wirth, sent a copy of Kaplan’s article to every US embassy and the alarm­
ing picture it provided seemed to give an account of the crises the US had to face in 
Somalia and was struggling to address in Haiti (Matthew 2002: 111). This con­
tributed to the securitization of environmental conflict within defence and political 
circles, at least in the US. This has promoted further research and political initia­
tives, in both the US and Europe.
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This further research suggested that conflicts are likely to be sub-national and 
low-intensity (Homer-Dixon and Blitt 1998; Homer-Dixon 1999). These results 
have been reinforced by the projects undertaken by Spillmann and Bachler. 
(Bachlcr 1998, 1999; Bachler, Boge et al. 1996), whose results have been largely 
influential on the study “Environment & Security in an International Context,” 
launched in 1995 by the NATO Committee on the Challenges of Modern Society 
(CCMS) and carried out by research teams in Germany and at the Pentagon 
(Lietzmann and Vest 2001). The project identified a number of “syndromes,” 
which are sets of complex, abnormal and problematic relationships between envi­
ronmental and other social, dcmographical and political factors that might help 
monitor and provide early warning systems for potential conflicts.

Research on environmental conflicts has determined an intense academic 
debate concerning the empirical validity of the claim that environmental degrada­
tion causes conflicts, the methodology of various research projects and the norma­
tive implications of their results. The argument that environmental scarcity induces 
conflicts has been challenged by empirical research showing how environmental 
degradation often provides the opportunity for cooperation (Hauge and Ellingsen, 
2001) demonstrating that it is resource abundance rather than scarcity that deter­
mines conflicts (Berdal and Malone 2000). Nevertheless this debate is more relevant 
for the security provisions it has determined. During the Clinton administration, 
Homer-Dixon’s research was used to promote a more proactive foreign policy 
(Harris 2001: 121-22) while the EU commission, largely influenced by the 
NATO project, has promoted actions to include environmental consideration 
into its development programmes and has used environmental concerns to develop 
and legitimize security capabilities and competencies at European level. Once 
again, the relevance of the appeals to security rested on the truth effect they 
produced, and on the groups securitization was accepted by, in this case the 
political and defence elites. However, even in this case the security practices 
adopted do not seem to reflect the antagonistic logic o f war but suggest a process of 
transformation.

One of the aspects of this transformation is the growing interest in human secu­
rity. As Duffield and Waddell explained: “ [h]ow conflict has been understood in the 
post-Cold War period is central to understanding the concept of ‘security* within 
human security” (Duffield and Waddell 2006:43). Human security shifted the focus 
of security from the state to the individual and the UNDP 1994 annual report, 
which provides one of the definitions of the concept, identified environmental secu­
rity, together with economic, food, health, personal, community and political secu­
rity as a relevant component of human security (UNDP 1994: 22) and stressed the 
“all-encompassing” and “integrative” qualities of the concept (UNDP 1994:24). A 
second aspect of the transformation is that the debate on environmental conflict has 
challenged a set of security practices, which focused on military threats and reactive 
measures and outlined how military responses and preparation are inadequate to 
deal with environmental issues. And yet it has contributed to shifting the attention 
to different kinds of vulnerability, suggesting that the instruments to provide stabil­
ity require effort to promote both mitigation and adaptation to environmental



impact and change and that the best results are associated with early intervention 
and preventive measures (Duffield and Waddell 2006: 10).

The debate on environmental conflict has been criticized on normative grounds 
(Dalby 1999; Barnett 2001) because it shifted the focus of research on developing 
countries and represented people in the Third World as “barbaric Southern 
Others” (Barnett 2001: 67); erased the responsibility of developed countries for 
causing environmental change; and tried to frame environmental problem in terms 
of national security. Nevertheless one has to consider that this debate and the poli­
cies it has determined have achieved two things: first, they have legitimized new 
actors and instruments to develop forms of security governance, which play down 
the role of the state and of traditional reactive responses; second they have pro­
moted the development of human security and of a new paradigm of preventive 
measures which are often legitimized by the use of the concept. This does not mean 
denying the relationships of power or even domination that are behind the envi­
ronmental conflict discourse or even the human security one. Duffield and Waddell 
have considered that discourse as an attempt to broaden the neo-liberal govem- 
mentahty on a global scale. This, however, suggests that the security practices are 
different from those identified by the CS as are the means to resist or challenge 
them.

148 Maria Julia Trombetta

Conclusion

Securitization theory has the great merit of conceptualizing the power of dis­
courses, and, more specifically, of the word security, in transforming a situation, but 
the OS’s focus on self referential speech act and the emphasis on the de-contextual- 
ized “securityness” of security, while providing an elegant theory which captures 
the structural and social dimensions embedded in language and the problematic 
persistence of a set of practices which associate security with the identification of an 
enemy and the confrontational logic of war, does not allow us to explore the com­
plexity of the social construction of security issues and explore the potential of a dis­
cursive approach. This tension is evident in the analysis of the environmental sector 
provided by the School itself in Security: a New Framework for Analysis. In that case, the 
empirically driven analysis which characterized the original approach of the School 
and which pays attention to the multiplicity of actors involved in the process of secu­
ritization, their different rules and capabilities, and emphasizes the importance of a 
scientific and a political agenda, contrasts with the self referential understanding of 
security suggested by considering securitization as a speech act.

The point however is not only about providing a more accurate picture of the 
social process of the social construction of a threat and of its implications. The prob­
lem is that the approach suggested by the CS tends to essentialize a specific logic of 
security and the practices associated with it. This is problematic because the possi­
bility o f exploring any transformation in the logic and practices of security is pre­
cluded, and this is particularly problematic within the environmental sector. 
Moreover, the CS, in questioning the opportunity of inscribing enemies in a 
context, suggests the desecuritization of as many issues as possible, leaving
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unchallenged problematic sets of practices associated with national security and 
opening up the space for governing through them, every time the word security is 
successfully evoked.

Suggesting that different security logics interact and coexist does not mean that 
they can be freely chosen or that other logics, like those based on risk management 
arc without problems. One can always imagine air strikes against factories produc­
ing ozone depleting substances (Dabelko and Simmons 1997) or warning against 
the depoliticization determined by risk management (Aradau and van Munster 
2007).

Adopting a sociological approach to the political construction of security issues 
can outline the transformation in the form and content of securitization and of the 
practices of security. However, rather than opposing a pragmatic (or sociological) 
to a philosophical approach to securitization (Balzacq 2009a), it is worth consider­
ing the latter as an analysis of a very specific construction of security and revaluing 
the original approach of the CS, based on an empirically driven approach. This is 
how I read A Theory o f Securitization (Balzacq, this volume). By fixing the securityness 
of security and identifying it with a specific understanding of security, and of the 
political, the CS has limited its analysis to one logic of security only and it has essen- 
tialized it. The philosophical approach to securitization has thus explored the pos­
sible implications of that logic, taking for granted that it subsumes all the other 
logics. A greater attention to the various practices of security provides more 
nuanced results than those which are often associated with securitization and above 
all with some applications, generalization and simplifications of the insights the 
theory provides.

Notes
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8 Health issues and 
securitization
The construction of HIV/AIDS as a 
US national security threat

Roxanna Sjostedt

In April 2000, the Clinton administration formally declared AIDS to be a major 
threat to the national security of the United States. This was the first time a disease 
was viewed in terms of having security implications such as being able to “topple 
foreign governments, touch off ethnic wars and undo decades of work in building 
free-market democracies abroad” (The Washington Post, 2000). In addition, 
President Clinton designated the National Security Council to be the main agency 
for drafting policy solutions to fight the threat, the first time this agency would han­
dle an epidemic. Finally, the requested funding from Congress for the AIDS issue 
was doubled compared to previous years and was now set at $254 million (Ibid.). 
Through these actions, AIDS was transferred from the sphere of health politics to 
the national security agenda, receiving great attention from the media and other 
actors. The implications of the disease were no longer the concern of individuals or 
healthcare organizations; now AIDS was viewed as something that could endanger 
the very foundation of the United States. In other words, Clinton performed a secu­
ritizing move, that is, he constructed HIV/AIDS as a threat to national security.

Linked to this move is the event that took place four months earlier on January 
10, 2000. Vice-president A1 Gore then chaired the first UN Security Council ses­
sion of the new Millennium, a session that was seminal in the sense that it was the 
first time the Security Council spent an entire meeting discussing the implications 
of an epidemic on peace and security (United Nations Security Council, 2000b). 
These two events are direcdy connected and can be viewed as two entities of the 
same securitization, as the initiation of the UN meeting was the result of an intense 
American political campaign. In sum, the two seminal events during the first 
months of 2000 not only came to reshape the international understanding of the 
security implications of the AIDS epidemic; they also constructed the United States 
to be one of the most important international and transnational policy entrepre­
neurs in designing and diffusing the idea that HIV/AIDS threatens national and 
international security. This securitizing move was followed by other important 
occurrences, reconfirming that HIV/AIDS had been transformed from the health 
sector to the realms of both national and international security.1

This recount of events brings up one immediate question: What caused the 
Clinton administration to place HIV/AIDS at the national security agenda — 
rather than viewing it as a health issue — despite a fairly low domestic prevalence of
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HIV, and the seemingly little risk of that the disease would in any way directly 
endanger the United States? Although HIV/AIDS had reached pandemic propor­
tions in Africa, why was it seen as a threat to the US?

This chapter attempts to shed light on this question by tracing different political 
and societal processes leading up to the securitization of HIV/AIDS. It argues that 
the temporal dynamics regarding the actual framing act of the epidemic as well as 
the actors involved in this process served to promote certain hegemonic ideas which 
facilitated a general internalization of AIDS as national security. This opened a 
window of opportunity for the Clinton administration to instigate a securitizing 
move which reflected this general internalization.

The act and the actors: analyzing the securitization 
of HIV/AIDS

As discussed in the first part of this book, the pragmatic view of securitization moves 
away from many of the assumptions associated with the Copenhagen school, argu­
ing that “it is not possible to examine and understand the complexity of the process 
of securitization simply by treating it as a speech act” (Balzacq, 2009a). Instead, the 
pragmatic act of security attempts to explain why an issue is securitized by analyz­
ing the interaction between the power and identity of the actors — being both the 
securitizer and the audience — involved in the securitization process, the contexts 
within which these actors function, and the discursive construction of the act itself ~ 
i.e. the linguistic and argumentative techniques (Balzacq, Chapter 1 of this volume). 
Using these assumptions as a point of departure, focus in this chapter concerns the 
circumstances under which a securitizing move in relation to a specific issue becomes 
possible, i.e. why the US decision-makers initiated a securitization process con­
cerning HIV/AIDS. A securitizing move is here defined “as the public framing of 
an issue as a national threat, accompanied by a strategy to act” (Sjostedt, 2008:10). 
I thus argue that only speaking of an issue in terms of a threat does not meet the cri­
teria of a securitizing move, instead policy action is also required.

The concept of securitization has previously been employed in relation to 
HIV/AIDS (see for instance Elbe, 2006). To link a disease to the concept of secu­
rity, particularly national security, is, however, not uncontroversial, and two dia­
metrically opposing discourses can be discerned (SjOstedt, forthcoming). In short, 
some argue that the particularities of AIDS, and the severe efTects it has on a state’s 
society, economy, and military, qualifies it as a security matter (Heymann, 2003; 
e.g. Price-Smith, 2002; Singer, 2002; Coupland, 2007; Ostergard, 2007), while the 
opposite camp claims that however horrible consequences AIDS may have it 
should be viewed as a health issue (Mclnnes, 2006; Peterson, 2002; Whiteside, de 
Waal, and Gebre-Tensae, 2006). In this chapter the AIDS -  security nexus 
becomes an empirical question and is not discussed further as focus is on tracing the 
processes and discourses constructing the idea of vie wing an epidemic as security.

In order to explain how this idea was established we need to adopt a broad 
approach since “public policy is not one single actor’s brainchild” (Kingdon, 
2003: 71). To draw a comprehensive picture of how HIV/AIDS came to be
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constructed as a security issue, a process-tracing of three separate contexts -  the inter­
national, the domestic political, and the domestic societal -  is performed. It is impor­
tant to cover all of these three dimensions, although the distinction between them 
often is blurred. The international level needs to be included since the decision mak­
ing elite in charge of the securitization of an issue does not work in a vacuum but is 
affected by norms and ideas produced by international institutions (e.g. Finnemore 
and Sikkink, 1998; Gheckel, 1999). These institutions may function as norm entre­
preneurs that help to influence domestic actors and shape their ideas and interests 
concerning a particular issue area. The domestic societal context is important as the 
elite is both a member of and accountable to its domestic society, and what is being 
said there can be highly influential (cf. Hopf, 2002). The views of society can be 
described as “the national mood” or “the climate in the country”, and implies

that a rather large number of people out in the country are thinking along cer­
tain common lines, that this national mood changes from one time to another 
in discemable ways, and that these changes in mood or climate have important 
impacts on policy agendas.

(Kingdon, 2003:146)

The link between the national mood and the decision making elite are societal 
actors such as different organizations and pressure groups and the media. The 
domestic political context, finally, covers not only the immediate decision-making 
circles close to the president, but also other political actors who work as policy entre­
preneurs, helping to promote ideas and create interest.

These three contexts are analyzed through a combination of a traditional within- 
case processes tracing and a structured form of discourse analysis. This method 
serves to trace the chain of events that led up to my analytical endpoint, the securi­
tizing move. It also helps to capture the discursive environment in which the AIDS 
issue was constructed by different key actors and the particularities of their framing 
act. This analytical structure serves to build the argument that securitization was 
made possible because a number of different actors pushed the HIV/AIDS issue 
into the public eye and reinvented the conception of AIDS. The narrative begins in 
the 1980s when HIV/AIDS was First discovered, though the analytical focus con­
cerns the time period starting at the early 1990s, leading up to President Clinton’s 
securitizing move in 2000.

A number of texts have been analyzed -  ranging from secondary sources, to 
newspaper articles, to political statements and debates.2 Although discourse analy­
sis by tradition favors an approach colored by induction and phenomenology, I 
argue that the transparency of the investigation, and thereby the persuasiveness of 
the argument, improves when allowing a certain degree of pre-set assumptions, or 
“extant theoretical categories” (Balzacq, 2009a: 14), to direct the inquiry and analy­
sis (cf. Sjostedtj 2007; 2008). Therefore, the discourse analysis performed here is 
structured in the sense that in each selected text I ask how HIV/ AIDS is framed; who 
is doing the framing; and what linguistic tools are being employed in the framing 
process. The analysis is focused in the sense that the investigated texts are delimited 
to the AIDS issue (cf. George and Bennett, 2005).
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From health to security: the case of HIV/AIDS in 
the United States

The 1980s: AIDS as a domestic health issue

There has been a significant change o f discourse over the twenty years time frame 
that includes the AIDS epidemic in the American context. Over time, AIDS has 
been re-framed from being a homosexual problem, to a societal outcast problem, to 
a general American problem, to a problem of foreign policy. Along with these dif­
ferent frames, different policies have followed. However, an important distinction 
between the 1980s and the 1990s becomes apparent, as in the initial decade AIDS 
was not linked to security; instead morality and sexuality was in focus. The 1980s 
can be summarized as a lengthy policy struggle in which various lobby groups, 
health care organizations, politicians, religious groups, pharmaceutical companies, 
and -  stuck in the midst of it all -  the HIV infected, attempted to advance various 
interests. Since these interests have been very disparate depending on who has been 
pursuing them — ranging from economic gains, to political influence, to moral con­
siderations, to staying alive -  the overall process of handling HIV in the US has met 
vast obstacles, making the policy struggle “particularly contentious” (Siplon, 2002: 
4). These different actors used various frames for the epidemic -  frames which 
clearly had implications for the way it was handled.

Initially, AIDS was mainly viewed as a problem of the gay community. As homo­
sexual relations were found to threaten traditional American family values, several 
voices of both the political and the societal discourse argued against spending fed­
eral funds on AIDS education as it could indirectly promote “homosexual activi­
ties”. AIDS was associated with lack of morality; those affected by the disease 
constituted a sub-identity which stood in stark contrast to the more mainstream US 
identity. The acquired immunodeficiency syndrome was however not confined to 
homosexuals, already in 1983 health officials had identified four groups at particu­
lar risk: “the 4-H Club”, or homosexuals, heroin users, Haitians, and hemophiliacs 
(Siplon, 2002:6). The media then created a “two-tier structure of victims”, consist­
ing of “innocent victims”, i.e. those who contracted the disease by accident, for 
instance hemophiliacs, children, spouses; and “guilty victims”, i.e. homosexuals 
and drug-addicts (Ostergard, 2002: 338-39).

As the view on AIDS transformed over the 1980s, owing to a combination of “gay 
activism, scientific breakthroughs such as antiretroviral therapy, and the increasing 
heterosexual transmission of HIV /  . . .  /  a more medicalized discussion [was cre­
ated]” (Johnson, 2002:86). AIDS was no longer solely associated with societal sub­
groups; instead anyone could be affected by it. This realization became embodied 
by Ryan White, a hemophiliac who had contracted the HIV virus through a blood 
transfusion at the age of 13 and died of an AIDS related illness just before turning 
18. Although initially facing stigmatization -  for instance, when his condition was 
made public he was barred from his local middle school -  Ryan White eventually 
came to symbolize the “average” person with AIDS. Neither a drug addict nor a 
homosexual, White’s fate appealed to America at large, and in commemoration of
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him a piece of legislation passed by US Congress in 1990 was named the Ryan White 
CARE (Comprehensive AIDS Resources Emergency) Act. This act has been reauthorized 
three times, 1996,2000, and 2006 (Health Resources and Services Administration, 
2008), and is central to the financing of AIDS treatment in the United States. The 
inidal passing of the act also came to represent a seminal event: for the first time ever 
Congress passed a health care act that supported funding to people with a specific 
disease. Although President George Herbert Bush was somewhat reluctant towards 
this narrow focus -  fearing that lobbyists for other diseases would demand similar 
treatment—the act was passed “by overwhelming votes: 95:4 in the Senate and 408:
14 in the House” (Siplon, 2002:94). Although it has met a great deal of criticism and 
dispute — for instance, how the money should be spent and who should get to spend 
it — the Ryan White CARE Act still is an important milestone in the politicization of 
HTV/AIDS in the American decision-making context.

To sum up the first decade of AIDS in the US setting, it becomes evident that a 
number of important political actors were involved in the framing of the issue, and 
that the frames employed by these actors to a large extent determined subsequent 
policy actions. When AIDS was discursively transferred from being an immorality 
problem of stigmatized sub-identities to a general American health problem, it was 
also brought onto the broader political agenda. Still, it was not viewed as anything 
but a health problem, and was far from being seen as a security threat. This dis­
course would, however, eventually change when focus moved from the domestic to 
the international.

The 1990s: AIDS as an international security issue

From the mid-1990s and onwards, the AIDS epidemic “altered demonstrably 
/  . . .  /  now [being] disproportionably lodged among African Americans” 
(UN AIDS, 2004). The demographic change of AIDS led to a weakened impact on 
the American discourse. In all, minorities living with AIDS did not, particularly 
compared to the often well-educated, well-organized and outspoken gay commu­
nity, have the same power and resources to voice its grievances. In addition, the 
Ryan White CARE Act, and the new efficient therapies that caused a sharp 
decrease in the AIDS mortality rate in 1997 (US Department of Health and 
Human Services, 2000), resulted in that AIDS in the United States was far from 
being a central issue in the domestic discourse. Also, since the mid-1990s people liv­
ing with HIV/AIDS have constituted less than half percent of the population 
(HIV/AIDS Policy Fact Sheet, The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 2007), 
indicating that the epidemic is not an imminent domestic threat.

Instead, a more notable milestone in the history of HIV/AIDS in the United 
States was the linking of the epidemic to foreign affairs. Although the first case of 
AIDS on the African continent was reported already in late 1982 (Sepkowitz, 2006), 
followed by a rapid rate of infection, it was not until mid-1990s that the implications 
of AIDS in Africa began to be recognized in the US political and societal discourse. 
The analysis that follows traces the actors who were dominant in these discourses, 
as well as the construction and evolvement of the actual framing act. Several differ-
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ences between the 1980s and 1990s are revealed, concerning both actors and act, 
clearly demonstrating how certain hegemonic ideas formed within the dominant 
discourses, eventually making the securitization of AIDS possible.

The major discursive actors are spread into three rough clusters or contexts,; the 
international, the domestic societal, and the domestic political. When tracing the 
framing processes of HIV/AIDS it is thus essential to examine all three as they all 
contribute to the dynamics of the American discourse.

The international context

Beginning with the international setting, there are in particular three international 
actors who from the early 1990s were central in the response against AIDS. Still, 
they all faced organizational shortcomings that delimited their powers and abilities 
to both act and influence.

The World Health Organization (WHO) initiated its Global Programme on 
AIDS in 1987, which attempted to raise awareness of the epidemic, support 
affected countries, and instigate research. This program viewed AIDS largely as a 
health issue and did not connect it to matters of security. Rather quickly the Global 
Program came to face serious obstacles concerning its ability to influence “the polit­
ical will in donor and affected countries” (Merson, 2006: 2415). Also, the program 
suffered greatly from internal clashes on how to handle the AIDS epidemic. 
Jonathan Mann, the program’s first director, made several attempts to restructure 
the organization in order to increase its efficiency. However, Mann’s unorthodox 
style, operating “on passion, commitment, an almost manic energy /  . . .  f  disre­
garding hierarchy” was not appreciated by all, and after irreconcilable differences 
with the Director General, Hiroshi Nakajima, Mann was forced to resign in 1990 
(Fee and Parry, 2008: 65). According to Mann, the leadership of W HO was to 
blame for obstructing and paralyzing the global fight against AIDS (Ibid.). Also, the 
effectiveness of the organization “was comprised by rivalries with other United 
Nations (UN) organizations” (Merson, 2006: 2415), further undermining its ability 
to act against the AIDS epidemic.

In 1996, the WHO program was replaced by UNAIDS, i.e. the Joint United 
Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS, which came to be headed by AIDS activist 
and researcher Peter Piot until 2008 (UNAIDS, 2008). Although co-sponsored by 
several UN agencies and with a “mandate to lead an expanded, better-coordinated 
multisectoral global response”, UN AIDS initially had limited success, and was not 
able to resolve conflicts between various UN partners or engaging wealthy nations 
in the struggle to fight the AIDS epidemic in the developing world (Merson, 2006: 
2415). These organizational difficulties occurred simultaneously with the dramatic 
global expansion of AIDS, causing an unfortunate delay in the international 
response towards the demands of handling the epidemic. Also, UNAIDS failed on 
die subject of HIV prevention, and Piot admits that he “should have pushed pre­
vention efforts sooner”, although “in the early days thousands of deaths a day where 
so overwhelming and needed immediate action that treatment had to take prece­
dence” (Das and Samarasekera, 2008: 2101). Nevertheless, over time, UNAIDS
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became a successful policy entrepreneur, much owing to the “rock star persona” of 
Piot (Ibid.: 2100). Piot has relentlessly argued “[t]he case for AIDS exceptionalism 
— prioritizing HIV/AIDS over other health problems” (Ibid.), something which 
eventually helped to push the AIDS issue onto the political agendas.3

The effects of Piot’s campaigning on the framing act of AIDS become evident 
when comparing two resolutions from the United Nations Economic and Social 
Council. In the 1994 resolution, which establishes the “joint and co-sponsored 
United Nations programme on HIV/AIDS” -  i.e. UNAIDS -  the disease is framed 
as a “global concern” and the objective is among other things to “[ajdvocate greater 
political commitment in responding to the epidemic” (United Nations Economic 
and Social Council, 1994). Two years later, the same council declares in a second 
resolution that “HIV/AIDS has devastating social, economic and other related 
impacts . . . ” and it also

Invites the Secretary-General to play an active advocacy role in regard to the 
serious threat posed by the spread of human immunodeficiency virus/acquired 
immunodeficiency syndrome (HTV/AIDS) /  . . .  /  [and] urges the United 
Nations Secretariat to be fully and effectively involved in the Jight against 
HIV/AIDS.

(United Nations Economic and Social Council, 1996; author’s emphasis)

The change of language here is obvious. From an emphasis on “advocacy” and 
“political commitment”, the Council in the subsequent document uses expressions 
like “threat” and “fight”, a terminology inevitably linked to the language of secu­
rity. It can thus be assumed that there was a gradual change of understanding of the 
international implications of HIV/AIDS.

Finally, the World Bank, under director James Wolfensohn, is another central 
international actor in the fight against AIDS, but whose initial accomplishments 
were restricted. Wolfensohn became president of the World Bank on 1 July 1995 
after a nomination by President Clinton. Although the Bank since the turn of the 
Millennium has been recognized as one of the most important actors in relation to 
fighting HIV/AIDS, Wolfensohn nevertheless admits that its involvement began 
too late. He has also declared that he wishes he could have influenced political elites 
and organizations to “act faster in the early days” (Wolfensohn, 2005), and says that

I think that we recognized early the problem of AIDS but that we could not get 
governments in many cases to respond quickly. My judgment is that we could 
have done better in trying to make more of a noise.

(Australian Broadcasting Cooperation, 2005)

The problem with the international organizations working on the AIDS issue dur­
ing the 1990s was in other words not lack of commitment and most organizations 
tried to make a difference, particularly by pushing the international aspect of the 
epidemic and transferring it from the individual/local sphere to international poli­
tics. For instance, the XI International Conference on AIDS in Vancouver, July
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7-12, 1996, had the theme “One World, One Hope”, and strived towards a global 
move against the disease. However, many activists in 1996 argued that this was far 
from being the case, and that things like the pharmaceutical companies’ excessive 
pricing and the lack of any coordinated international political action, prevented all 
attempts of global action. Jonathan Mann, then professor of epidemiology and 
international health at Harvard University, stressed that

[t]oday, there is NOT “one world” against AIDS, and this reality of separatism 
and isolation threatens progress against AIDS and is the central reason why 
real leadership and coherent global action against AIDS has become virtually 
impossible.

(ACTUP, 1996)

To sum up the discussion on the international level, there were incremental 
changes regarding the way HIV /AIDS was framed as well as the involvement of the 
actors. Still, the direct effects on the US decision-makers are not self evident, and 
the overall impact of the international setting will be further discussed in the final 
section.

7he domestic societal context

Turning to the next context of analysis, the domestic setting, focus is on how 
HIV/AIDS was framed by the US national media, and how the American society 
viewed the epidemic in the decade prior to Clinton’s securitizing move. When scru­
tinizing the societal discourse for the period 1991-1999 it can be concluded that at 
least during the first half of the investigation period AIDS was linked to domestic 
issues and was far from being viewed as any form of security issue. It was nonethe­
less threatening in the sense that it appeared to be more dangerous than any other 
disease; the risk of being infected was highly exaggerated, and those infected were 
viewed as dangerous. Despite that AIDS had been a known illness in the United 
States since the beginning of the 1980s, a number of misconceptions nevertheless 
existed a decade after, resulting in a continued stigmatization of people living with 
AIDS. Surveys conducted in 1991, 1997, and 1999 indicated that 34 percent in 
1991 and 20 percent of the respondents the following years were “afraid” of people 
with AIDS. It was noted that 27 percent; 20 percent; and 14 percent were “angry”. 
As these figures indicate, the negative views did decrease over time, as did opinions 
of punitive or coercive nature such as the belief that the AIDS infected should be 
separated from the rest of the population (Herek, Capitanio, and Widaman, 2002).

An analysis of one of the central societal actors, the domestic media, demonstrates 
that these views were apparent at several aspects of society, and that the framing act 
constructing AIDS linked it to various conceptions of threat. The media discourse, 
however, reveals a greater temporal dynamic regarding what AIDS was being asso­
ciated to than what was indicated by the aforementioned population surveys. In the 
first years of investigation, i.e. the early 1990s, references to AIDS in the news 
media mainly occurred in stories on two other topics, gays in the military and



158 Roxanna Sjostedt

immigration. Through a somewhat fuzzy chain of association, these two groups 
were, at least indirectly, framed as threats to the United States.

The first group of articles concerned President Clinton’s promise to lift a ban 
against homosexuals serving in the US military. This became a highly debated issue 
which was viewed as a question of “morale and discipline /  . . .  /  and even the 
spread of AIDS” (The New York Times, 1993). A related issue appeared in 1995 
concerning a provision which aimed at discharging 1,214 HIV-positive soldiers 
from the US military (Pittsburgh Post-Gazette/The Associated Press, 1995). This 
proposal was rejected and re-proposed by different congressional committees, but 
was eventually passed by Congress in 1996 as part of a larger defense legislation 
which was seen as critical to the national security of the United States. President 
Clinton declared the provision to be “unconstitutional, completely abhorrent and 
offensive” (The New York Times, 1996), and it was eventually repealed. The fram­
ing of these two related stories differs somewhat. In relation to homosexuals in the 
military opposing voices were often quoted, interviewed, or published in the news 
media. The HIV infected soldiers were more framed as victims, receiving less oppo­
sition, and appeared to be seen less as a threat to the security of the United States.

In 1993, one third of the media texts on HIV/AIDS concerned the internment 
of270 Haitian political refugees at Guantanamo.4 As almost the entire asylum seek- 
ing group was HIV positive, it was prohibited from entering the United States, 
while it at the same time could not be sent back to the political turmoil at Haiti. This 
issue received great media attention and the immigration policy barring foreigners 
with communicable diseases caused extensive political and societal debate (e.g. 
USA Today, 1993). Some argued that “more HIV-infected people admitted to the 
country are not a possible threat of more fatal AIDS infections — they are a certain 
threat” (Chicago Sun-Times, 1993), while representatives from the medical com­
munity stressed that there was a “lack of a public health threat” (Osborn in Time, 
1993b). Civil rights leader, Jesse Jackson, began a fast in support of the refugees at 
Guantanamo (Time, 1993b), a move also taken by a number of college students at 
Yale and Harvard (The Boston Herald, 1993). Eventually, in June 1993, a federal 
judge ordered that the Haitians to be immediately allowed entry to the US, arguing 
that their detainment was “outrageous, callous, and reprehensible” as they were 
“neither criminals nor national security risks” (Times-Picayune/Associated Press,
1993) . This ended the Haitians 20-month detention at the US military camp. With 
regard to the general immigration ban, both the Senate and the House nevertheless 
voted to uphold it, although a particular “INS waiver for athletes with HIV or 
AIDS” was given to participants of the 1994 Gay Games (The Washington Post,
1994) .

In sum, the societal discourse in the early 1990s mainly viewed HIV/AIDS in an 
American context, concerning the effects of AIDS on the military’s ability to defend 
the homeland, or whether immigrants posed a threat to the American nation.

However, this fairly one-dimensioned focus started, to change by mid-1990s. A 
search for texts on HIV and Africa generated for instance 66 documents in 1993; 
122 in 1996; 216 in 1998; and 270 in 1999.5 These figures indicate that the media 
space given to cover the situation on the African continent continuously increased
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during the second half of the 1990s (Milwaukee Journal Sentinel/New York 
Times/Associated Press, 1996; Pittsburgh Post-Gazette/Reuters News Service, 
1997). Along with the increased attention came an increased US involvement 
abroad, although the latter was not always applauded. In 1997 several different 
media sources told the story about, and strongly criticized, an American AIDS 
research project that conducted experiments in developing countries. The effects of 
the drug AZT was assessed by giving it to some HIV infected pregnant women 
while others in a control group received placebo. The critique from the media was 
harsh:

The United States has a moral obligation to refrain from conducting experi­
ments on human subjects abroad that it would not allow here /  . . .  /  one can­
not discount the humanity of another without diminishing one’s own.

(The Houston Chronicle, 1997; The Denver Post/ The New York Times,
1997)

These experiments were discussed by a number of other societal actors as well and 
various organizations and scientists raise the issue of ethics. The executive editor of 
New England Journal of Medicine called the research project a “retreat from ethi­
cal principles” (The Denver Post/The New York Times, 1997), comparing it to the 
infamous Tuskegee experiments.6

By the end of the 1990s different news media also began to report on AIDS as a 
“epidemic of color”, both with regard to the situation in sub-Saharan Africa, and in 
the United States (The Houston Chronicle/The New York Times, 1998; The 
Columbus Dispatch, 1998), highlighting the demographic changes of the epidemic. 
Now the discourse definitely began moving away from framing AIDS in terms of a 
health problem. Reports from southern Africa viewed AIDS as a threat to social 
order (Buffalo News/Los Angeles Times, 1998), highlighting the number of deaths 
caused by AIDS and other diseases. The construction act of AIDS changed vocab­
ulary; now there was a much greater sense of alarm, employing phrases like “the 
war on disease” (The Washington Post, 1999b). Viewing AIDS and other diseases 
as something with greater implications than only human health has led to an 
increased linkage to other societal factors. This implied that the very idea of secu­
rity incorporated also non-military issues:

Think of what the world would be like if wc could shift a fraction of the money, 
energy, ingenuity and talent that went to the Cold War to a campaign to erad­
icate the six most deadly infectious diseases. This may well be the key to world 
stability in the 21st century.

(The Washington Post, 1999b)

The AIDS situation was now labeled a “State of Emergency” and focus was on the 
global aspect of AIDS and its devastating effects on communities in the third world. 
Collective work against AIDS was now stressed and “we must get beyond seeing 
this as a moral issue” (The Houston Chronicle, 1999).
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Analyzing societal actors other than the media, it becomes apparent that during 
the initial years of investigation AIDS abroad, or the implications of the epidemic 
in Africa on the international community, was hardly mentioned. “What is the 
global health community doing to help prevent HIV and AIDS in Africa?” asked 
the deputy director of the International Health Program Office of the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (The Adanta Journal and Constitution, 1993). 
Judging by the amount of attention given to the international AIDS issue, perhaps 
not enough -  although even less was done outside the health policy field of expert­
ise. When asked to assess the US government’s past record concerning different 
aspects of AIDS — for instance research, treatment, and prevention — a board of 
AIDS activists gave a very low score with regard to the US’ involvement in the 
“world arena” (San Antonio Express-News, 1998). By mid-1990s this, however, 
began to change. In 1995, USAID organized a three-day conference on fighting the 
global spread of the disease, and it was stressed that

The United States will continue to exercise leadership -  in word and deed on 
the issue of HIV/AIDS. The United States will not run away from its respon­
sibilities on this issue. The stakes are too high.

(Deutsche Presse-Agentur, 1995)

By late 1990s also other important societal actors started to take active measures 
against AIDS. In 1998 Bill Gates, for instance, donated $100 million dollars to 
improve access to vaccines among third world children, followed by $25 million in 
spring 1999 for the development of an AIDS vaccine (The Boston Globe, 1999a). 
T h at was the largest charitable AIDS gift to date (USA Today, 1999b) and was the 
initiation of Gates* continued work to fight AIDS through the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation. Also domestic AIDS activists became involved in the interna­
tional sphere o f the epidemic. The organization AIDS Action, which by tradition 
had mostly been concerned with issues at home, visited the Capitol Hill in April 
1999 “to lobby for funds to fight the global epidemic” (USA Today, 1999a).

The African American community also started to get involved. This societal 
group had received much criticism from members within its own camp for being 
slow to respond to the domestic AIDS issue. David Satcher, the surgeon general 
appointed by President Clinton, claimed that civil rights groups and black preach­
ers had not acted against AIDS, despite the changing domestic demographics of 
those infected with HIV:

I grew up in the black church. I think the church had problems with the life­
style o f homosexuality. A real problem has been getting ministers that are even 
willing to talk about it in their pulpits.

(The Houston Chronicle/The New York Times, 1998)

Different actions indicate, however, an increased involvement by the black com­
munity to work against AIDS in the United States. This led to a call for interna­
tional involvement, as pointed out by Julian Bond, chairman of the board of the 
NAAGP:
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African-Americans, too, must no longer sit idly by as African die by the millions 
/ . . . / .  African-American leadership, finally waking up to AIDS at home, must 
rally its political might to open the nation’s eyes -  and pocketbooks -  to this 
growing tragedy.

(The Boston Globe, 1999d)

The changing demography of AIDS also moved focus away from morality as the 
epidemic in Africa had nothing to do with any “life style issues” of the victims. 
Church representatives now had a new platform for approaching AIDS, as stated 
by Rev. Eugene Rivers III, co-chairman of the National Ten-Point Coalition, a 
church based anti-crime network.

Promiscuity and rape now function as weapons of mass destruction. We need 
a post-civil rights freedom movement to free the women of the world from rape 
and sexual exploitation.

(The Boston Globe, 1999c)

To sum up the investigation of the US societal discourse the analysis indicates fairly 
great changes over time — both with regard to the way HIV/  AIDS was framed, and 
the actors involved in the issue. From mainly linking AIDS to homosexuality, AIDS 
was by the mid-1990s seen as a human security issue. These framing changes, and 
especially the increased involvement by a number of actors, certainly formed a 
national mood which certainly facilitated the eventual securitization of AIDS.

The domestic political context

Tracing the statements and actions of the American political elite, a discursive 
change over time regarding the framing of HIV/AIDS and the parties involved — 
i.e. act and actors -  can be discerned. At the beginning of the 1990s, the AIDS issue 
was mainly the concern of the Department of Health as well as various organiza­
tions devoted to public health. AIDS as a  domestic issue was less controversial than 
it had been in the previous decade, although the policy struggle between various 
interest groups indeed continued. AIDS as an international issue was not viewed as 
any major concern to the United States, and “ [ujntil the late 1990s the African epi­
demic received little direct US attention outside of health-based organizations such 
as the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and development organizations such as 
US Agency of International Development (USAID)” (Gow 2002:66).

Some members of US Congress were, however, continuously engaged in the 
fight against AIDS, both home and abroad. For instance, US Congressman, Ron 
Dellums was one key figure in the political sphere. In 1993, with regard to the ban 
against gays in the US military, Dellums, then chair of the House Armed Services 
Committee, spoke out against the ban, saying that “I think we ought to move 
beyond our ignorance, beyond our fears, beyond our prejudices, beyond our dis­
crimination” (The Virginian-Pilot/The Ledger-Star, 1993). Also regarding the 
aforementioned military HIV discharge provision, Dellums was a strong opponent.
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As regards AIDS in Africa, Dellums, who later became the head of an AIDS aware­
ness advocacy group, became an important force in creating recognition of the 
problem among the African-American community. At the end of the 1990s 
Dellums devoted his time to inform church leaders and other key figures in the 
black community.

People have been slow to recognize the changing face of AIDS, and therefore 
the changing politics of AIDS /  . . .  /  What this issue has lacked is people pre­
pared to talk loud enough to take it to the political level.

(The Boston Globe, 1999d)

Also Congressman Jesse Jackson Jr. supported the fight against AIDS both through 
his Congressional voting record and verbally. In a statement on the floor of the 
House Jackson stressed the gravity of the AIDS epidemic in Africa and strongly crit­
icized the United States for being “more responsive to the narrow commercial 
interests of the pharmaceutical industry than to the public health and humanitarian 
interest”, with regard to the issue of allowing cheap manufacturing of drugs in 
developing nations (Jackson, 1999a). Jackson also introduced a Hope for Africa Act, 
an economic plan that strived among other things toward sustainable economic 
development, food security, and “strengthening health care, particularly for AIDS 
prevention and treatment” (Jackson, 1999b).

US Senator Russ Feingold was another member of the political elite who worked 
actively in lifting the AIDS issue up on the agenda. Being the ranking Democrat on 
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee’s Subcommittee on African Affairs, 
Feingold consistently attempted to raise the issue in Congress, arguing that “the 
Senate should support legislation that works with the countries of Sub-Saharan 
Africa to diversify and strengthen African economies and fight the real enemies of 
economic progress on the continent: the overwhelming debt burden and the devas­
tating AIDS epidemic” (Feingold, 1999a). In accordance with this, Feingold intro­
duced the HOPE for Africa Act, a legislation that similar to Jackson’s legislation 
attempted to promote US-African trade relations and which would take “crucial 
steps to support the fight against the crushing HIV/AIDS epidemic” (Feingold, 
1999b). After visiting a number of countries in Africa together with Richard 
Holbrooke in December 1999, Feingold declared that he “found the specter of 
AIDS in Africa to be terrifying”, concluding that

not only from the point of view of the people there and international dangers of 
AIDS we need to be more aggressive in helping those countries attack this 
problem Feingold urges more attention on AIDS.

(Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, 1999a)

Another actor in the political sphere that is a key figure in shaping the discursive act 
on HTV/AIDS is Sandra Thurman, often nick-named ‘the AIDS czar’, who was 
appointed director of the White House Office of National AIDS policy by President 
Clinton in 1997. Having been an AIDS activist for 15 years, Thurman became an
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important political figure in terms of “giving AIDS a strong voice at the White House” 
(The Atlantajournal and Constitution, 1997). In November 1997, Thurman went on 
her first fact finding mission to Africa and declared after the trip that

I think we knew that the epidemic was moving faster than we could capture, 
but I had no idea that the numbers would be as large as they are in fact.

(The Atlantajournal and Constitution, 1997)

During Easter 1999, US Congress went on another fact-finding delegation to sub- 
Saharan Africa. Also this trip was led by Sandra Thurm an, and included several 
Congressmen and their staff. The report that summarized the findings of the dele­
gation came to form “the basis of much of the government’s response” (Siplon, 
2002: 126) with regard to how to handle the international HIV/AIDS issue. 
Thurman was persistent in urging on the fight against the epidemic and to support 
the struggle to African countries and stressed that “we need to be united in our 
efforts to stop the disease here and throughout the world” (The Denver Post, 1999).

Perhaps the most central figure at the political setting besides President Bill 
Clinton and Vice-President A1 Gore when it comes to the construction act of 
HIV/AIDS is the Clinton administration’s ambassador to the UN, Richard 
Holbrooke. In December 1999, Holbrooke undertook a 10-nation trip to Africa 
with Senator Russ Feingold. The three main aims of the journey was to review a 
potentially explosive situation in the Democratic Republic of the Congo; to discuss 
UN’s role in Africa; and to strengthen aspects of President Clinton’s and Secretary 
of State Albright’s agenda for Africa (Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, 1999b). Having 
been a US diplomat for over thirty years, Holbrooke had been involved in several 
different issue areas in several different parts of the world — most notably the 
restoration of peace in Bosnia. He had, however, never been to southern Africa, 
and never worked on the AIDS issue, thus having “much in common with other 
Americans who have taken decades to recognize the global AIDS threat” (USA 
Today, 2002). While traveling around Africa the implications of the epidemic 
became painfully clear, and after meeting a number of AIDS orphans in Lusaka 
“Holbrooke was galvanized to act” (Barnett and Prins, 2006: 360). According to 
Feingold, “what Richard Holbrooke did on that trip has to be one of the seminal 
events that led to an increased focus on AIDS in Africa” (USA Today, 2002). 
Deciding that the situation demanded a quick response from the world community, 
Holbrooke, Feingold says,

started doing what Dick Holbrooke does. I watched him call up the Secretary 
General [Kofi Annan] and tell him that we had to have a Security Council 
meeting on AIDS. The Secretary General said, “We cannot do that. AIDS 
isn’t a security issue”.

(USA Today, 2002; also Prins, 2004)

Also some of the permanent members of the UN Security Council were skeptical 
“France and China relented, and eventually Russia agreed, but only because
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everyone else wanted it; not on positive grounds” (Prins, 2004:941). The Secretary 
General also rather quickly changed his mind, and as mentioned in the introduc­
tion of this chapter, the Security Council meeting took place one month after this 
phone conversation. Holbrooke explained his reasons for pushing for this meeting 
taking place:

Some people wonder, why hold a Security Council meeting on a health issue? 
There has never been a Security Council meeting on a health issue. The rea­
son is simple. In Africa, in southern Africa, in countries like Namibia and South 
Africa, Zimbabwe and other countries, AIDS is far more than a health issue. It 
is jeopardizing the advances that these countries have made.

(The New York Times, 1999)

Finally, turning to the two central actors in this securitization process, President Bill 
Clinton and Vice-President A1 Gore, we find that already in his inaugural speech in 
January  1993, Clinton demonstrated an awareness of the implications of 
H IV /A ID S by declaring that

we must meet challenges abroad as well as at home. There is no longer division 
between what is foreign and what is domestic -  the world economy, the world 
environment, the world AIDS crisis, the world arms race -  they affect us all

(Clinton, 1993)

Clinton continued to place HIV/AIDS on the agenda by pursuing the removal of 
the aforementioned controversial policies concerning the ban on AIDS-infected 
immigrants and the ban on gays in the military. Although Clinton’s interest in these 
two issues clearly indicates his belief in the importance of AIDS, it actually can be 
viewed as a form of desecuritization of the issue — at least that is what the political 
opposition argued when voting for the maintaining the bans. That was probably 
not the case, but rather being an attempt to alter two highly discriminatory policies 
that had been criticized by the international community as well as domestically. 
However, in the immigration case, Clinton did not waive the HIV ban on human­
itarian grounds until a federal judge ordered the immediate release of the refugees 
(Pittsburgh Post-Gazette/Miami Herald, 1993).

By mid-1990s, the attention to the AIDS issue by the Clinton administration 
intensified. At the USAID’s conference on AIDS in 1995 a representative from the 
State Departm ent claimed that it was “a recognition on the part of the US govern­
ment that such medical problems are a major national security concern in the post 
Cold W ar world” (Deutsche Presse-Agentur, 1995). A government-supported 
council committee, CISET, also concluded in a study that diseases such as AIDS 
constitute a  global threat (Heymann, 2003: 197), and in December the first-ever 
White House Conference on HIV and AIDS took place (US Department of Health 
and Hum an Services, 2000).

In  February 1996, the Clinton administration released its national security strat­
egy* appropriately called “A National Security Strategy of Engagement and
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Enlargement” as it included several issues beyond traditional military arms races 
and deterrence strategies. Instead, US national security also incorporated

assisting developing nations who are fighting overpopulation, AIDS, drug 
smuggling and environmental degradation [to] ensure that future generations 
of Americans will not have to contend with the consequences of neglecting 
these threats to our security.

(The White House, 1996)

These ideas were further developed during 1996. In a speech on June 12, Vice 
President A1 Gore declared that “emerging infections threaten national and global 
security”, and went on saying that

we cannot sit by and wait for the next AIDS or Ebola virus to come knocking at 
our door. We can never rest on our laurels or let down our guard. There will be 
no victory parades, but there must be unyielding vigilance.

(Gore, 1996)

The same day as Gore’s speech the White House released the information that 
President Clinton had issued Presidential Decision Directive NSTC-7 a decree designed 
to establish “national policy and implementing actions to address the threat of 
emerging infectious diseases” (Clinton, 1996). Clinton declared that “I have deter­
mined that the national and international system of infectious disease surveillance, 
prevention, and response is inadequate to protect the health o f United States citi­
zens”, and called for a number of actions which “ [w]here relevant /  . . .  /  will be 
coordinated with Presidential Decision Directive (PDD)39/United States Policy on 
Counterterrorism”. Particularly interesting about this document is that Clinton 
views disease as a possible threat, and calls on a number of different governmental 
departments and agencies to implement a number of actions against infectious dis­
eases, among them the National Security Council (NSC) and the Department of 
Defense (DoD). The mission of the Department of Defense was expanded, estab­
lishing a special disease surveillance system, the DoD-GEIS. Among other things 
this system includes “support of global surveillance /  . . .  /  and response to emerg­
ing infectious disease threats” , as they “are a threat to US military personnel and 
families” and “present a risk to US national security” (GEIS, 2009).

In 1997, Clinton appointed, as mentioned earlier, a special AIDS policy advisor, 
Sandra Thurman, and later announced a $150 million federal initiative for AIDS 
research. In 1998, on World AIDS day, the Clinton administration further 
increased its work against AIDS by pledging a $10 million assistance package to 
help AIDS orphans and S200 million to AIDS vaccine research. A US Congress 
fact-finding delegation to sub-Saharan Africa was also announced (BufTalo News/ 
Associated Press, 1998). O n July 19, 1999, A1 Gore revealed the administration’s 
new health plan, the Leadership in Fighting and Epidemic (LIFE) Initiative. The 
United States would spend S200 million on AIDS prevention and treatment the 
following year, two thirds of which would be earmarked for sub-Saharan Africa



(Gow, 2002). At the same time, however, the administration was criticized by AIDS 
activists for running the errands of the large pharmaceutical companies and not 
promoting the cheap manufacturing of AIDS drugs (ACTUP, 1999; The 
Washington Post, 1999a). Heavy protesting by activists clearly shook the adminis­
tration and in December Clinton announced that American trade rules would be 
relaxed in order to increase access to HIV drugs.

When HIV and AIDS epidemics are involved /  . . .  /  the United States will 
henceforward implement its health care policies and trade policies in a manner 
that ensures people in the poorest countries won’t have to go without medicine 
they so desperately need.

(American Health Line, 1999)

On World AIDS Day , December 1, Hilary Rodham Clinton appeared at the 
United Nations imploring leaders to “step up the war against AIDS”, and called it 
a “plague of biblical proportions” (Daily News, 1999). The reports from 
Holbrooke’s and Feingold’s ten-day trip to Africa in December also made great 
impact on the President and Vice-president, and Gore was to chair the debate at the 
Security Council meeting onjanuary 10,2000, the first time a US vice-president sat 
the chair for a council debate as well as spoke at the Council.

These actions aside, the Clinton administration was criticized by activists for not 
“dedicating enough attention to Africa generally and AIDS in particular” (CNN, 
2000). About the UN meeting Peter Piot said:

the good news is that the US government is mobilizing. The bad news is that it 
took so long. This is not a catastrophe that came out of the blue. It has been 
clearly coming for at least 10 years.

(The Washington Post, 2000)

Gore agreed to this: “The (AIDS) activists are right that this was ignored for far too 
long” he said (King et al., 2000).

In sum, the process-tracing of the US political context indicates that a number of 
different political actors over time became involved in the HIV/AIDS issue and 
helped to bring it into the political spotlight. The framing act also changed, becom­
ing increasingly linked to international issues and security.
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Concluding discussion

The in-depth process-tracing of the events taking place during the 1990s and the 
reconstruction of the major discourses with regard to HIV/AIDS demonstrate a 
shift over time with regard to both the framing of the epidemic and the actors 
involved in this framing process. In all three contexts-the international, the domes­
tic societal, and the domestic political -  AIDS increasingly became viewed as an 
international problem and a security issue.

At the international context it is evident that in particular three important actors 
attempted to transform the HIV/AIDS issue from its initial public health oriented
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focus to a major international concern. Interestingly, the relevance of the actor 
becomes even more evident when taken down to the individual level. All three of 
these major international organizations, W HO, UNAIDS, and the World Bank 
were headed by individuals -  Mann, Piot, and Wolfensohn -  who recognized the 
scope and the implications of the epidemic, and who strived to diffuse the idea that 
AIDS was exceptional and thereby needing an exceptional and unified global 
response. In line with the literature on the diffusion of international norms it can be 
argued that these central actors — meaning both the organizations per se, and these 
three individuals in particular -  form a necessary foundation to the securitization 
process. However, the empirical record, as discussed earlier, indicates that the 
direct discursive powers of these actors were limited — several of the international 
actors admitted in retrospect that they were unable to convey the ominous global 
consequences of the epidemic to the political decision-makers of states.

Nevertheless, although it is difficult to establish any direct ideational causal chain 
between the international level and the US decision-making elite (cf., Finnemore 
and Sikkink, 1998), it can be argued that the gradual discursive change by the inter­
national community played some part in the creation o f a  new security discourse 
that began to form in the mid-1990s.

Looking at the societal context a clear temporal change o f discourse is also found. 
Various societal actors were involved in the reconstruction of the AIDS issue dur­
ing the 1990s. The US media perhaps being the most powerful actor when it comes 
to determining what was being said and how the stories were told, but also other 
actors such as AIDS activist groups and other societal organizations played impor­
tant roles in the framing of the epidemic. All these actors began simultaneously 
from mid-1990s to pursue a different framing act compared to previous years, and 
the main difference concerned the international connotation. Although the situa­
tion in Africa had been extremely serious since the beginning of the decade, it took 
until 1996 before it was recognized by a greater societal collective. After that, the 
media focus shifted almost exclusively towards the pandemic on the African conti­
nent, and the linkage of AIDS to US national security became indirect, as opposed 
to the direct threat posed by the Haitian refugees in 1993. Indirect or not, the 
African pandemic would be viewed as a much greater danger to the security of the 
United States than any other situation concerning AIDS.

These changes in the societal setting clearly constituted a new “national mood” 
(Kingdon, 2003) concerning the outlook on AIDS, as well as facilitated the con­
struction of the AIDS-security nexus proposed by the decision-making elite. Also 
here it is naturally difficult to establish the direction of any causal chain -  was it the 
societal context that influenced the political or vice-versa? -  since they time-wise 
occurred concurrendy. Nevertheless, as with the international setting, it can be 
claimed that the societal discourse constituted one important part in a broader 
process.

The political context, finally, mirrors the aforementioned processes. Regardless 
if the reaction to AIDS by the Clinton administration was too slow or not -  a num­
ber of political actors nevertheless continuously pushed for at least a politicization 
of HIV/AIDS during the 1990s, both domestically and abroad. These actors used



168 Roxanna Sjostedt

different policy tools to alter the United States’ political and economic policies 
towards AIDS. In all, it can be concluded that in the political context both the dis­
course and the policy actions concerning AIDS certainly intensified during the 
mid-1990s, when the framing act changed and AIDS as an international issue, 
and more importandy the implications of AIDS on security, started to dominate the 
discourse.

Although some might claim that the changes in the political setting were the 
main determinants for the subsequent securitization of AIDS, the three-level analy­
sis performed here nevertheless indicates that the process leading up to the securi- 
dzing move was not exclusively a political one. Instead, similar processes occurred 
both internadonally and domestically, in the political sphere and in society at large. 
Although one cannot claim for certain that the Clinton administration was influ­
enced by the other two discursive settings, it can be argued that the existence of 
three parallel processes certainly increased the likelihood of a securitizing move. As 
suggested by Leonard and Kaunert in this volume, and building on the works by 
K ingdon, a  broader focus that incorporates different aspects of a policy process is 
necessary when studying securitization (Leonard and Kaunert, Chapter 3 this vol­
ume). By focusing on how the framing act of HIV/AIDS was constructed over time, 
and  on the actors of different contexts involved in this framing act, we are able to get 
a  m ore comprehensive understanding o f why President Clinton securitized 
H IV /A ID S  in 2000. The three simultaneous discursive processes together opened 
a  window o f  opportunity that not only made a securitization possible but actually 
viewed as something necessary. Had, for instance, the US domestic societal setting 
not undergone the change of opinion with regard to AIDS, and instead continued 
to view the epidemic as a problem of a domestic sub-culture, it might have been 
m uch m ore difficult for the President to manage to frame it as a national security 
problem . H ad not the international community recognized the implications of 
AIDS it would probably have been more difficult to dedicate a Security Council 
m eeting to this epidemic. As the framing act o f AIDS now was remarkably similar 
in all three discourses by the end o f the 1990s, it can be argued that AIDS was inter­
nalized as a  security threat which both shaped the ideas and interests of the US 
adm inistration as well as helped to realize these ideas and interests.

N otes
1 For instance, on July 17, 2000 the Security Council passed resolution 1308 in which the 

Council stressed that “the HIV/AIDS pandemic, if unchecked, may pose a risk to stabil­
ity and security” (United Nations Security Council, 2000a). Less than a year later, in June 
2001, the important United Nations General Assembly Special Session (UNGASS) took 
place, being the first time the UN convened in a special session to discuss a disease. 
The HIV/AIDS has also continued to be a topic for discussion at a number of other inter­
national gatherings, for instance the G8. During the presidency of George W. Bush, the 
United States sustained the policies set by the Clinton administration. Although criticized 
for attempting to include a conservative Christian morality aspect into the PEPFAR 
program of foreign aid, the US government is regardless the single largest contributor 
to funding AIDS prevention and therapy programs in developing countries (Vieira, 
2007).
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2 T o  reco n stru c t th e  in te rn a tio n a l co n tex t d o c u m e n ts  fro m  in te rn a tio n a l o rg an iza tio n s  
such as the U N , W H O , N A T O , a n d  th e  W o rld  B an k  h av e  b een  g a th e re d , as well as sec­
o n d a ry  sou rce  tex ts o n  th is  topic. T h e  U S  soc ie ta l a n d  political d iscourses w ere  investi­
g a ted  b y  searches in th e  L exis-N exis A cad em ic  d a ta b a se . S ea rch es  w ere  d e lim ited  to  th e  
50  m ost c ircu la ted  U S  new sp ap ers (“ m a jo r  U S  n ew sp ap ers”), u sin g  d ifferen t se a rc h  te rm s 
such  as ‘H IV ’ o r  ‘A ID S ’ follow ed by  w / 15 United States, w / 15 national security, o r  w l 15 Africa 
to  en su re  th a t  o n ly  d o cu m en ts  co n ta in in g  these  tw o  te rm s n o  m o re  th a n  15 w o rd s a p a r t , 
i.e. in  th e  sam e sen ten ce , w ould  b e  g a th e re d . U S  L ib ra ry  o f  C o n g re ss  d a ta b a se  a n d  sea rch  
eng ine Thomas w w w .th o m as .g o v / w as also  u sed  fo r  th e  co n g ress io n a l re co rd s  a n d  deb ates .

3 This stance  has , h ow ever, also  g e n e ra te d  c r itiq u e  fro m  m a n y  in  th e  field o f  p u b lic  h e a lth  
w ho  a rg u e  th a t th e  A ID S  th re a t  is ex ag g e ra ted  a n d  th a t  th e  “sing le  issue ad v o cacy  is h a r m ­
in g  h ea lth  system s a n d  d iv e rtin g  re so u rces  fro m  m o v e r  effective in te rv en tio n s  a g a in s t 
o th e r  diseases” (D as a n d  S a m ara sek e ra , 2008 : 2102).

4  L exis-N exis d a ta b a se , u sing  se a rc h  te rm s  H I V / 15 U n ite d  S ta te s
5 L exis-N exis search : M a jo r  U S  n ew sp ap ers , ‘H I V  w / 15 A frica ’
6  In  those th e  U S  g o v e rn m en t w ith h e ld  tre a tm e n t  fro m  p o o r  b lack  syphilis pa tien ts .
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9 Securitization, culture 
and power
Rogue states in US and German 
discourse

H olger S tritzel and D irk  Schmittchen

The portrayal of rogue states as a serious threat to global security remains part of a 
unique US security discourse. While the rogue states image is a central continuity in 
US strategic discourse after the end of the Cold W ar characterising states support­
ing terrorism and seeking the acquisition of Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD), 
the reception of rogue states in Germany could not be more different within the 
transatlantic security community. After having been largely ignored, its late recep­
tion has been marked by scepticism, irony and open hostility towards the US, criti­
cising the United States of stigmatising other nations and separating the world into 
dichotomous spheres of good and evil. German politicians, academics and political 
lobbyists talking about rogue states can hardly be found.

In recent years explanations of US or German foreign policy and differences 
between the two countries have stressed the importance of identity, culture and 
social role (see e.g. Berger 1998; Dalgaard-Nielsen 2006; Duffield 1998; Hamisch 
and Maull 2001; Longhurst 2004; Szabo 2004; Williams 2005). Scholars who have 
examined both countries with regards to the perception of rogue states (see e.g. 
Rudolf 1999; Ponemann 1998) follow a similar line of argument, claiming that 
Germany has developed the identity of a ‘trading state* and ‘civilian power* with 
strong economic interests so that it prefers soft measures such as diplomacy, positive 
economic incentives and multilateralism. In contrast the US has developed the 
identity of a ‘security state* and military superpower which has the willingness and 
capacity to act if it comes to believe that there is an important security problem at 
stake.1 A similar argument has also been provided by Robert Kagan who describes 
cleavages between Europe and the US with the opposing cultures of Mars and 
Venus which are derived from different positions of power in the current interna­
tional system (see Kagan 2003). Since Europe is not able to act unilaterally and mil­
itarily, European states attempt to solve international problems by diplomatic and 
economic means. Furthermore, as Europeans made disastrous experiences with 
power politics in the twentieth century and found a path to a lasting inner- 
European peace by integration and cooperation, they now regard the positive 
example of the European Integration as a worthwhile archetype to solve conflicts 
worldwide. In contrast to Europe, the US never had negative experiences with 
power politics and therefore shows no negative attitudes towards what Kagan calk 
a ‘policy of strength*.
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There is certainly a grain of truth in these readings. As one will see, the security 
discourses on rogue states in both countries are indeed marked by excessive refer­
ences to ‘US leadership* in the US and non-military and multilateralist lines of 
argument in Germany. Also, Germany’s outlook after the end of the Cold War has 
indeed been much more regional than the US outlook, trying to stabilise its imme­
diate environment through economic cooperation and diplomacy in an attempt to 
‘export’ stability to Eastern Europe and Russia.

Yet, while we agree that cultural discourse traditions of ‘US internationalism’ 
and ‘German civilian foreign policy’ play an important role in understanding 
US-German differences, we argue that traditional explanations suffer from two 
sets of conceptual problems. The first problem is the diversity of the discourse. A 
reconstruction of the actual threat discourses on rogue states in both countries 
reveak that the discourses are much more heterogeneous, with different positions 
competing with one another. For example, in the case of Germany’s rogue state 
reception, conservative security experts such asjoachim Krause have launched sev­
eral initiatives to promote the threat image of rogue states for Germany. In the US, 
the evolution of the rogue states doctrine has been controversial from the very 
beginning with scholars such as Michael Klare or Robert Litwak and politicians 
such as Colin Powell or Madeleine Albright expressing their scepticism about the 
rogue states metaphor (see Schmittchen and Stritzel 2008). The threat perceptions 
in Germany and the US are thus far from homogeneous. Acknowledging this het­
erogeneity in the threat dkcourses is particularly rare in the academic literature on 
German foreign policy, creating the fake impression of monolithic threat percep­
tions and neglecting the role of actors for the genesk of threat images (see in partic­
ular Berger 1998; Duffield 1998).

Second, a related problem of the existing explanations is that they leave unex­
plored the black-box of what preckely maintains the different outlooks and domi­
nant perceptions in both countries. Is it indeed the culturally determined mindsets of 
German and US elites as many cultural and identity-based explanations at least 
implicitly suggest? Taken on its own, orthodox explanations based on identity, cul­
ture and social role tend to provide a too structural and too static perspective which 
ignores discourse dynamics, social power struggles and political deckions which lie 
behind threat perceptions.2 Threat images and security discourses are always con­
structed by certain actors struggling against other actors from specific positions of 
power. Structural dkpositions always need to be sustained and translated into 
action. Therefore, threat images such as the rogue states metaphor result from soci- 
olinguistic and socio-political processes that are embedded in but not determined 
by its respective cultural context.

We argue that the exkting culturalkt literature on differences between US and 
German security policy would therefore gain from an engagement with a contextu- 
alist reading of securitization as elaborated by Stritzel (2007; forthcoming). We 
begin with an analysk of the origins of the rogue states image before we reconstruct 
the threat discourse on rogue states in the US and Germany which we then relate to 
its sociolinguistic and socio-political dimensions.
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O rigins o f the rogue states image

In  a  general sense, the rogue states image gives a  nam e to the decades-old structural 
p rob lem  o f  isolation, revisionism and revolutionism in international society. There 
have always been m ore o r less radical challengers to the international status quo, to 
its fundam ental values, its m ain  powers a n d /o r  its existing geographical dem arca­
tions. T h e  rogue states image frames these general structural problem s in a dis­
tinctly  A m erican language and  gives a great variety o f perceived security problems 
a  u n ita ry  fram e (‘the* rogue states problematic).

In  th e  U S  the usage o f  the rogue states image o r similar expressions can be traced 
back  to  th e  1970s, especially in academ ic circles. In 1971, Yehezkel D ror analysed 
the th rea ts originating from  crazy states: irregular actors not abiding by international 
no rm s w hich according to D ro r m ust not under any circumstances be allowed to 
acqu ire  W M D  (see D ro r 1971). At the end o f  the 1970s it was R obert Harkavy deal­
ing  w ith  the sim ilar concept o f  pariah states who w arned against the potential prolif­
e ra tio n  o f  W M D  to  internationally isolated states trying to deter their neighbours 
from  invasion (see Harkavy 1977; 1981). In 1985, US President Ronald Reagan 
characterised  Iran , Libya, N orth  K orea, C uba and  N icaragua as outlaw states sup­
p o rtin g  terrorist groups and  forming a  ‘new, international version o f M urder, 
Incorporated* (Reagan 1985).3

In  the b ro ad er context o f  these academ ic and political traditions the term rogue 
states itself was a  m edia creation in the late 1970s before the expression entered into 
the official language o f  US adm inistrations, criticising mainly Pol Pot’s Cambodia 
a n d  Id i A m in’s U ganda for massive hum an rights violations, genocides and brutal 
d ictatorships. In  this exam ple, the label ‘rogue regim e’ gives illegitimate political 
rep resen ta tion  and  repressive leadership practices a  distinctly moral connotation o f 
ac ting  as a  ‘crim inal against one’s own people’ which is portrayed to stand in con­
trast to  the W estern /libera l notion o f dem ocracy (see Litwak 2000:50). Henriksen 
(2001: 358) and  T an te r  (1999: 19) also argue that a  semantic parallel to the notion 
o f  the ‘rogue elephant’ can be draw n. T he term  is based on research by zoologist 
R o b  Slotow  (see Slotow and  van Dyk 2004) on African elephants in Kenya and 
describes unfounded aggressions o f  male animals due to an exorbitant production 
o f  testosterone. As a result o f their ‘abnorm al behaviour’, they are isolated or 
attacked  by o ther elephants. In the early 1980s, this notion o f ‘rogue elephant 
behav iour’ en tered  the U S m edia discourse as well, first to describe the involvement 
o f  the U S  C en tral Intelligence Agency in acts o f  sabotage, contract m urder and civil 
w ar ab road , la ter on  increasingly to characterise state behaviour. For this latter 
group, the term  ‘rogue elephant state’ was occasionally used.

T he p o st C old  W ar d iscou rse  on rogue sta tes in  the US

T h e  th rea t image o f rogue states was thus first used by a US president in the politi­
cal speech by Reagan in 1985. Yet, although the spirit and semantic o f the early 
speech by Reagan was kept in the years that followed, at that time the invocation of 
the rogue states spirit rem ained cursory, structurally fragmented and not in any

Securitization, culture and power 17 3

substantive way related to a  new overall strategic doctrine. T herefore, it also did not 
m anage to construct a  broader coalition o f supporters who prom oted its usage in 
the strategic discourse. In the second half o f  the 1980s, it was mainly used to com ­
m ent on single events such as G addafis’ involvement in the attack against US sol­
diers at the G erm an discotheque La Belle in W est Berlin on 5 April 1986 o r Iraq ’s 
first attack against its Kurdish population in H alabja in M arch 1988 using poison 
gas (see Reagan 1986; 1988). This situation changed under George H. W. Bush. 
Entering the post Cold W ar constellation, the th reat image becam e semantically 
more consolidated and was now actively prom oted by a  powerful discourse coali­
tion o f internationalists in the US strategic com m unity.

As Michael K larc (1995: 3-7) has stressed, the end o f  the Cold W ar cam e as a 
shock for the security establishments in the U S and  world-wide. Previously, the 
entire field was structured in relation to the Soviet threat. T h e  military force struc­
ture and weaponry, the defence industry as well as a com prehensive W ashington 
think tank m achinery have been concerned for decades with how to defend against 
the Soviet enemy and win the Cold W ar. W ith the Soviet th reat rapidly disappear­
ing towards the end o f the 1980s, the field was in a  severe identity crisis.

T he early 1990s were thus m arked by several strategic ideas and  assessments 
(see e.g. Bowen and  Dunn 1995; M elanson 1996) underneath  which struggles took 
place on new directions for US security policy and  their institutional and  budgetary 
consequences. George H. W. Bush’s own famous vision o f  a  ‘new world o rder’ 
was initially intensively discussed in the field and  soon severely challenged. T he 
peace movement saw prospects for a  com prehensive nuclear disarm am ent and  a 
debate on prospects for a post Cold W ar ‘peace dividend’ started. O th er actors 
identified ‘instability’, ‘fragmentation* and  ‘unpredictability’ as the new structure of 
security challenges. U nder the heading o f a  ‘new w orld disorder*, they provided a 
pessimistic antithesis to both Bush’s ‘new world o rder’ and  the optim ism 
conveyed in the peace dividend discourse. At the sam e tim e inter-bureaucratic 
rivalries over available and  future funds intensified, as did debates about the future 
shape o f the military force structure and  prospects for severe cuts in the military 
budget.

These ideas and agendas appeared in the public realm  at a  tim e when the US 
economy was weak and fears arose tha t the US m ay decline as a leading economic 
power relative to its m ain international com petitors (see e.g. K ennedy 1988). T he 
general public was described as apathetic w ith regards to foreign policy issues and 
as increasingly inward-looking (see e.g. Rielly 1995; Lindsay 2003). T his did not 
only redirect the attention to domestic policy issues such as health , education, social 
security and economic growth. It also stirred up  fears in the strategic com m unity of 
a  ‘new isolationism’ in US foreign policy. W ith the econom y perceived to be in need 
of fundamental reconstruction and  the general public disinterested in foreign pol­
icy, the traditional lines of conflict in U S strategic discourse of ‘internationalism’ 
versus ‘isolationism’ seemed to gain a  very urgent m om entum . T he prospect that 
the US may retreat from international engagem ent was alarm ing news for a  het­
erogeneous group o f ‘internationalists’ who -  for several reasons -  were in favour of 
maintaining a  strong US power position in the world.



174 Holger Stritzel and Dirk Schmitlchen

The combination of a concern for US power projection capacity and 
international engagement is clearly evident in early speeches by Bush and others, 
reflecting the concerns of US internationalists in a context of fears about isolation­
ist tendencies:

America must possess forces able to respond to threats in whatever corner of 
the globe they may occur. Even in a world where democracy and freedom have 
made great gains, threats remain. Terrorism, hostagetaking, renegade regimes 
and unpredictable rulers, new sources of instability—all require a strong and an 
engaged America.

(Bush 1990: 3)

It is this threat scenario that would justify, Bush argues, the maintenance of a strong 
military:

The budget constraints we face are very real; but so, too, is the need to protect 
the gains that 40 years of peace through strength have earned us. The simple 
fact is this: When it comes to national security, America can never afford to fail 
or fall short

(Bush 1990:5)

Under Clinton the rogue states image continued to dominate the US strategic dis­
course and became fully developed and firmly consolidated. The political dynamic 
at that time had three central characteristics. First, a lack of political leadership by 
Clinton in foreign policy issues (see e.g. Cimbala 1996) and clear preferences for 
focusing on economic issues and domestic reform (see Clinton and Gore 1992). As 
a result, other actors in the US foreign policy complex such as early security advisor 
Anthony Lake and Martin Indyk, at that time senior director for Near East and 
South Asian Affairs at the National Security Council, could play a stronger role in 
giving the rogue states doctrine shape and direction. Second, there was an attempt 
to embed the rogue states image in a broader strategic doctrine for the post Cold 
War period (see Lake 1993; 1994; The White House 1996), initially as an interna­
tionalist vision for a future ‘world of democracies’ and then increasingly as a doc­
trine for regime change in the Middle East. Finally, its genesis at this stage was 
marked by a fierce political and ideological struggle between Clinton and the 
Republican-led Congress, with the Congress receiving support from conservative 
think tanks and ethnic and religious lobby groups, promoting the threat image and 
pressuring Clinton.

The security policy of the early Clinton administration set itself three major tasks. 
First, actors felt obliged to address the question of engagement versus retreat, to jus­
tify their position in this respect and to reach agreement on a respective military 
force structure. Second, with the war in Iraq, the question of the future policy 
towards Iran and Iraq became again more virulent. And finally, the US security 
community o f1993 was still in search for an overall strategic vision and vocabulary 
to make sense of the post Cold War world, a search which also stemmed from the
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US self-perception of having to provide vision and mission for its own policy and 
those of the world.

Anthony Lake tried to define all three aspects in one stroke. H e reflections arc 
laid down in three main documents: first, in the speech From Containment to 
Enlargement (see Lake 1993) which is his first attempt to pin down a strategic vision 
for the post Cold War world; second, the article Confronting Backlash States (see Lake 
1994) in which he elaborates these thoughts by turning the rogue image into a lead­
ing doctrine for future US security policy; and, finally, the US strategic doctrine of 
Enlargement and Engagement (see The White House 1996) which translates Lake’s 
visions into the official language of the US National Security Strategy under 
Clinton. Lake’s elaboration of the rogue states image appears as a move to amalga­
mate the several previous discourses, concerns and immediate policy requirements 
of that time into a single overarching threat metaphor:

As suggested at the outset, in many ways, we are returning to the divisions and 
debates about our role in the world that are as old as our Republic. On one side 
is protectionism and limited foreign engagement; on the other is active 
American engagement abroad on behalf of democracy and expanded trade.
[...] The internationalists won those debates, in part because they could point 
to a unitary threat to America’s interests and because the nation was entering 
a period of economic security. Today’s supporters of engagement abroad have 
neither of those advantages. The threats and opportunities are diffuse and our 
people are deeply anxious about their economic fate. Rallying Americans to 
bear the costs and burdens of international engagement is no less important. 
But it is much more difficult. [. . .] It is time for those who see the value of 
American engagement to steady our ranks; to define our purpose; and to rally 
the American people. In particular, at a time of high deficits and pressing 
domestic needs, we need to make a convincing case for our engagement or else 
see drastic reductions in our military, intelligence, peacekeeping and other for­
eign policy accounts.

(Lake 1993:11-12)

Against this background, Lake’s article Confronting Backlash States which popularised 
the rogue states image reads as providing exactly this kind of unitary threat Lake 
thought to be needed to maintain an internationalist agenda with respective 
resources for the military.

With the mid-term elections of 1994 the then Republican-led Congress turned 
into the main player and advocate of the rogue states image in increasingly fierce 
opposition to Clinton. At the same time ethnic and religious lobby groups gained 
more ground to articulate their position through the Congress. With that the threat 
image received more repressive connotations and was mainly used (i) as a political 
instrument for the deployment of a missile defence shield against traditional/liberal 
arms control strategies, (ii) for more repressive policies against states in the Middle 
East and against a policy of engagement with these states and (iii) against the belief 
in the logic of deterrence in the non-proliferation discourse.
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A major policy effect of the rogue states image at that time was the establishment 
o f the Cuban Liberty and Democratic Solidarity Act of March 1996 and the Iran- 
Libya Sanctions Act of July 1996 against Iran, Libya, Syria and Cuba. The two 
sanction regimes were mainly achievements of the American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee (A1PAC) and the Cuban American National Foundation (CANF) who 
managed to get support from Congress against economic interests and a frag- 
mented early economic counter-lobbying coalition (see Tanter 1999: 45—86). Yet, 
with the election of Khatami in Iran -  and hopes for substantive reform in Iran -  as 
well as perceived improvements in negotiating with North Korea on giving up 
efforts to acquire sensitive nuclear technology, the Clinton administration 
attem pted to switch the threat lexicon from ‘rogue states’ to ‘states of concern’ 
towards the end of his presidency (see Boucher 2000) which was soon criticised in 
Congress as a flawed policy of ‘appeasement* towards rogues.

W ith the election of George W. Bush in 2000 one may think that the Republican 
agenda which already took shape and had indeed penetrated the policy of the 
Clinton administration was now ready to reach fruition. However, Bush only mar­
ginally won the elections against his Democratic opponent A1 Gore and possessed a 
very fragile majority in Congress (see Hils and Wilzewski 2004). In the House of 
Representatives the Republican majority was shrunk to only 9 seats and in the 
Senate 50 Republicans stood against an equal number of Democrats. This situation 
got worse in August 2001 when the Republican Senator James M. JefTords of 
Verm ont left the Republican Party. With the new political constellation in the 
Senate, the Democrats soon began to strengthen their foreign and security profile 
to  separate their approach from the policy of the Bush administration. They criti­
cised harshly Bush’s ‘single-minded approach' and his unilateral foreign policy.

Yet, the terrorist attacks of 9 / 11 had a strong ‘rally around die flag’ effect on both 
the Congress and the general public as a result of which this situation got reversed. 
According to some opinion polls immediately after 9 / 11 Bush received support of 
almost 90 percent (see e.g. Jones 2002). A high degree of support for presidential 
leadership is also true for the Congress: On 14 September 2001, Bush was autho­
rised to take military action against those responsible for the terrorist attacks, the 
Patriot Act o f October 2001 attributed far-reaching powers of domestic surveil­
lance to  the US executive and the Department of Homeland Security with 170.000 
employees was established with overwhelming support; in addibon, a substantial 
increase in military spending of more than $400 billion for 2003 was agreed and in 
O ctober 2002 Bush was empowered by the Congress to take military action against 
Iraq.

It was in this context that Bush could bring about a substantial change in the fur­
ther development o f the new post Cold War US security doctrine under the head­
ing of the rogue states image that had started in the early 1990s. This so-called ‘Bush 
doctrine’ of military pre-emption of which the rogue states image is part and parcel 
stands in the tradition o f earlier initiatives such as the Defense Counterproliferation 
Initiative (sec Aspin 1993) whilst at the same time radicalising and prioritising mili­
tary elements o f it. Whilst the attention of the Bush administration was initially 
directed against terrorist networks, Bush soon started to link terrorism and rogue
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states, giving the diffuse terrorist problematic a more clearly identifiable and state­
centric frame. This also increased the perceived threat potential of both rogue states 
and terrorists with the threat henceforth appearing as a relational three-tier struc­
ture of nuclear proliferation, rogue state support and (nuclear) terrorism. As Bush 
pointed out in 2002: ‘Terror cells and outlaw regimes building weapons of mass 
destruction are different faces of the same evil’ (Bush 2002b: 2).

The post Cold War discourse on rogue states in Germany

The reception of the rogue states image in Germany was largely negative and much 
more cursory and passive than the process of securitization in the US, often simply 
reacting to US moves and/or discussing the issue implicitly in the context of specific 
US policy initiatives. One can hardly find any public enunciations at all which use 
the rogue states metaphor to frame problems of horizontal proliferation. This is 
particularly true for the first half of the 1990s when the issue of rogue states was 
almost ignored in German discourse (but see e.g. Vogel 1992; Muller 1995a; 
1995b). Whilst in the US media and policy circles the discourse on rogue states was 
already intense in the first half of the 1990s the German reception occurred only in 
the second half of the 1990s when newspapers and policy experts began to pay 
attention to the concept.

Searching for the first usage of the term Schwrkenstaat— the German translation of 
rogue state -  in five major German newspapers and magazines shows that the term 
was not used before 1996 and its use only slightly increased in the following years.4 
A usage that would be comparable to the intensity that occurred in the US has never 
taken place. Moreover, the connotations of the German term Schurkenstaat differed 
completely from the US term rogue state. Whilst US policy actors regularly referred 
to North Korea or Iran directly when mentioning rogue states, actors in Germany 
used the term to describe US policy towards these nations. Furthermore, German 
journalists tended to distance themselves from US foreign policy and criticised the 
US when using the term Schurkenstaat. In other words, the term was not used neu­
trally but rather to express criticism and disaffirmation o f US policy towards ‘so 
called’ rogue states. This process was brought about either implicitly by using the 
term in inverted commas -  thereby signalling that a  foreign threat text was quoted 
that was not meant to be incorporated into the journalists’ own vocabulary or into 
German discourse -  or explicitly by criticising the term as a ‘BeschmipJung (bashing) 
(e.g. Amirpur 1998; Zand 1999) o r 4Brandmarkung' (denunciation) (e.g. Buhl 1998). 
Others went further and defined rogue states polemically as the ‘Lieblmgtfeinde' 
(favourite enemies) of the US (e.g. SPIEGEL 1997) or as ‘states that have a bad rela­
tionship with the US’ (e.g. Chauvistre 1998).

Apart from analysing the media discourse in Germany we have also conducted 
interviews with leading foreign and security professionals from all major German 
parties represented in the Bundestag -  the German parliament — from November 
2005 to April 2006.5 The result was unambiguous. All politicians interviewed felt 
uncomfortable with the usage of the term rogue state and preferred the expression 
problem state when asked if they could agree on a term. The view on the US usage of



17 8 Holger Stritzel and Dirk Schmittchen

the term rogue state varied between complete rejection and slight understanding 
while in the latter context the interviewees emphasised that rogue states would 
merely make sense within the peculiar US context which could not be translated 
into the German or wider European discourse.

Specifically, the reaction of the German elites in these interviews shows that to a 
large extent they follow traditional lines of German foreign policy discourse. In 
terms of policies towards ‘rogue states’ they stress diplomacy, negotiations and dia­
logue. Behavioural changes are only perceived to be possible through positive 
incentives as well as economic, cultural and technological cooperation. Over time 
this can help to initiate a  process of democratisation within these countries, a 
process, however, which would have to come from inside. In other words, German 
elites still stress a policy of integration and engagement that dominated former 
Foreign Minister Klaus Kinkel’s policy of a ‘critical dialogue’ with Iran. 
Furthermore, parallels are striking with the rationale of German Oslpolitik and the 
CSCE process which is usually considered in Germany as a milestone of successful 
German foreign policy. In  contrast, any kind o f containment, isolation and punish­
ment as well as military force and pressure is ruled out. Military pressure would not 
open space for negotiations but it would rather make diplomatic solutions more dif­
ficult. According to German political elites this foreign policy stance starts with the 
very language of diplomacy because they consider the term rogue state as a means 
to legitimise military action. They criticise the rogue states image for having too ide­
ological, too moralising and too dichotomous connotations. Because of European 
secularisation the use of quasi-religious terms in politics could no longer be legiti­
mated. To admit errors and doubts would be part of German political culture and 
often the only possibility to mobilise resources. Because of the disruptions and fis­
sures in German history and society, there would be no sense of a mission in the 
world. Germany would instead now define its foreign and security policy and its 
very identity in strong opposition to the militarism of the nineteenth and twentieth 
century.

These reactions resonate with much Germ an expert discourse. The only com­
prehensive reflection on the rogue states image by a  German mainstream security 
expert is an article by Peter Rudolf from the major German think tank Stiftung 
Wissenschaft und Politik (SWP). His main argument is already present in the head­
ing: ‘Stigmatisierung bestimmter Staaten -  Europa bevorzugt den Dialog’ (stigma­
tising certain states -  Europe prefers political dialogue) (Rudolf 1999). More radical 
framings can be found among left-wing politicians and German peace-researchers. 
For example, Lutz Schrader understands the rogue states image as a ‘means to 
establish a pax americancC (Schrader 2002: 211), for Peter Strutynski the rogue states 
image characterises ‘countries which currently lie at the centre ofUS expansionism’ 
(Strutynski 2004: 33) and left-wing politician Wolfgang Gehrcke argued in the 
German parliament at a  time the official US lexicon had switched from ‘rogue 
states* to ‘states of concern’: ‘If  US politicians allocate certificates for states in the 
world and classify countries as worrying -  in the past they even used the term rogue 
states -  then I  can only label the US itself as worrying [ .. .]  The US is worrying to 
me [. . .] [NMD] isn’t a  defence system but part o f an aggressive policy. In other
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words: the US is striving for world domination* (Gehrcke in BT 2001: 15372-73). 
Even German transatlanticists expressed their scepticism towards the rogue states 
image in an attempt to mitigate the negative effects of the threat image in the 
German context as the ‘Transatlantic Joint M emorandum’ by the Konrad 
Adenauer Foundation (KAS)6 and the Bundesverband der Deutschen Industrie 
(BDI) (Federation of German Industries)7 on ‘the future o f transatlantic relations* 
made clear: ‘Successful non-proliferation policy needs containment as well as diplo­
matic integration of possible proliferators [ .. .]  The US have already turned down 
the unhelpful term rogue states to characterise problem states’ (Memorandum 
2001:65).

Nevertheless some actors in favour of a German rogue states policy can still be 
found in German discourse. Among the small group of supporters for central 
aspects of the threat image, Joachim Krause has perhaps most vividly and most 
often openly pledged for the substance of the rogue states image.8 With respect to 
the notion of rogue states itself Krause prefers a switch to the term problem states or 
states of concern (other German actors have switched the name to ‘risk states’ or 
‘high risk states’; see e.g. Schwarz 2003: 27) although he is not entirely consistent 
with his usage of the term, referring to the issue as ‘states the US calls rogue states’ 
(Krause: 2000: 37; 1998: 380), ‘highly armed problem states’ (2000: 37), ‘rogue 
states’ (2000: 38), ‘radical islamic states’ (2000: 40), ‘adventurer, criminal family 
clans, religious zealots and eccentrics’ (2006: 10), ‘rentier states’ (2006: 10), ‘states 
which massively challenge world order* (2006: 12) or ‘states which the majority of 
the international community considers to be problematic due to the radicality and 
ruthlessness of their political leaders’ (1998: 343). However, Krause also expresses 
his uneasiness with the US rogue states terminology which would give a new non­
proliferation doctrine he supports an overtly military connotation (in other words, 
a connotation that does not resonate with German discourse): ‘With regards to the 
use of military means this implies that it has to be built on a broader basis than the 
US concept of rogue states at first seems to suggest’ (Krause 1998: 343).

Whilst the reconstruction of US and German discourse has shown that different 
cultural framings and identity narratives indeed play a role for understanding US 
and German discourses and their differences, a more comprehensive analysis 
reveals that the discourse results from an interplay of the sociolinguistics and socio­
politics for the threat image. Cultural framings and identity narratives are not static 
but result from the dynamic of threat texts embedded in discourse and the posi­
tional power of the coalitions of support for the threat image.

The sociolinguistics of the rogue states metaphor

The socio-linguistics of the rogue states metaphor mainly concerns the embedded­
ness of the threat image of rogue states in the discourse tradition of American excep- 
tionalism (see e.g. Madsen 1998; Lipset 1997). In the US context the threat image 
could therefore be effective as a linguistic reservoir, was emotionally potent and 
convincing, and enabled to construct a strong and heterogeneous coalition of sup­
port. In the German context it had the reverse effect: for securitizing actors it was
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highly ineffective as a linguistic reservoir and weakened an already weak coalition 
o f support. O n the contrary, in the German context it was rather effective as a lin­
guistic reservoir to mobilise resistance.

In US foreign policy discourse American exceptionalism leads to ‘Manichacan’ 
framings as a result of which enemies of the US have often been demonised as rep­
resentatives o f an evil system which is antagonistic to the values the US stands for. 
The ‘savages’ in the French and Indian War, the British King George III during the 
W ar of Independence, the Mexicans and the Spanish in the Wars of 1846/47 and 
1898, the Germ an Kaiser in World W ar I, totalitarian Germany and Japan in 
W orld W ar II and finally the Soviet Union during the Cold War all sat in this 
‘M anichean trap* (see Junker 2003), now followed by rogue states accused of seek­
ing W M D and harbouring fundamentalist terrorists (see Litwak 2000).

A part from the term itself, American exceptionalism is also strongly evident in 
the m ajor speeches that have put forward the rogues’ image in the US. The move to 
use American exceptionalism as a linguistic resource for mobilising support is clear­
est in Reagan’s speech in 1985:

Now, for the benefit of these oudaw governments who are sponsoring interna­
tional terrorism against our nation, I’m prepared to offer a  brief lesson in 
American history. A number of times in America’s past, foreign tyrants, war­
lords, and totalitarian dictators have misinterpreted the well-known likeability, 
patience, and generosity of the American people as signs o f weakness or even 
decadence. Well, it’s true; we are an easygoing people, slow to wrath, hesitant 
to see danger looming over every horizon. But it’s also true that when the emo­
tions o f the American people are aroused, when their patriotism and their 
anger are triggered, there are no limits to their national valor nor their con­
suming passion to protect this nation’s cherished tradition of freedom. [. . .] 
Freedom  itself is the issue — our own and the entire world’s. Yes, America is still 
a  symbol to a few, a symbol that is feared and hated, but to more, many millions 
more, a  symbol that is loved, a  country that remains a shining city on a hill. 
Teddy Roosevelt [ .. .]  put it so well: ‘We, here in America, hold in our hands 
the hope of the world, the fate o f the coming years; and shame and disgrace will 
be ours if  in our eyes the light of high resolve is dimmed, if we trail in the dust 
the golden hopes of man.* And that light o f high resolve, those golden hopes, 
are now ours to preserve and protect and, with God’s help, to pass on to gener­
ations to come.

(Reagan 1985:4-7)

R eagan here clearly and excessively makes use of the existing reservoir of distinctly 
US cultural values and icons to steer the emotions of his audience: e.g. ‘patriotism’, 
‘freedom’, ‘American history*. He frames the security threat of terrorists as a fight 
o f us, ‘the American peoples’, against them, evil outlaws: ‘foreign tyrants, warlords, 
totalitarian dictators’. It is part of the founding myth of the US that the grass-root 
uprising o f the people and their striving for freedom prevails over despotism. 
Reagan then goes on to portray the fight against rogues as not only a fight to protect
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the US but to the same extent as a fight for the world, their values and their very des­
tiny (‘We, here in America, hold in our hands the hope of the world*). Reagan devel­
ops these thoughts in a highly metaphorical, symbolic and in its tone and rhythm 
religious language (e.g. ‘and shame and disgrace will be ours if in our eyes the light 
of high resolve is dimmed*).

No one else made so extreme -  and culturally rich -  enunciations in the context 
of promoting the rogue states image. Still, Anthony Lake stands in this tradition in 
promoting the rogues image accusing rogue states of being ‘on the wrong side of his­
tory’ (Lake 1994: 54) or stating that ‘such states tend to rot from within both eco­
nomically and spiritually’ (Lake 1993: 8). This aspect became again stronger in 
enunciations of George W. Bush: ‘We are in a conflict between good and evil, and 
America will call evil by its name. By confronting evil and lawless regimes, we do not 
create a problem, we reveal a problem. And we will lead the world in opposing it’ 
(Bush 2002a: 3).

However, this language was successful only in the US context while in Germany 
it was not only highly unsuccessful but rather helpful in mobilising resistance. As 
one could see, this aspect of using the rogue states image as a linguistic reservoir 
against the US is clearly expressed in the enunciations of left-wing politician 
Wolfgang Gehrke and German peace researchers Lutz Schrader and Peter 
Strutynski.

The socio-politics of the rogue states metaphor

The socio-politics of the rogue states metaphor in the US and Germany 
concerns different patterns of social power in the two contexts which is equally 
important to understand US-German differences. In a nutshell, for the American 
Israel Public Affairs Committee and Evangelical groups the threat image was 
attractive because of its implications for the Middle East and Israel. The Cuban 
American National Foundation supported the issue because Cuba was on the list of 
rogue states. For several Republicans, supported by like-minded think tanks, the 
linkage of the image with ballistic missile defence was a viable foreign policy alter­
native in their mainly domestic and moral political campaign in the elections. The 
increase in military spending was in the interest of the Pentagon and the defence 
industry. Finally, for proliferation experts it was useful to promote a new rationale 
for non-proliferation away from a focus on regimes and treaties towards ‘pro-active’ 
strategies against seemingly irrational ‘new enemies*. In  what follows these actors 
will be analysed more closely and compared to patterns of positional power in 
Germany.

'The first group of supporters for the threat image in the US, who played a par­
ticularly strong role in the early promotion of the rogue states image, have been 
referred to in this article as ‘internationalists’. Their internationalism is usually the 
result of a conglomerate of ideology, professional concerns and egoistic interests 
which are difficult to separate. All three elements constitute a particular ‘outlook’ 
and have to be read in conjuncture. In the early 1990s, their oudook led to fears that 
the US may retreat from an internationalist foreign policy agenda.
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Within this broader group the Pentagon and the US security bureaucracy is worth 
to be analysed more closely. The power of this actor is to a large extent based on its 
ability to strike alliances with industrial lobby groups and like-minded members in the 
US Congress and goes back to the National Security Act of 1947 which established 
the National Security Council, the Central Intelligence Agency and the Pentagon 
with a civilian leader for Army, Navy and Air Force. These institutions were originally 
supposed to strengthen the institutional role of the US President in relation to the 
State Department as a strong force of early US foreign policy. The National Security 
Council, and in particular the National Security Advisor, gained in importance over 
the years and the decision making process of the executive branch increasingly shifted 
to processes within the White House (see Rosati and Twing 1998:47—52).

With regard to the Pentagon, the CIA and the State Department, scholars have 
observed a dramatic increase in the power of the Pentagon and the CIA and a con­
comitant decline in the role of the State Department in shaping US foreign policy 
(see e.g. Wiarda 1996:200-205). This has several reasons among which are the out­
sourcing of foreign policy planning capacities to think tanks, the centralisation of 
the foreign policy decision making process and the recruitment culture of hiring 
‘generalists’ in the State Department. While the budget of the State Department 
has turned into the smallest of all ministerial agencies (see Kegley and Wittkopf 
1996: 386; Wiarda 1996: 206), the Pentagon and the CIA could steadily grow in 
importance under the conditions of the Cold W ar and establish themselves as the 
providers of national security (Sarkesian, Williams and Cimbala 1995:96—97).

Second, due to the rather strong permeability of the US institutional system and 
the Congress, other domestic actors such as think tanks or lobby groups can have a 
rather strong influence on US foreign policy. As one could see, powerful lobby 
groups such as the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) or the 
Cuban American National Foundation (CANF) influenced the US foreign policy 
process from the societal sphere. AIPAC, which represents the conservative wing of 
Jewish organisations in the US, is considered to be the most important actor behind 
the Iran-Libya Sanctions Act, an initiative AIPAC mainly brought about with the 
help of Republican Senator D ’Amato (see Alikhani 2000:177). Interestingly for the 
rogue states genesis in the US, AIPAC have a  very close relationship with Martin 
Indyk who was a major actor of drafting the rogues image as a dual containment 
strategy against Iran and Iraq: before Indyk worked as senior director for the Near 
East at the National Security Council, he was employee of AIPAC in Washington 
and founded the Washington Institute for Near East Polity with financial support from 
AIPAC (see Alikhani 2000:166).

Curiously, AIPAC’s strictly pro-Israeli policy, favouring hard measures against 
Arab states hostile to Israel, resonates with the ideology and the interests of another 
actor in US politics: the Evangelicals, a group of conservative and right-wing 
Christians who have grown in importance in recent years. They are professionally 
organised in Congress as the Republican Study Committee (RSC) (Braml 2004: 17) and 
have close links to several Republican politicians such as Elliott Abrams, senior 
director for the Near East at the National Security Council and former director of 
the religious think tank Center for Ethics and Public Polity whose mission is to bring
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together. conservative Christian and Jewish ideologies and interests. The 
Evangelical lobby was a strong supporter of the Bush doctrine, they are in favour of 
a hard policy in the ‘war on terror* and against the states hostile to Israel, including 
‘rogues’ and the war in Iraq (seejudis 2005:6). Interestingly also, George W. Bush’s 
former speech writer David Frum who invented the ‘axis of evil* metaphor is a 
member of the right-wing Evangelicals.

In contrast, to assess the positional power of the German coalition in support of 
the threat image it is interesting to have a  closer look at the German Ministry of 
Defence (BMVg) and the German armed forces in general which are much weaker 
than the Pentagon and the US security complex. As SchlOr argues: ‘Because of 
German history, the Bundeswehr has always been less a manifestation o f statehood 
than a means of defending against the Soviet threat’ (Schlčr 1993: 18). It thus only 
received ‘borrowed’ and momentous legitimacy to fulfil a  specific task that could 
not be avoided for Germany as the frontline state of the Cold War. This general ide­
ological disadvantage has become sedimented in Germany’s domestic structures 
and practices of security policy. For example, many important security policy deci­
sions have been made without even consulting the military leadership such as the 
creation of a joint Franco-German corps or the deployment of German military 
stafT during the humanitarian mission for Kurdish refugees in Iraq. Also, major 
public announcements on the closing of bases and the dismantling of units were 
made without prior briefing of the commanders (Schlor 1993: 18). The reputation 
and status of the military leadership is not much better in German society. 
According to a 1992 public opinion poll, a majority of Germans believed that mili­
tary officers were not important or superfluous and 57 percent believed that mili­
tary careers have a low or rather low reputation (Schlor 1993: 18). Furthermore, 
Germany does not have a senior military commander and General Staff in com­
mand of the three military services. The highest-ranking officer, the 
Generalinspekteur, only serves in an advisory capacity and lacks direct access to the 
Federal Chancellor. Finally, the military is also counter-balanced by a sceptical 
media and a rather pacifist public opinion. When asked at the end of 1990 about a 
role model Germany should follow after the end of the Cold W ar a majority of 
Germans chose Switzerland (Schlor 1993:14). The pacifism in public opinion often 
leads to a high sensitivity and an emotional concern for a non-military ‘logic’ and 
‘semantic*. Although German politicians have on several occasions, such as the 
deployment of medium-range ballistic missiles in the 1980s, taken decisions against 
public opinion, pacifist public sentiments provide a reservoir that can be exploited 
by political leaders or opposition parties -  as it was the case in the 2002 elections by 
the Schrčder government. And while in the US a massive think tank machinery is 
publically engaged in security policy discussions, in Germany only very few institu­
tions can be found which are often faced with public indifference.9

Conclusion

Differences between German and US security policy do not only result from differ­
ent strategic or political cultures, different identities or different foreign policy
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norms. U S-G erm an differences also, and at least as importantly, result from the 
power politics o f domestic discourse coalitions in both countries who interpret cul­
tural dispositions, mobilise support or resistance, legitimise perceptions and actions 
and this way (re-)direct the policies in both countries. They do so through the 
m edium  of language and culture.

Evidendy, language and culture are interrelated. A US politician using the 
m etaphor rogue state is able to activate high degrees of resonance when addressing 
a US audience by resorting to an inherent culturally based value system, while a 
G erm an politician would only irritate his domestic audience when referring to 
rogue states. T o  this extent culture has an influence on the choice of language by 
actors in the security discourses, meaning that a  German politician seeking to gain 
high degrees o f resonance is likely to fail if he used the term rogue states without any 
reservations when addressing a German audience. Since securitizing actors in 
G erm any face the difficulty o f having to argue against a contrastive mainstream, 
they have to ‘sell’ the perceived threat differendy than US actors and the language 
that is used, either in the US or in Germany, has an impact on the patterns of sup­
port and  resistance for a  threat.

Such a  m ore complex and dynamic perspective on discourse dynamics with 
regards to threat images results from a  merger o f the dominant culturalist perspec­
tive on U S—G erm an differences with the recent wave of contextualist securitization 
theory. W hile the culturalist literature elaborates the sedimented sociolinguistic 
contexts o f  securitizing moves, the securitization literature adds a more dynamic, 
language- and power-based element to these perspectives. Specifically, we have 
applied the generic securitization framework developed by Stritzel (2007; forth­
coming) to illustrate that securitizations and counter-securitizations result from an 
interplay o f the sociolinguistics and socio-politicals for a threat image in different 
cultural and political contexts.

N otes
1 An alternative (realist) explanation could stress the strategic character of the threat of 

rogue states to the US and Germany with regards to the positional power of both states in 
the international system. Following this line of argument one could argue that rogue states 
are much more a threat to the US than to Germany. The US is a global superpower which 
poses a challenge to the ambitions of rogue states, it has a history of hostilities with many 
‘rogues’, in particular Iran, and it is a dose ally of their enemies, mainly Israel but to a 
lesser extent also South Korea. In contrast, Germany docs not have a bad history with 
most ‘rogue states’ and it even has trade relations with some. As a weak military power it 
does not pose a challenge to these states.

2 For an exception, see Dalgaard-Nielsen 2006; see also Longhurst 2004.
3 This latter understanding stood in the continuity of an annual listing of states that were 

supposed to protect or sponsor international terrorism. Since the late 1970s, the US 
administration had to deal with several terrorist attacks against US citizens abroad. This 
led to the Export Administration Act of 1979 with which the US government enabled 
sanctions against states sponsoring terrorism. In this context, an annual overview, entitled 
‘Patterns of Global Terrorism’, was published which explicitly named and listed such 
states. For example, in 1979 it mentioned Cuba, Iran, Iraq, Libya, North Korea, Syria and 
Yemen, accusing these states of accommodating and protecting terrorist organisations on
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th e ir  te rrito ry  (H en rik sen  2001: 3 5 7 -5 8 ). In  th e  1980s, th e  g en e ra l p e rcep tio n  o f  th e  te r ­
ro ris t p ro b le m a tic  th en  sh ifted  m o re  s tro n g ly  aw ay  fro m  th e  te r ro r is t o rg an isa tio n s  th e m ­
selves to w ard s its su p p o sed  s ta te  sp o n so rs (K la re  1 995 :26 ).

4  O u r  analysis in c lu d ed  Frankfurter Allgemeuie ifyitung, Frankfurter Rundschau, Der SPIEGEL 
Suddeulsche %eitung a n d  Die %ЕГГ.

5 T h e  in terv iew s in c lu d ed  R u p re c h t P o len z  (C D U /C S U ) , K a rs te n  I ) . V o ig t (S P D /fo rm e r  
C o o rd in a to r  fo r T ra n s a tla n tic  C o o p e ra tio n  a t  th e  G e rm a n  F o re ig n  O ffice), R e in h a rd  
W eiflh u h n  (B lindn is 9 0 /D ie  G riin en ), W e rn e r  Н о у ег  (FD P), W o lfg an g  G eh rk e  (D ie 
L inkc) a n d  B e m d  M u tz e lb u rg  (a t th a t  tim e  H e a d  o f  F o re ig n  a n d  S ecu rity  P o licy  a t  th e  
G e rm a n  C hance lle ry ).

6  T h e  K A S  is a n  in stitu te  close to  th e  C D U  w h ich  co m b in es  p o litic a l e d u c a tio n , th in k  ta n k  
co n su lta n cy  a n d  re sea rch  su p p o r t  to  y o u n g  scho lars .

7 T h e  B D I is th e  m o st im p o r ta n t rep re sen ta tiv e  o f  th e  G e rm a n  in d u stry .
8  K rau se  is th e  m o st p ro m in e n t co n se rv a tiv e  p ro life ra tio n  e x p e r t  in  G e rm a n y . H e  w as 

re se a rc h  fellow a n d  div isional d ire c to r  a t  th e  m a jo r  th in k  ta n k  S W P  b e fo re  h e  b e c a m e  co ­
d ire c to r  a t  th e  re sea rch  in s titu te  o f  th e  D G A P . C u r re n d y , h e  is d ire c to r  a t  th e  In s titu te  fo r 
S ecu rity  Policy a t  th e  U n iv e rsity  o f  K ie l (IS U K ) a n d  c h a irm a n  o f  th e  ac a d e m ic  d ire c to ra te  
a t  th e  D G A P .

9  W ith  a  m u c h  s tro n g e r  p a r ty  b u re a u c ra c y  in c o rp o ra tin g  sc ien tific  ex p e rtise , th e  th in k  tan k  
c u ltu re  in G e rm a n y  is m u c h  less d ev e lo p ed  th a n  in  th e  U S  w h e re  th in k  tan k s  c o m p e n sa te  
a  re la tively  w eak  p a r ty  in fra s tru c tu re .
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Falungong, securitization/ 
desecuritization in the People’s 
Republic of China

J u h a A . Vuori

In this chapter I argue that securitization theory can be a  useful entry-point in a 
variety of studies dealing with broader fields of hum an action. The question is what 
the study o f securitization can bring to various debates on political theory or the 
study o f persuasion, legitimization, and social mobilization for example. Here, I 
relate securitization theory with research on social mobilization and its suppression, 
and thereby argue that securitization theory has something to offer for this broader 
field of study.

I focus here on an aspect o f real securitization processes that has not received 
much attention: the interaction between securitizing actors and the ‘targets* of secu­
ritization. How do securitization moves affect the inter-unit relations o f securitizing 
actors and the claimed threats present in securitization moves? How do securitiza­
tion moves become part o f the context o f the subsequent stages o f the process of 
securitization and its possible contestation? How are securitization and desecuriti­
zation moves used to suppress social mobilization or to resist its suppression? I deal 
with these questions here by studying the Chinese campaign against Falungong 
(FLG),1 a  sectarian organization2 based on a semi-religious system o f qigong. I show 
how various identity frames,3 which both the practitioners of FLG and the author­
ities produce in their interactions, can be seen as attempts both to legitimize social 
mobilization and make it illegitimate through security discourse in the People’s 
Republic o f China (PRC). T he combination o f securitization and identity frame 
theory (Paltemaa and Vuori 2006) can be used to analyze and conceptualize the 
interaction between social movements and authorities that has been lacking in stud­
ies on Chinese social mobilization and its repression, even though there is extensive 
research on the subject.

In addition to its interactive features, resistance to securitization has thus far not 
been one o f the major focuses o f securitization studies, although some o f the earliest 
articles on securitization by Ole Wsever (1989 and 1995) precisely discussed the pos­
sibility and possible effects o f failed securitization.4 T he focus has been more on who 
can securitize, rather than who can resist securitization. The ‘targets’ o f securitiza­
tion, the claimed threats presented in the performatives, have been left out o f most 
analysis.5 This is one of the things this chapter aims at remedying. Examining secu­
ritization processes as an interaction between the securitizing actor(s) and the tar­
gets) o f securitization(s) may bring us forward in understanding who can securitize,
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which issues (threats), for whom (referent objects), why, with what kinds o f effects, 
and under which conditions (what explains when securitization has been successful) 
(Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde 1998). I will now present the kinds of research meth­
ods that 1 have used in increasing our understanding of these issues here.

On methods and levels of securitization analysis

By departing from cross-cultural pragmatics (Wierzbicka 1991), I argue in this 
chapter that a linguistic or a sociological approach to the study o f actual acts of secu­
ritization cannot replace each other. These approaches should be seen as compli­
mentary instead. Norman Fairclough (1992: 72-73) has made a similar argument 
with his three dimensional, textually oriented approach to discourse analysis. His 
goal was to bring together textual and linguistic analysis, analysis o f social practices 
and structures, and the analysis ofcommonsense social procedures. For Fairclough, 
all of these traditions are indispensable for textually oriented discourse analysis. For 
securitization analysis, the most relevant social practices, structures, and proce­
dures are socio-political by nature.

Moving to both distal and proximate (see Balzacq’s Chapter 1 in the present vol­
ume) historical, social, and political contexts beyond the original application of 
securitization theory means that we have to be careful not to ‘stretch’ our concepts 
(cf. Sartori 1970). In order to avoid the distorting effect o f assuming that our con­
cepts are culture-free analytical took, we have to look for a  near universal perspec­
tive from within our own culture and to develop a framework o f near universal 
human concepts that are accessible to most specific languages (Wierzbicka 1991). I 
have ekewhere (Vuori 2008) shown how a broader categorization of securitization 
allows us to move beyond the European and liberal democratic political context in 
our studies of securitization: it is not only about legitimating future acts of the 
speaker that break the rules o f liberal democracy, securitization can have political 
functions beyond legitimacy, such as deterrence and control, and securitization can 
happen ‘after the fact* (cf. Wilkinson’s C hapter 5 in the present volume).

In terms of levek (see Balzacq’s Chapter 2 in the present volume), the starting- 
point for securitization analysk here is the level o f‘acts’, or the constitution of secu­
ritization moves, the analysis of which is based on illocutionary logic (Searle and 
Vanderveken 1985; Vuori 2008).6 This however does not imply that the linguistic 
rules of speech acts are entirely determinktic, or that the study of securitization 
should only focus on linguktic analysk: modek based on illocutionary logic are used 
here to identify relevant samples of dkcourse for further analysk. From the level of 
acts we can focus our attention to the levek of both agents and contexts: the research 
methods applied here combine both linguktic and socio-political analysk that are 
necessary for understanding the performative of securitization in real situations and 
contexts.

While illocutionary logic provides the ‘grammar*, or necessary culture-inde­
pendent meta-language for the cross-cultural study of securitization processes, 
identity frame theory k  used here for deciphering the specific ‘vocabulary’, the 
situated pools of resonant values (cf. Stritzel 2007), or the heuristic artefacts



188 JuhaA. Vuori

(Balzacq’s Chapter 1 in the present volume) of the empirical case under investiga­
tion. In a  way, while illocutionary logic is used to study the ‘langue of securitization, 
frame theory helps us to study the *parole’ of the case investigated here (cf. Culler 
1986). T he ‘grammatical’ models of securiuzadon (Vuori 2008) are used to 
identify relevant texts and discourse samples for analysis. Once the relevant dis­
course samples have been identified, collected, and analysed with speech act analy­
sis we can determine whether or not we are dealing with a securitization discourse 
o r not. W e can then move on to analyse the discourse samples with further socio- 
linguisdc means, as well as broaden our analysis beyond the discourse samples 
to  the historically situated socio-political contexts beyond the specific samples of 
discourse.

D ue to the way Chinese politics and the construcdon o f polidcal realides in 
C hina work, authoritadve texts are most relevant here. The discourse samples stud­
ied can be categorized into several ‘genres’, e.g. editorials, party circulars, speeches, 
and  open letters. As Fairclough (1992: 232—33), we can view the samples from a 
variety o f angles: How are the samples connected to other texts, and how does this 
facilitate o r impede the possible aspect o f securidzadon evident in them? How do 
the samples draw on culturally resonant ideas, cognitive maps, or precontracts? 
W hat kinds o f signs are there o f the assumed audience(s)? Is it possible to determine 
‘who* consum ed the samples, and ‘who’ is speaking in them? What kinds of systems 
o f  knowledge and belief are evident in the samples? What types of social reladons 
an d  social identities (selves and  others) do the samples contain?

Securidzadon is an aspect o f a  sample o f discourse or text: even texts identified as 
constituting securitization moves have other relevant aspects to them and there are 
m any methods for analysing text and discourse. W hat securitization theory brings 
to this analysis are the means o f identifying something as a securitization move or as 
the m aintenance o f a  security discourse. The textual analysis of securidzadon has to 
then  be related to the polidcal context, where theories o f politics and models of 
political orders become relevant as well as the capabilities and capacities of both 
agents and structures. Securitization moves can have various political functions and 
effects tha t m ay depend on the political order they are performed in. Similarly, 
securitization is only one tactic am ong others vis-a-vis social mobilization and its 
suppression, and accordingly, I will now discuss how securitization theory relates to 
the study o f identity frames and social mobilization.

Identity frames and social mobilization

T h e  interactive nature o f suppression and resistance is already evident in how con­
testation and resistance can be influenced by the forms o f suppression authorities 
aim  a t them. Indeed, comparative study of social movements has shown how vari­
ous forms o f policing influence protest behavior (Porta 1996). The securitization of 
social movements or activities is also a  form of suppression: using soft forms of 
repression, e.g. labelling, increases the likelihood of subsequent hard repression, as 
it lowers its costs both by intimidating protestors and justifying violence, and may 
thus eventually up the ante on both sides of the struggle.7
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Securitization arguments can for example be used for deterrence (Vuori 2008): 
they can suggest that acquiescence would be preferable to the continuation of the 
securitized activity. Once these types of securitization moves appear in the media 
for example, they often become the natural focus of refutation and thereby also 
protest legitimization. This forces the people engaged in the securitized activities to 
talk about their own protest/movement and its goals among themselves and to their 
audiences in terms that will, it is hoped to render the suppression ineffective as well 
as mobilize popular support and give the protest a sense o f common cause. Indeed, 
in non-democratic states most of this kind o f‘identity talk*8 by protest movements is 
produced under soft or hard forms of repression. Which words and symbols are 
used for characterizing an issue have great importance for how it is understood, 
how it should be regarded, and how it should be responded to. Meaning does not 
only imply what is at issue, but also what is to be done about the issue in question 
(Schon and Rein 1994:29).

The frames through which social movements are presented can have significant 
effects, and the frame of national security is a powerful one in China. Being labeled 
a revisionist, a running dog of capitalism, or a  counterrevolutionary has had drastic 
consequences for the bearers of these labels. But if social activities are framed 
according to the set goals of the authorities, the likelihood of their suppression 
diminishes. Even criticism against the authorities may be tolerable, when presented 
through the correct frame. For example, criticism of Chinese authorities through a 
patriotic or nationalist frame is tolerated to a  greater extent by state authorities than 
many other frames of critique.

The empirical case studied here exemplifies how the use o f security frames has 
influenced the identity talk of Li Hongzhi, the master of FLG: he has tried to refute 
and deflect the suppression of FLG by presenting his doctrine in a favorable way vis- 
ci-vis the stated goals of the CCP. It is indeed well established in studies on Chinese 
social mobilization that the way the CCP legitimizes its rule is important for the 
ways protestors legitimize their collective actions in M ainland China. However, 
most studies of social mobilization and securitization of social movements have 
biases to them. Securitization studies focus on legitimization from the side of the 
authorities, while protest studies focus on legitimization by the movements. Both 
literatures often overlook the interaction between the authorities and protestors: both 
sides of the struggle may take the other’s moves into account, the moves of the other 
side may become part of the proximate context in these contentious social 
processes. I argue here that the theory of securitization provides a single framework 
for studying both sides of this struggle.

The need to see protest legitimization as a result o f an interaction is apparent 
when one remembers that in post-totalitarian9 states such as China, social move­
ments and protracted protests generally operate under some degree of repression, 
which is often also the primary motive for the activists to produce protective iden­
tity framings. As such, there is nothing new in the notion that social movements 
and authorities interact with each other on the level of identities that play a key 
role in mobilization and repression. Indeed, the idea that the success or failure of 
social movements is largely dependent on the interaction between activists and
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authorities (the state) was already clear in the ‘political opportunity structure’ 
approach to social movements o f Charles Tilly (1978).10 It has also been noted that 
this interaction holds true on the level of identities. As Sidney Tarrow (1998: 22) 
argues, the state always engages in a  ‘struggle over meanings’ with the movements, 
and this struggle includes identity avowals and imputations on both sides (Hunt et al. 
1994: 185-86).

Furthermore, it has been noted that framings are not built from scratch but usu­
ally employ ‘resonant ideas’ or the vernacular of ‘cognitive maps* of societies. 
According to Doug McAdam (1994: 37-38), the central task in framing is to 
advocate a view that both legitimizes and motivates protest activity, and its 
success is partly determined by the ‘cultural resonance’ o f the frames the activists 
draw on.“ The audience of protests is therefore seldom offered new, and perhaps 
alien, ideas. Instead, mobilization draws on existing ideas which are applied 
creatively to the situation, something which is called ‘frame alignment* (Snow 
and Benford 1988).12 Alternatively, Chaim Perelman (1988) termed this phenome­
non the ‘precontracts or premises’ that form the self-evident beginning-point for 
the argument a political speaker is making to the audience. The speaker attempts 
to fuse the obviousness of the shared undercurrent with the argument s/he  is pre­
senting. Precontracts have cultural resonance, which makes the movement and its 
identities appear natural and its message familiar (Gamson 1988: 227). They can 
also help to evoke emotions that are needed to get collective action going (Tarrow 
1998: 111).13

Ideologies are an especially salient source of frames and resonant ideas in totali­
tarian settings, and they can therefore guide both individual and collective identi­
ties and actions. Ideologies also provide a ready value base upon which social 
movements and their activists can construct their identities and legitimization 
(Rokeach 1979; W arren 1990). Both the Chinese Democracy Wall Movement of 
the late 1970s and the student movement o f 1989 relied on socialist morals and 
attempted to align their identity talk accordingly (Paltemaa and Vuori 2006). While 
the identity talk of FLG in the 2000s draws and relies more on values that predate 
both the CC P and the PRC, in the 1990s FLG’s identity talk was much m ore in 
line with socialist morals. In the 1990s, Li and his followers tried to operate within 
the boundaries of the ‘allowed’ in the Chinese political order.

Countermoves to securitization and the legitimization of 
resistance

While the construction o f security issues is a very useful political tool for power- 
holders, this political move can also be resisted. It is indeed important to keep in 
mind that neither the linguistic nor the social felicity conditions of securitization are 
entirely determining: no-one can be guaranteed the success of their utterances of 
securitization, as this is up to the audience. Both the linguistic and social felicity con­
ditions are necessary, but neither are sufficient conditions for successful securitiza­
tion. As an open social process, securitization can always fail (Waevcr 1995; cf. 
D errida 1988). The success or failure o f the political aims sought by the m eans of
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securitization is an even wider and more contingent social issue than the success or 
failure of achieving a security status for an issue.

Here I view processes o f securitization as a type of political game constituted by 
moves and countermoves. Just as securitization is one specific type of media-frame 
among many (Vultee’s Chapter 4 in the present volume), securitization/desecuriti­
zation moves are a specific set o f tactics am ong a larger group o f tactics in a sup­
pressor’s or resister’s ‘playbook*. It is possible to suppress and to resist without 
securitization/desecuritization, but this would entail different costs than action 
with successful securitization/desecuritization. From this point o f view, processes of 
securitization are a much smaller group o f phenom ena than processes of social 
mobilization and its suppression in general. Social mobilization and its suppression 
can be based and achieved by a variety of tactics, yet the logic o f security is one of 
the strongest among these moves.

Accordingly, I view desecuritization here as a counter-strategy or-move to secu­
ritization. Desecuritization has largely been understood in terms of deconstructing 
collective identities in situations where relations between ‘friends’ and ‘enemies’ are 
constituted by existential threats; i.e., they are securitized. For Waever, desecuriti­
zation is a process by which security issues lose their ‘securityness*, and are no 
longer restrictive by nature.14 Andreas Behnke (2006: 65) sees desecuritization as a 
‘withering away’: explicit debate on whether something no longer is a security issue 
retains the logic and possibility of securitization. For him, desecuritization can only 
happen through lack o f speech. I argue here however that explicit speech acts can 
at times be desecuritization moves: whether or not something is successfully dese- 
curitized may perhaps depend on a withering away, but this withering may begin 
with active moves.15

The question whether desecuritization is withering away dependant on silence, or 
whether desecuritization can or even has to be an active performative is an issue, in 
Searle’s (1995: 106) terms, of the termination of institutional facts: here desecuritiza­
tion is seen as terminating the institutional fact o f a securitized issue. In Searle’s view, 
when a conventional power is destroyed, the negation operates on the collective 
acceptance and not on the content of the acceptance. In terms of securitization, this 
means that an ‘act of desecuritization’ would translate as ‘we no longer accept (X is an 
existential threat to Y)’.Josef Moural (2002:283-84) however argues that Searle’s for­
mula would not allow the distinction between a formal termination of a  social institu­
tion and a collapse of a social institution (e.g. the difference between a divorce and the 
collapse of marriage acceptance). ‘An act of desecuritization’ would therefore be 
perhaps better phrased as 4ve accept (X is no longer an existential threat to Y).’16

The question is about whether security is an institutional fact that needs mainte­
nance:17 is securitization like a wedding (once it is done you do not have to care 
about it) or is it like a marriage that needs maintenance? In the case of desecuritiza­
tion: is it a divorce, or is it a  collapse of a marriage (a formal procedure, a shared dis­
belief in the continued existence of the marriage, or a lack of belief in a wedding 
having taken place)?18

I argue here that especially in non-democratic settings such as the PRC, securiti­
zation and desecuritization provide one possible logic for legitimizing repression
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and resistance respectively, while the vocabulary of both of these is drawn from the 
resonant values, myths, laws, and proclamations of the authorides. As an attempt to 
raise the cost of resistance, authorides resort to framing aedvists with identities that 
make them appear as a threat to certain referent objects which are usually some 
valuable goals o f the regime. Activists then attempt to desecuridze their movement 
by invoking idenddes that are aligned with these same values and framing their 
activities as conducive to them, not as threats. Although constructing identities for 
a movement serves other important functions as well (such as the mobilization of 
popular support and providing the participants with a sense of belonging, commit­
ment, and legitimacy of collective action) (Gecas 2000:95-100; Polletta and Jasper 
2001, these functions are not mutually exclusive. A good frame satisfies all of them. 
However, the necessity of responding to the issue of security is forced on activists 
and becomes a prime constraint on their identity framings.

T he question of social capital (Bourdieu 1991) is also related to identity framings. 
It would seem that, almost by definition, social movements lack the social capital 
needed for achieving desecuritization, capital which the authorities have stored in 
their formal positions. Desecuritizing the movement is nevertheless something that 
movements must try to bring about if they are faced with soft repression (denial of 
their identity frames by the authorities) in the form of securitization (imputations of 
negative identities on them). This is made possible by direct appeals to various audi­
ences through the use of resonant collective and activist identities that carry moral 
authority and therefore endow their carriers with social capital, such as popular 
support and approval. Furthermore, movements can also engage in the persuasion 
of leading authority figures in the authoritarian polity in order to make them 
declare the movement acceptable. Through the use of resonant collective and indi­
vidual identities the activists can also try to utilize possible fissures among the 
authorities and make those they deem responsive use their social capital to desecu- 
ritize the movement and thereby grant its activists the right of social activism.

Should this desecuritization strategy fail to remedy the situation, and as the costs 
o f resisting increase, activists may turn to tactics which can be termed reverse-secu­
ritization and counter-securitization. In a reverse-securitization discourse, the 
activists reflect the security arguments of the authorities back at them in the same 
terms, i.e. they frame the adversaries* identities in exactly the same terms as they 
frame the movement. In a way, they try to present themselves as a ‘matched pair’ 
(Buzan and Waever 2009) with the authorities, a status which could increase their 
social capital if their move were to succeed. This kind of reverse-securitization was 
apparent in both the Democracy Wall Movement and the 1989 Student 
Democracy Movement in China (Paltemaa and Vuori 2006). Activists could how­
ever discard the vocabulary of the authorities, and instead turn to counter-securiti­
zation, where the authorities are still securitized, but the identity frames are not the 
same as the ones the authorities use. Activists could turn to other reservoirs of cul­
tural resonance prevalent in the wider society, or they could turn to their own inner 
discourses.

In the contest for rightful social mobilization and the repression of mobilization 
in M ainland China, the authorities have securitized FLG as an ‘evil cult’ that
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jeopardizes Chinese national security, while Li Hongzhi and his disciples have used 
a mixture of desecuritization, reverse-securitization, and counter-securitization as 
their moves. Let us now turn our attention to how this contest has played out.

The Faiungong’s rise to the security agenda in China

The 1980s was a decade of a crisis of faith vis-a-vis Chinese socialism. The last 
decades of the Mao era had reduced the authority of party administrators, and the 
loosening of socialist morals along with Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms 
increased cynicism towards the party. The dissatisfaction with incessant corruption 
and nepotism culminated in the mass-protests of 1989 and their eventual violent 
suppression.

The crisis of faith and increased cynicism towards the party led many people in 
China to search for new spirituality from qigong, especially as the party had to an 
extent loosened its control on religious practice in the 1980s (Lai 2006). Other 
sources of appeal qigong had included, first the failure of the health-care system, 
which left poor elderly people looking for alternative ways of maintaining their 
health,19 second the negative effects of modernizing society, which lead to resistance 
against modern ideas and modernity, and third new opportunities to build solidar­
ity networks, when for example those of the work-unit were lost. The majority of 
FLG practitioners were middle-aged or retired women (Tong 2002). This corre­
lates with the disproportionate laying off of middle-aged women in reforming state 
owned enterprises (Perry and Selden 2003; Lee 2003).

In the early 1990s, even the party supported the practice of qigong, which was 
seen as an apolitical activity together with other traditional folk-beliefs like fengshui. 
The Chinese origin of qigong fit well with the calls for patriotism and nationalism 
that the party emphasised. As a result, qigong-masters rose to celebrity status dur­
ing the ‘qigong-fever* gripping China. Li Hongzhi20 who introduced a new qigong- 
system called Falungong or Falun Dafa in 1992 was the master of the qigong-group 
which claimed to be the largest in China.

Li’s system differs from most qigong-systems in that it also contains religious 
beliefs and an ethical code.21 These combine Buddhism, Daoism and traditional 
Chinese folk-beliefs with millenarianism22 and supernatural beliefs (Chang 2004). It 
has proven to be very difficult to classify FLG as it is not a splinter group from any 
world religion (Wong and Liu 1999).23

In the early 1990s FLG was known only for its qigong while the religious beliefs 
and ethical code that are an integral part of the system were mostly unknown (Hua 
and Xia 1999). This meant that FLG was not considered a direct threat to the party 
and it had a legal status. The party’s control apparatus closed its proverbial eyes from 
practices like qigong and fengshui. As the popularity of FLG began to rise, its reli­
gious and ethical aspect also received more attention. Li’s main work, Zhuan Falun 
(Turning the Law-Wheel) was banned in 1996. There was also a gradual increase in 
campaigning against the sectarian group, but it remained uncoordinated.

Although Li and his followers have denied having any worldly political goals 
(Li 1999a), the practitioners did not view the banning of Li’s works favourably, and
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they organised protests against the defaming of Falungong (Renmin Ribao August 
5 1999d). Initially these protests were successful, for example some local TV-sta- 
tions recanted critical reports on the practitioners’ activities.

The protestors seemed to be following the script of ‘rightful resistance’. For 
example, they were seeking the attention of political elites by protesting near the 
leadership compound of the CCP on April 25 1999 by behaving orderly and pre­
senting a petition for officially recognizing the FLG as a benefit for society to the 
authorities, in line with ancient Chinese traditions and practices of the C C P .  FLG 
practitioners were protesting the banning of FLG literature, the treatment of pro­
testors imprisoned after a previous protest in Tianjin and a critical article on FLG 
by He Zuoxiu, a researcher at the National Academy of Sciences. But as has been 
noted by O ’Brien (1996), even rightful resistance has its limits.

The authorities utilised a range of tactics in its anti-FLG campaign. These 
included securitizing FLG as a threat to socialism, the ridiculing of Li24 and sepa­
rating the majority of hapless followers from a ‘small group of evildoers’, portraying 
the practicing of FLG as unpatriotic, and setting FLG into a security continuum25 
with the international anti-cult campaign and even the ‘war on terror*.

The authorities9 tactics of delegitimizing Falungong

Jiang Zemin increased the anti-FLG campaign to the level of a crackdown three 
months after the Zhongnanhai protests o f 1999. This happened in the proximate 
context of national and international crises: massive floods and the tenth anniver­
sary of the violent suppression of the student movement of 1989 created internal 
pressure, while the bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade by NATO forces 
and Taiwanese President Lee Teng-hui’s move towards ‘state-to-state’ relations in 
the Taiwan question provided a sense of international crisis.

The propaganda campaign26 employed cadres for millions of hours during the 
two-year active phase of the campaign.27 Anti-FLG activities took charge of the 
political agenda. Even television news broadcasts were extended to an hour to pres­
ent this new threat to the state and the Chinese. It could not be unclear to anyone 
that FLG was considered dangerous by the party, and thus also dangerous to any­
one who continued to practice it. FLG publications and tapes were confiscated and 
destroyed on a massive scale and websites related to the practice were closed down 
or blocked.

Falungong as a threat to socialism

The regime approached the problem o f FLG from an ideological point of view. Li 
Hongzhi had introduced a belief system that was in complete contradiction with 
communist ideology. In addition to this, FLG requires that its followers give up 
their old beliefs and only follow the preaching of FLG. These elements of FLG were 
a  serious concern ‘involving the fundamental beliefs of the communists, the funda­
mental ideological foundation of the entire nation, and the fate of our party and 
state’(Renmin Ribaojuly 23 1999b), while the activities and teachings of FLG had
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‘seriously endangered the general mood of society, endangered social stability, and 
endangered the overall political situation’ (Ibid.). FLG has also been said to be a 
‘plot to overthrow China’s socialist system by hostile foreign powers’ (Renmin 
Ribao January 1 2001). This was in line with the long tradition of party campaigns 
against ‘counterrevolutionaries’ and ‘rightists’ who were pawns in the ‘interna­
tional conspiracy to topple socialist rule in China’.28

Adding FLG to this tradition facilitated its appearance as a threat to the party. 
The threat of FLG was also facilitated by other historical experiences. The party 
was keenly aware of the role of religious movements in the collapse of socialist sys­
tems in Europe, especially that of Poland (Lam 2000). China also has an impressive 
amount of quasi-religious popular uprisings in its own history: in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries almost every popular uprising was somehow connected to reli­
gious movements (Yang 1961).29 As with FLG, these movements did not have a 
clear ideological or political doctrine, but they were formed around one or more 
charismatic figures and fuelled by a general discontent with the current state o f soci­
ety and the religious euphoria generated by the religious leader-cum-savior. Li 
Hongzhi could be perceived as the next in line of these self-appointed mouths of 
truth who had arrived to save the Chinese people from governmental oppression.30

The sudden appearance of such a massive group31 of semi-religious protestors 
without prior warning from security intelligence signalled a  lapse in control. The 
vagueness of the FLG doctrine and its ‘organization without organization’ was also 
a cause for concern. FLG had organized itself into a national network, developing, 
in the eyes of the regime, into a  strong political power that could challenge the party 
and government. FLG was a form of system-crisis as it provided an alternative sys­
tem of social organization for socially alienated people, for the ones who had not 
reaped the benefits of reform and consequently did not recognise modernity and 
economic prosperity as a source of legitimacy. FLG also represented a genuinely 
Chinese alternative for moral leadership in China. This combined with the mass 
support (estimates of the amount of people involved in this spiritual group exceeded 
those belonging to the party), organizational prowess (FLG had succeeded in 
organizing concerted protest activities all around China), and rumours of even top- 
level cadres involved in FLG made it seem like a  secret society, the likes of which 
have toppled rulers in Chinese history.32 In the distal context of Chinese politics, 
FLG seemed to have a great threat potential for the CCP, even though the major­
ity of practitioners were ‘grannies in the park’.

The leadership justified the crackdown on FLG and other ‘evil cults’ on its laws 
and regulations on the registration and management o f mass organizations, on 
assembly, parades, and demonstrations, on the administration of public security, 
and on the criminal law (Fazhi Ribaojuly 25 1999), turning the issue into a legal 
one. To gain further legitimacy for its campaign, the government passed a law pro­
hibiting heretical cults. Since FLG did not have official recognition, and it had 
failed to follow regulations relating to the registration of mass organizations for 
example, it and all its activities were illegal.

The law on heretical cults, and the judicial interpretation of the Supreme 
People’s Court, define a cult as any unauthorized group that ‘disturbs social order
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and jeopardizes people’s lives or property’ or ‘endangers society by fabricating and 
spreading superstitious heresies’. Particularly serious transgressions are listed in the 
law as: ‘setting up transprovincial, transregional, and transmunicipial organiza­
tions’, ‘collaborating with overseas organizations and individuals’, and publishing 
‘large amounts of materials*.33 A cult could thus be any autonomous social group 
that is capable of large-scale concerted action. It is clear that the law is aimed at the 
organizational structure of cults at least as much as at their religious beliefs. This 
illustrates that the regime is actually more concerned uadi the organizational poten­
tial o f social groups than with their ideology or religious beliefs. This threat is obvi­
ously considered severe, as after the legisladon banning heredcal cults, it has been 
possible to classify religious crimes as crimes endangering nadonal security.34 These 
crimes can carry a sentence of life imprisonment or even the death penalty. Even 
though new legisladon was passed the old method of sending ‘class-enemies’ to 
labor re-educadon camps with local administradve decisions without trial was the 
preferred means of detaining FLG practitioners for longer periods (Seymor 2005).

Because the regime denies it opposes qigong practice or the freedom of religion,35 
it was not obvious that the spread of FLG was a political struggle. This is why FLG 
had to be presented as direedy opposing Marxist ideology and science, and con­
tending the position of the party, which legitimate, patriotic qigong and religion do 
not do. FLG was a matter of national security as ‘the generation and spread of 
Falun Gong is a political struggle launched by hostile forces both in and outside the 
country to contend with our party for the masses and for battle positions’ (Renmin 
Ribao July 24 1999c). Marxist ideology was claimed to be under threat from these 
hostile forces:

we are exposing and castigating Li Hongzhi and his Falun Gong precisely for 
the purpose of adhering to Marxist materialism and science, opposing idealism 
and theism, and for the purpose of upholding the political beliefs of 
Communists and the ideological basis for united struggle by the people of the 
whole country.

(Ibid.)

From the point of view of the party, the use of force or any other means at its dis­
posal is justified in repelling these kinds of political threats. ‘Stability and unity’ 
require drastic measures against threats to them. The authoritative securitization 
of FLG already on its own constituted a form of soft repression. It also formed the 
basis of legitimacy for the subsequent forms of hard repression that were used as the 
securitization of FLG was not sufficient in suppressing its activities.

Defaming Li Hongzhi and separating him from his followers

One of the lines of attack against FLG was the defaming of Li Hongzhi. This was 
also evident in the beginning circulars of the anti-FLG campaign, as the ‘The life 
and times of Li Hongzhi’ (Renmin Ribao July 23 1999a) presented a biography that 
challenged the supernatural claims presented in FLG’s biographies36 of Li, disputes
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his birthday coinciding with that of Sakuyamuni, and listed various nefarious 
deeds by Li.

Putting major emphasis on refuting Li’s claims about his life and supernatural 
abilities underlines the interactive nature of resistance and repression. Even the ini­
tial acts of soft-repression by the authorities exhibited this tendency, which was also 
to become apparent in Li’s resistance to the authorities’ securitization arguments.

In the CCP’s biography of Li, he was portrayed as being nothing special, dishon­
est, and merely a swindler who was deceiving trustworthy Chinese out of their for­
tunes and endangering even their lives through his superstitions (Renmin Ribao 
July 23 1999a). In accordance with these claims an arrest warrant was issued for Li, 
which was also pursued through Interpol.

Part of this tactic was to separate the masses from the ‘small group of people 
behind the deceived masses’ -  the usual way to portray protest as the work of a small 
minority in China. It was these trouble-makers that threatened the internal stabil­
ity of the PRC, not the average practitioners deceived by Li’s dangerous supersti­
tions. This tactic allowed the dismissal of the importance of the large numbers of 
FLG practitioners; the masses were not dismissing CCP authority or reality, it was 
merely the anti-China forces behind Li and FLG. This tactic also allowed the qual­
ification of the securitization: loyal Chinese should be compelled by this act o f‘secu­
ritization for control’ (Vuori 2008). If practitioners would recant their beliefs, they 
could be allowed to join the ranks of obedient citizens. The perhaps paradoxical 
tactic of emphasizing the dangers of FLG and talking its leader down underlined 
that the real danger emanated from the anti-China forces behind the charlatanic 
figure of Li.

‘Practicing Falungong is unpatriotic9

FLG’s social function was problematic for the party, as the justification of party rule 
in the post-Mao era has rested on symbolic order and social unity, which have been 
seen as requirements for China’s rise. The party labelled FLG as a threat to social 
stability, and by extension to China’s rise and prosperity. The ‘evil cult* was 
branded unpatriotic while the party could rekindle its patriotic struggle against hos­
tile foreign powers that would see China subjugated.

The campaign provided the authorities with another vessel of self-description 
and positive identity framing. The use of identity frames has the same function for 
the authorities who try to suppress movements they deem undesirable, as it has for 
social movements that try to frame their identities as positive; authorities also want 
to garnet support and legitimize their policies. Non-democratic leaderships, like the 
one in China, often frame themselves as the savior and guarantor of the nation, 
which excludes alternative representation of the state and alternative political or 
social orders and actors within it (Holm 2004). In this vein, the legitimization of 
CCP rule has rested on its claim to be the sole guardian o f‘benevolence, truth, and 
glory* (Shue 1994). The nation is built on a narrative or myth of struggle, with a pan­
theon of national heroes ranging from glorious workers to the fathers of ideology. 
For example, the preamble of the Constitution of the People’s Republic of China
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emphasizes the struggle against imperialism and feudalism, and the role of the CCP 
in this arduous struggle. In China, the unification of the country and the hostility of 
foreign powers, as well as some ‘bad elements’ of Chinese society, are the building 
blocks of national history writing, and much of official popular culture. Such reifi­
cation of an encircled ‘us’ by the regime renews discipline, legitimizes the use of 
repression, and maintains a crucial link between the leadership and the people 
(Bourdieu 1991). This also informs the images and labels the regime is likely to give 
those it deems its enemies.37

In addition to affirming the patriotic tie between party and people, the continued 
struggle also legitimated and called for renewed discipline. Claimed threats to pub­
lic order and security, like FLG, provide the party with arguments for maintaining 
the most enduring means of protecting its rule, like the possibility of sending people 
to labour re-education camps through local administrative decisions, without trial.

Security continuums

From very early on, FLG was portrayed as part of the international struggle against 
cults. Chinese authorities often listed FLG together with the Solar Temple cult, the 
movement of the restoration of God’s Ten Commandments, and Aum Shinrikyo. 
These types o f‘cults’ are claimed to ‘wantonly preach the fallacy of “the end of the 
world”, destroy social stability and jeopardize the lives and property of the public’ 
(People’s Daily October 9 2007).38

The anti-cult aspect of the campaign became especially prevalent after the self- 
immolation event on Tiananmen Square in January 23 2001. A video of seven 
people trying to bum  themselves on Tiananmen Square was widely broadcast in 
China, and it seemed to turn the tide in favor of the authorities’ campaign, as it 
appeared to validate the dangers of following Li’s doctrines.39

The CCP also constructed another security continuum linking the legitimacy of 
fighting terrorism to FLG after the worldwide attention to terrorism in 2001. 
Although mainly aimed against China’s insurgency and political separatist move­
ments in Xinjiang, the campaign against the ‘three evils’, namely separatism, 
religious extremism, and terrorism, linked the FLG to separatist and terrorist 
groups through this continuum.40

Although not presented as terrorists or separatists, this security continuum 
framed FLG practitioners’ identities in the same canvas as the gravest threats to 
national security. The self-immolation event in 2001 facilitated this framing, as self- 
immolation was viewed as ‘religious extremism’. The framing was also useful in the 
international campaign, as FLG was not only tied to the struggle against (death) 
cults, but now also terrorism.

Still in the run-up to the Seventeenth Party Congress in 2007 this security con­
tinuum was quite evident. Zhou Yongkang, the minister of public security and a 
member of the politburo at the time, is quoted by the BBC as saying: ‘All police 
should. . .  strike hard on overseas and domestic hostile forces, ethnic splittists, reli­
gious extremists, violent terrorists and the Falun Gong cult so as to safeguard 
national security and social stability.’41
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Together these tactics framed the issue of FLG as an issue of ‘contradictions 
between the people and their enemies’, one of the most influential doctrines of 
Mao Zedong defining the correct handling o f contradictions among the people. 
This framing defined FLG as an enemy, as a threat to national security, 
although this status was qualified: those who chose to refute their beliefs could be 
accepted back into the ‘people*. Those who would remain outside, would not only 
be the target of labeling, but also methods of hard repression remaining from the 
Mao era.

Falungong’s ‘Rightful Resistance3 — desecuritization 
moves by Li Hongzhi

Unlike the Chinese democracy movements (e.g. Democracy Wall and the 1989 stu­
dent movement) Li did not embed the legitimacy and rightfulness of his doctrine 
and practice in socialist dogma, although his doctrines are also influenced by 
socialist morality. Li was mostly drawing on a much older reservoir of resonance, 
‘traditional Chinese values’.

In FLG’s identity talk, FLG is presented as a cultivation practice that promotes 
good health and moral living. According to Li, his teachings are non-political and 
non-violent. By cultivating their bodies and morality, FLG will save the world: ‘We 
are cultivators, people walking the road to godhood, we transcend the human 
world, and we neither seek nor covet the fame and profit found in this world’ 
(L i 2005).

In the FLG biographies of Li, he is presented in a very similar way to Maoist 
model comrades like Lei Feng. The definitions for the three-part moral code of 
FLG -  truth, benevolence, and forbearance (zhen, shan, red), are very similar to 
socialist moral instructions: one should tell the truth and help the weak. Li also 
stressed his duty towards the people and his social rather than individual goals. He 
claims to be improving the morality and health of people, and as a result, stabilizing 
society, in accordance with party doctrines:42 ‘I, Li Hongzhi, unconditionally help 
practitioners improve human morality and keep people healthy, which stabilizes 
society; and with their healthy bodies, people can better serve society. Isn’t this 
bringing good fortune to the people in power?’ (Li 1999b). ‘I have always though the 
government and the leaders would want to see every Chinese become a person with 
lofty morals’ (Li 1999a).

This type of identity talk aligns the ‘nature* of FLG in accordance with the goals 
of the CCP, thus denying the possibility of being a threat to it. Similarly, as the anti- 
FLG campaign has gone on, Li has directly refuted both the party’s self-descriptions 
and the representations of FLG as unpatriotic. This illustrates the interactive nature 
of the struggle, but may also indicate that the party’s tactics and campaigns have 
been successful (see for example Li 2005).

In the FLG biography of Li, he is presented as having a lack of interest in politics 
or social organizations. As a youth Li did not join the Red Guards during the 
Cultural Revolution, although according to the biography he was asked to join 
many times. Li’s lack of organizational interests was a positive attribute43 in 1992 for
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qigong practitioners (Penny 2003:659), and also a means of deflecting the attention 
of authorities.

Once the soft-repression of FLG began, Li responded by repeating the self­
representations already constructed in his previous writings, but emphasized 
aspects of them as desecuritization arguments. He continued the line of not having 
any worldly political goals, and of definitely not being anti-party in his open letter 
to the Central Committee of the party:

Falun Gong is merely a popular activity for practicing gong. It has no organi­
zation, and even less does it have any political objectives. Nor has it ever par­
ticipated in any antigovemmental activity. I am a [gong] practitioner and have 
never had anything to do with political power.

(Li 1999a)

T he question of ‘getting political* has remained an important aspect of Li’s 
desecuritization moves:

The crux of the matter, it would seem, is that a cultivator’s motive is to stop the 
persecution, and not to ‘get political’ for the sake of gaining human political 
power. Cultivators have no desire for power among men: just the opposite, cul­
tivators are to let go of any attachment to power.

(Li 2007)

In accordance with his claims of ‘not having gone political*, Li separates himself 
from The Epoch T im e s which have published the Nine Commentaries on the 
Communist Party (The Epoch Times 2004), although he has endorsed the publication 
at times. The Commentaries lay out a history of CCP oppression, portray the CCP 
as an ‘evil cult’ and Jiang Zemin as a ‘tool of evil*, and posit the FLG with the most 
oppressed groups in world history undergoing a ‘genocide* at the hands of the CCP. 
In tandem with the Commentaries, The Epoch Times claims that over 27 million 
Chinese have resigned from the CCP.45 The Commentaries is a clear anti-party 
document,46 which is perhaps why Li does not attribute it to himself (see e.g. Li 
2005).

In the 1990s, the majority of FLG practitioners’ desecuritization moves were 
identity framings, which aimed at refuting the securitization moves of the authori­
ties. These acts focused on self-description and criticized the CCP only implicitly. 
In the 2000s this however has changed.

Upping the ante: counter-securitization of the 
CCP and Jiang Zemin

When FLG practitioners continued to defy the rituals of conformity by publicly per­
forming FLG and protesting the campaign against it -  FLG practitioners still con­
tinue their resistance a decade after the launching of the anti-Falungong campaign 
-  the government began to use stronger measures against the group. The campaign
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led to the most extensive series of arrests since 1989. Hundreds of torture and 
dozens of death in incarceration cases have been reported outside of China.47

Self-representation is still a major part of FLG activists’ struggle with the CCP. 
However, as these desecuritization moves have proven unsuccessful, and as the 
campaign against FLG became more intense, starting from late 2000 Li, FLG prac­
titioners and other groups sympathetic to FLG began to express the struggle in 
terms of defining the opponent, the CCP and especially Jiang Zemin. Li declared 
that FLG disciples were undergoing the period o f‘Fa-rectification’:48

Dafa disciples amidst Fa-rectification have a different situation from when per­
sonal cultivation was done in the past. In the face of the groundless harming, in 
the face of Dafa’s persecution, and in the face of the injustice forced upon us, 
we cannot handle things or categorically accept things the way it was done 
before in personal cultivation, because Dafa disciples are now in the Fa-rectifi- 
cation period.

(Li 200 lb)

Just as heterodox religious organizations were harassed and driven underground in 
Confucian China, leading to a self-fulfilling prophecy of them ‘going political’, the 
party is driving the ‘evil cults* of today underground. Whether or not it had been on 
the agenda of these organizations, the campaign against them has led to them 
engaging in politics and explicitly resisting party rule, which can be seen outside of 
China in protests at the gates of Chinese embassies, during Chinese state visits, 
and in publications supporting FLG. The battle is also waged online,49 as FLG 
spreads its message while FLG is one of the major targets of China’as vast Internet- 
censorship and control operation.

After denying having ‘gone political’ for many years, in 2007 even Li admits that 
‘going political’ could be what FLG is and should be doing:

If when the world’s media are kept silent by incentives and disincentives from 
the CCP, Dafa disciples* forming their own media to counter the persecution 
and save the world’s people is labeled ‘political*, then let’s go ahead and 
confidendy make use of ‘politics* to expose the persecution and save sentient 
beings!

(Li 2007)

In the counter-securitizadon discourse among FLG practitioners Jiang Zemin is 
portrayed as ‘the highest representative of the evil force in the human world’ who is 
being used by higher beings to persecute FLG.50 Only by eliminating the evil can 
FLG practitioners return home through consummation of the Falun Dafa paradise; 
if disciples fail and recant the Fa, they cannot reach consummation. As a resultjiang 
Zemin is an existential threat to the Falun Dafa paradise and the salvation of the 
practitioners. As Li Hongzhi’s task is to save humanity during this period of the ‘end 
of times’ by restoring humanity’s morality, Jiang becomes an existential threat to 
the entire world: ‘The moment the party and that evil ringleader [i.e. Jiang Zemin]
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exclaimed that they wanted to “defeat Falun Gong,” the gods gave the verdict that 
the party must be dissolved and destroyed*(Li 2005).

This counter-securitization discourse comes close to Barend ter Haar’s ‘demono­
logical paradigm’ (Haar 2002). According to him, the demonological paradigm has 
been used in China to form a dyad of us (tianxia, all under heaven) and them {yaoguai, 
demons). During political strife, for example during the Taiping rebellion, real peo­
ple could be defined in demonic terms, after which they could be combated with 
anti-demonic means and become the target of the most severe violent acts.51 In 
Chinese traditional beliefs, demons are believed to reside in liminal spaces (e.g. 
doorways, bridges, cross-sections of roads) and liminal times (e.g. the fifteenth day 
of the seventh month is the period of the ghost festival). Li’s declaration of the era of 
fa-rectification coincides with this belief, as during fa-rectification the whole world 
is in a liminal state, and thus demons are widely abound: ‘China’s Labor 
Re-education Camps are dark dens of evil forces. Most of the disciplinary guards 
there are reincarnated minor ghosts from hell’ (Li 2000a). * [T] he way the evil beings 
are currently performing shows that they are now completely without human 
nature and without righteous thoughts’ (Li 2001c).

The exorcism of demons has been used to legitimize the use of violence in China. 
This tradition may also explain M ao’s use of quasi-religious language like ‘ox- 
demons’, ‘snake-demons’, ‘evil spirits’, and ‘poisonous weeds* in his political rheto­
ric and practices like ‘loyalty dances’ that were prevalent in Maoist politics (Perry 
and Selden 2003). These concepts and practices52 have long traditions and there 
was widespread awareness of demonic folklore in China,53 and thus cultural reso­
nance that could be used to guide popular traditions in support of the CCP.54 
During the Mao era, demons were replaced with ‘struggle’ and ‘counterrevolution*, 
which retained the grammatical relationships of the demonological paradigm: 
counterrevolution was a violent threat that had to be answered with equal counter­
violence (Haar 2002: 54).55

While the CCP securitizes FLG as a threat to socialism, FLG practitioners 
engaged in counter-securitization demonize Jiang Zemin. Li has also used demo- 
nization against other forms of qigong by labeling them as xiejiao (heterodox teach­
ings, evil religion, evil cult), which is the label used by the CCP in describing FLG, 
and demonized even practitioners claiming to be cultivating FLG.56

The counter-securitization of the CCP and Jiang Zemin has legitimated -  if not 
breaking -  at least altering the rules of FLG. In the early teachings of Li, disciples 
were told to give up their worldly attachments while cultivating among humans. 
Still in 1999, as response to the anti-FLG campaign, Li stated: ‘We do not oppose 
the government now, nor will we do so in the future. O ther people may treat us 
badly, but we cannot treat other people badly. We cannot regard people as enemies * 
(Li 1999c).

In the period of Fa-rectification, i.e. under an existential threat to faith itself 
(Laustsen and Waever 2000), it is allowed to ‘go beyond forbearance’: ‘If the evil has 
already reached the point where it is unsavable and unkeepable, then various meas­
ures at different levels can be used to stop it and eradicate it. Going beyond the 
limits o f Forbearance is included in the Fa’s principles* (Li 2001c).
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During Fa-rectification, Li calls all disciples to ‘step forward’ and actively engage 
the ‘evil’. So far, ‘stepping forward* has meant going to Tiananmen Square, spread­
ing the ‘truth’, and other activities that express true faith and challenge the CCP. 
Even these can entail high costs for individuals engaged in such activities. Li claims 
that should a disciple be captured and be ‘persecuted’, ‘sending righteous thoughts* 
will protect true believers from all acts o f violence, as these will be turned against the 
torturers themselves. ‘Sending righteous thoughts’ is told by Li to also help him 
eradicate the evil he is in battle with almost constantly. Only by eradicating this evil 
can consummation be reached, as Li will not allow his disciples to ‘leave* until the 
campaign is over.

The interactive nature of counter-securitization is also apparent when Li 
legitimizes ‘stepping forward*:

We haven’t been involved in political struggles, whether it be our going to 
Tiananmen Square, going to Zhongnanhai, or clarifying the truth to people in 
all sorts of situations. This is because if the evil hadn’t persecuted us, we would­
n ’t need to explain the truth to people whatsoever.

(Li 2000c)

The ‘evil’ that Li is fighting is still in other dimensions. Patsy Rahn (2002) however 
sees the potential of the demonizing paradigm in legitimizing not only acts against 
‘demons’ in ‘other dimensions’, but even the use of violence in this world.57 Thus 
far, Li is limiting the measures against the oppressors to ‘sending righteous 
thoughts’ and ‘stepping forward’:

[Y]ou may stop them [human beings doing acts against gods] by taking all 
kinds of approaches, such as exposing the evil acts, clarifying the truth, and 
directly telephoning those people. [. . .] [Y]ou can stop them with righteous 
thoughts. [ .. .]  When [ . . .]  the wicked policemen are using electric batons or 
when bad people are injecting drugs to persecute you, you can use your right­
eous thoughts to redirect the electric current or the drugs back to the person 
doing violence to you.

(Li 2004a)

[M]obilize your greater abilities, disintegrate all of the dark minions and rotten 
demons, and eliminate the final disruptions that arc in other dimensions.

(Li 2004b)

While Li has engaged in counter-securitization of the evil that is the CCP, his disci­
ples in The Epoch Times have portrayed features of reverse-securitization in their 
securitization of the CCP andjiang Zemin. In the Mine Commentaries on the Communist 
Party, the CCP is portrayed as the largest cult in history (The Epoch Times 2004: 
xix), reversing the authorities accusations of FLG being an ‘evil cult’: ‘The 
Communist Party is essentially an evil cult that harms mankind’ (Ibid.: 236), and 
placed the CCP as the worst case on an anti-cult continuum with death cults like 
Aum shinrikyo and the Solar Temple cult (Ibid.: 246). Similarly, Jiang Zemin’s
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family background is claimed to be fabricated, mirroring what the CCP claims 
about Li Hongzhi’s biographies (Ibid.: 118—19,126). As the CCP portrays FLG as 
being totally opposite to Marxist science, the CCP is argued to direcdy contradict 
traditional Chinese culture and undermine the cohesiveness of the Chinese nation­
ality (Ibid.: 156, 185).

Li and his followers have used a mixture of desecuritization moves, reverse-secu­
ritization, and counter-securitization as tactics in their resistance. In the beginning 
FLG activities conformed with ‘rightful resistance’ but after the soft repression by 
the authorities began in earnest, Li was forced into engaging in desecuritization 
moves in his identity framings. As the desecuritization failed and the authorities 
tu rned  to hard repression, Li began his counter-securitization moves, identifying 
the C C P  as the tool of evil that is threatening the entire world and the FLG paradise 
o f  his disciples.

C on elusions

W hile focusing on European and ‘Western* contexts, the majority of studies of secu­
ritization have not focused on either the ‘targets* (i.e. the identified threats) of secu­
ritization, o r on the interaction between the claims of securitizing actors and the 
claims by the ‘targets*. I however argued in the present chapter that some processes 
o f  rhetorical struggle between authorities and social movements utilize security dis­
course to either legitimize social mobilization or to block it from the political arena. 
I used the com bination ofsecuritization/desecuritization theory and identity frame 
theory  here to show how both protest legitimization and repression can be concep­
tualized within the same framework, and how their underlying logic can be deci­
phered.

In  the P R C , especially with regard to social mobilization and repression, the 
stakes o f applied identity frames are high as they are about the right to take part in 
social activism an d /o r  the survival o f the regime, and in the case of FLG, even 
the ‘fate o f the world*. It does not m atter whether the activists or the authorities 
really believe or are sincere in their identity framings of themselves or their 
adversaries, or whether they are merely engaged in a political game of cynical 
m anipulation. T he approach I presented here does not deal with the sincerity of the 
actors or their ‘real’ motives. Regardless o f the motives or sincerity of the propo­
nents and  opponents, the approach explains why certain types of frames are more 
likely to  be used than others in justifying soft or hard repression and resistance to 
repression.

Although FLG, with its stated goals of bettering the health and morals of Chinese 
was tolerated at first, the FLG was a problem for Chinese authorities in that it pro­
vided an  alternative world-view and social system for people who had not benefited 
from  the economic reforms and thus did not view the increased material prosperity 
o f the Chinese as a source o f legitimacy for C C P rule. FLG overstepped the thresh­
olds o f allowed autonomous social mobilization and rightful resistance. In addition 
to curbing a potential political adversary, the anti-FLG campaign provided the 
C C P  with an  opportunity to reproduce its own positive identity-frames and to call
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for renewed discipline, in a period w henjiang Zemin was preparing to canonize his 
political legacy.

In the anti-FLG campaign FLG has been portrayed as an ‘evil cult* in the service 
of hostile forces within and outside China that endangered individual people j social 
stability, and eventually even the sovereignty of the People’s Republic. In response,
Li Hongzhi tried to refute this label by referring to the lofty morals and the non­
political aims o f FLG. When this has not proven to be successful, Li has upped the 
ante o f resistance by resorting to counter-securitization, and his disciples to reverse- 
securitization of the regime.

The campaign against the FLG has been portrayed for the practitioners of FLG 
as a persecution of FLG ordained in history, and perpetrated by evil forces. Most of 
the identity framings aimed at non-anointed-ones however do not focus on the 
supernatural evil of the CCP, but on the party’s campaign violating human rights.
Li has for example emphasized that the Nine Commentaries on the CCP should not be 
part of the material that explains FLG.58 FLG should be framed as a pacifist medi­
tation exercise, the practitioners o f which are being persecuted by the CCP in vio­
lation of their human rights. This frame resonates with Western media, and 
accordingly the actual teachings of FLG often do not appear in Western media 
beyond repeating the three-part moral code o f FLG, namely truth, benevolence, 
and forbearance. The story about FLG is Chinese hum an rights violations.

The findings presented here are generally useful in social movement research for 
revealing the centrality of security discourse in repression and protest legitimization 
in non-democratic political orders. Authorities in liberal systems can also resort to 
securitization of their opponents, as examples in Western history of the repression 
of radical left- or right-wing oppositions, or m ore recently fundamental Islamists, 
have shown. However, the exclusionary nature o f non-democratic political systems 
makes it more likely that they will utilize security discourse, as the need to legitimize 
the possible use of extraordinary means (e.g. hard  repression) to prevent other polit­
ical actors from emerging in society arises at a  m uch lower threshold than in liberal 
democratic contexts. Although there is no autom atic o r deterministic mechanism 
for deploying hard forms of repression after softer forms have been used, the use of 
soft forms of repression increases the likelihood of hard  repression, as it lowers its 
costs both by intimidating or provoking activists engaged in resistance and justify­
ing violence. Soft repression quite likely may end up upping the ante on both sides 
of the struggle. This has also been the case with Li Hongzhi and  his disciples.

Notes
1 Falungong (fell#)) literally means law-wheel cultivation, or law-wheel qigong, while 

Falun Dafa, the other name used by FLG means the great law of the law-wheel. 
Falungong is usually written Falun Gong in English, but the direct pinyin transliteration 
of falungCng is used here. Qigong means the cultivation of qi- or cosmic energy, and is a 
general label for various styles of breathing exercises that often contain esoteric beliefs.

2 Chinese sectarianism has contained a wide spectrum of dissenting religious groups func­
tioning outside the mainstream of clerical traditions. These groups have often been 
informed by an acute sense of eschatology and been preoccupied with hopes of salvation
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in the impeding doom  o f the essentially corrupt world of the present. They have often 
developed a salvational scheme that has not relied on temples and priests o f either folk 
religion or state-recognized Daoism and  Buddhism. These groups have often also cre­
ated an  alternative com munity that has provided identity, solidarity, and sustenance to 
its members, thus making families, lineage, and  village communities obsolete (Shek 
1990:87-88).

3 Frames are here understood as interpretive schem ata that simplify and condense ‘the 
world out there by selectively punctuating and encoding objects, situations, events, 
experiences, and sequences of actions in one’s past* (Snow and Benford 1992: 137). 
For security analysis utilising frame theory, see Eriksson (2001) and Bendrath et a i 
(2007).

4 Failed securitization has recendy received m ore attention, see for example Salter (2008) 
and V uori (2005).

5 As security is relational, claimed threats may also be relevant targets o f study on the level 
o f agents (cf. Balzacq’s C hapter 2 in the present volume).

6 T he logical theory o f illocutionary acts is called illocutionary logic. Jo h n  R. Searle and 
Daniel V anderveken’s (1985) objective was the formalization of the logical properties of 
illocutionary forces. Illocutionary logic can be used to study the entire range o f possible 
illocutionary forces however they may be realised in particular natural languages and 
utterances o f them. It is thus interested in all possible illocutionary forces and not just the 
actual realizations o f these possibilities in actual speech and in actual languages. Searle 
and Vanderveken propose that speech acts are the basic form of hum an communication, 
and tha t speech acts can be divided into five elem entary types (assertives, directives, com­
missives, expressives, and declarations).

7 Repression is understood here as ‘any action by another group which raises the con­
tender’s cost o f  collective action’ (Tilly 1978: 100). These actions of raising the con­
tenders’ costs can further be divided into hard  and  soft forms. M yra M arx Ferree (2005) 
argues that states engage in hard  repression through use o f force, and in soft repression 
when they try to limit and ‘exclude ideas and  identities from the public forum’ in nonvi­
olent ways. Soft repression is specifically directed against movements* collective identi­
ties and  ideas that support ‘cognitive liberation’ o r ‘oppositional consciousnesses.’ In 
non-dem ocratic systems like China, the use o f  soft repression (e.g., labeling) is an integral 
part o f hard  repression (e.g., sending dissidents to  labor camps). Both are used in unison, 
so that soft repression precedes hard  repression.

8 ‘Identity talk* refers to processes whereby social movements* identities are constructed 
and  expressed through com m unication am ong the movement’s participants and with 
non-participants. It occurs, for example, when the activists explain the movement to 
others, recruit new members, proselytize their message by making public pronounce­
ments, and engage in disputes and  debates. Identities are also expressed in cultural 
materials, namely, names, narratives, symbols, verbal styles, rituals, clothing, and 
so on. See for example Snow and  M cAdam  (2000) and Polletta and Jasper (2001: 
285).

9 For post-totalitarianism, see Havel (1992). F or applications to analysis o f Chinese poli­
tics, see Lai (2006) and  Paltem aa and Vuori (2009).

10 T hat movements* identity frames depend also on  the way outsiders frame movements is 
noted in new social movement research, by E inw ohner (2002). T hat identities are con­
structed also with strategic goals in m ind is no ted  by Westby (2002).

11 Holger Stritzel (2007: 369-70) separates the socio-linguistic reservoir o f  analogies and 
contracts from the socio-political context o f m ore sedimented structures and positions of 
power. I f  securitizing actors are able to fram e their discourse compatibly with existing 
linguistic reservoirs and they have positional pow er, they are more likely to succeed in 
getting their ‘texts* as the dom inant narrative.

12 Frank Pieke (1994) refers to what is basically the sam e phenom enon through the concept 
o f ‘recon textualization. ’
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13 In C hina this has been observed, for example, in the way the C C P  mobilized its revolu­
tionary movement through highly em otional frames deliberately designed for this 
purpose (Perry 2000; Snow and Benford 1988: 198-99).

14 W iever has outlined three options for this: (1) simply not to talk about issues in term s of 
security, (2) to keep responses to securitized issues in forms that do not create security 
dilemmas and other vicious spirals, and  (3) to move security issues back to ‘normal 
politics.* See W aiver (1995; 2000: 253).

15 J e f  Huysmans (1995: 65-67) has proposed three approaches for desecuritization strate­
gies: 1) the objectivist strategy, 2) the constructivist strategy, and  3) the deconstructivist 
strategy. T he objectivist strategy is premised on  a traditional objective-subjective under­
standing of security: security has an objective content while subjective notions of this are 
cither real or illusory. Someone intent on desecuritizing som ething with an objectivist 
argument would thus claim that something is no t really a  security problem . I argue that 
just as with securitization, this type o f  desecuritization strategy can be considered a 
speech act, and it also has felicity conditions related to  the social capital o f  the enunciator 
o f the argument, conditions related to the th reat, and  conditions related to the audience.

16 A good practical example o f these two different understandings o f  desecuritization as a 
termination of institutional facts from an  eroding totalitarian socialist setting are the 
failed securitization moves o f the Socialistische Einhei tspartie Deutschland (SED) in the 
German Democratic Republic (GDR). As Steven Pfaff (1996) has shown, the revolution 
in the G D R  was conducted under the slogan, *We Are the People,* which the protestors 
framed as their collective identity to thw art the prospect o f  a  ‘Chinese solution’ to the 
demonstrations. T he ruling party, the SED , attem pted to fram e the dem onstrators as 
counterrevolutionaries, but failed and finally had  to cede power. O le Wsever (1989 and 
1995) has emphasized that the fall o f the SED was, inter alia, due to the failure of the secu­
ritization moves of the ruling party.
In a  way, by stating ‘W e Are T he People’ and  resisting the securitization o f the ‘W est’ by 
the authorities, the protestors were making the statem ent ‘we no longer accept (X is an 
existential threat to Y)*, i.e. the protestors no longer accepted that the ‘W est’ was an exis­
tential threat to the people of the G DR. As the authorities gave way, and  ceded to the slo­
gans on the streets, they in a  way m ade the statem ent ‘we accept (X is no longer an 
existential threat to Y)*, i.e. the SED authorities accepted tha t the ‘W est’ was no longer 
an existential threat to the people o f the G D R . T h e  protestors m ade explicit moves 
towards dismantling the social institution o f a  securitized ‘W est’, which the authorities 
eventually accepted. T he authorities no longer m aintained the securitization of the 
‘West’ and the threat label withered away, it was desecuritized.

17 Searle (1995: 43): as long as people continue to recognise the X  as having the status 
function of Y, the institutional fact is maintained.

18 This is in a way what the Barack O bam a adm inistration is debating regarding the ques­
tion of whether 4vaterboarding* and other ‘harsh’ interrogation methods were legal or 
illegal. CIA interrogators using these m ethods were under the belief that they had the 
right to use ‘extraordinary measures’, that the securitization o f terrorism was in effect in 
legitimating these procedures. T he O bam a adm inistration seems to be retracting the 
right to use torture as an ‘extraordinary m easure’, they are in a  way not recognizing that 
these methods would be justified even when terrorism  in general is securitized. For the 
O bam a administration, the marriage did not actually take place even though everyone 
present at the reception thought it did. For how the breadth o f practical applications of 
securitizations can fluctuate, see Bendrath et al. (2007) and Salter (2008).

19 Patricia Thornton emphasises that the non-traditional, and non-medical methods of 
healing through the cultivation of paranorm al capabilities is implicitly critical o f ‘scien­
tific Marxism*. By claiming the body o f the practitioner a  private realm or ‘open space*, 
and by presenting a set of radically different values and doctrines, FLG departs from the 
C C P’e prerogative of control. T he somatization o f personal social, moral and economic 
distress into bodily problems translates into a metonymical criticism of the Chinese ‘body
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politic’. Claiming to alter the body o f the practitioner is a  subversive act against Marxist 
doctrines (Thornton 2002). Attaining ‘consummation* in the FLG paradise would 
am ount to the negation of the C C P and defection from the system o f state control. 
A lthough Li Hongzhi may not have viewed his doctrine as a metaphysical escape from 
the Chinese political order, by claiming an alternative truth about the world, Li 
challenges the C C P  on a  cosmological level.

20 T h e  most authoritative work by Li (1996) is Zhuan Falun. Li’s writings can be down­
loaded from the FLG website, www.falundafa.org.

21 Also Zhonggong displays religious beliefs, and it too has been banned (Thornton 2003).
22 M illenarian communities generally consist o f ethnocentric people, who perceive them­

selves as being disrupted by an evil power of seemingly demonic dimensions that upsets 
and  menaces traditional ways of life. In the presence o f such a danger, the community 
perceives itself as the chosen elect, whose task is to defend the community so that right­
eousness overcomes the evil. T he most receptive audiences for millenarian ism have been 
found in areas undergoing rapid social and economic change, which bring about cultural 
shocks and  disorientation, disrupt existing socioeconomic orders, and have powerful 
im pacts on  ways o f life (Rinehart 2006: 23). T he rise in popularity o f qigong in general 
and  FLG in particular coincides with rapid socioeconomic changes o f 1980-90s China. 
W ays o f  living and understandings o f the world that predate the CC P have been pre­
served in C hina, and  the socioeconomic tumults o f the reform period combined with the 
loosening o f  socialist morals may explain the popularity o f FLG’s millenarian beliefs.

23 FLG  has no t always been viewed favourably even outside China, largely due to some of 
the doctrines o f  Li Hongzhi. Li is claimed to possess supernatural skills, like levitation and 
the ability to know the thoughts and doings o f  all his disciples (Li 2001a). Li (1997) also 
claim s th a t aliens are am ong us, and trying to take over humanity through destroying 
hum an  m orality with empirical science and computers. As Li claims to cure his disciples, 
and  as cultivation will keep practitioners healthy and illness free, going to hospital would 
be tray  their faith. H e also discourages his followers from reading ‘evil texts’ that lie about 
FLG , m eaning tha t only his teachings and writings are proper. Some of Li’s views on 
hom osexuals and  m odem  society have also raised controversy. Li’s system forms an anti­
science, conservative critique o f current morals, aesthetics, and the way of modem life, 
spiced up  with supernatural beliefs, and  presented in a strongly manichean way. For Li’s 
claims see Li (1997 and 2001a).

24 T h is took m any forms. O ne example is describing Li as an ‘ex-army trumpet player* in 
the Party’s official expose o f him (Rcnmin R ibaojuly  23 1999a).

25 T h e  concept o f  security continuums comes form Didier Bigo’s (e.g. 1994) studies o f the 
in ternal security field in Europe. In a  security continuum a general feeling of unease or 
insecurity is linked to a  group o f issues, e.g. terrorism, organized crime, and immigration 
as they are often listed together in official European documents without overarching jus­
tification for doing this. As a  field effect, the fear o f terrorism is grafted on to issues of 
m igration. Security continuums can also be found in the Asian context, for example in 
S ingapore w here piracy and terrorism have been conflated in public official statements 
(Young and  Valencia 2003), and  in Australia where illegal migration has been connected 
to  terrorism  (Emmers 2004). In C hina the issue o f  North Korean immigration has also 
been fram ed in terms o f  security by the PLA (Curley 2004:18), but the ‘Strike H ard’ and 
the cam paign against the ‘three evils* are the cases in point when discussing security con­
tinuum s in contem porary China. T he ‘three evils’ are also the Shanghai Cooperation 
O rganization’s m ain ‘threat package’ which has been used to securitize human traffick­
ing by  linking it with terrorism (Jackson 2006: 310).

26 A lan K luver (1996:130-34) lists three types o f audiences for Chinese propaganda: I) offi­
cials for whom  official language is a  game and a tool for social impact, II) intellectuals for 
w hom  official language is a  tool of aggression and defense, and Ш) the masses for whom 
official language is transformatory, it legitimates and delegitimates different forms of 
action. T h e  Chinese propaganda system (renamed into Public Relations in the 2000s)
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also has an international dimension and function, and it is divided into three sections: 
internal party propaganda, domestic propaganda, and foreign propaganda (Shambaugh 
2007).

27 The active phase, followed by active silencing is apparent in FLG disappearing com­
pletely from the pages of Rcnmin Ribao after 2001 when between 1999 and 2001 it was 
mentioned in more than 1700 separate pieces in the paper, while before 1999 it had not 
appeared once. After the active phase, FLG still at times comes up in security continu­
ums of the ‘three evils’, namely ‘separatism, terrorism, and religious extremism.’

28 For a history of these campaigns, see Dutton (2005).
29 Patsy Rahn (2002) sees this as forming a historical ‘ruler-sectarian paradigm’ in 

China, and that the anti-FLG campaign and resistance to it follows this historical 
paradigm.

30 The CCP had also waged a campaign against sects in the 1980s (Munro 1989: 10-11).
31 The number of protestors in the April 25 protest has been estimated at 10 000.
32 Religious sectarians, espousing beliefs and practicing rituals the authorities have deemed 

heterodox were a major governmental concern in imperial China (Shek 1990:87).
33 These are seen by Perry and Sclden (2003) as the gravest dangers perceived by CCP 

leaders, cross-regional or-group organization cannot be allowed. These aspects were 
also evident in the 1980s campaign against cults (Munro 1989).

34 The criminal law on counterrevolutionary crimes was changed to that of jeopardizing 
national security in 1997.

35 ‘[Bjanning cult organizations and punishing their activities is to go hand-in-hand with 
protecting normal religious activities and people’s freedom of belief (ChinaOnline 
1999).

36 The FLG biographies have not been available since may 2001. They present Li as an 
extraordinary youth, who received special training from various masters, possessed 
supernatural skills, and describe how Li decided to publish his doctrine. T he biographies 
follow the form of traditional Chinese religious and dynastic biographies. For a discus­
sion, see Penny (2003).

37 Some see the defining of enemies as the form of politics in Mao’s China; see Dutton (2005) 
for a narrative of the Mao era of Chinese politics presented through a Schmittian enemy- 
friend dyad.

38 This continuum of‘evil religions’ (xiejiao) has also been used against the fourteenth Dalai 
Lama.

39 Li and his disciples have vehemently denied any connection to the immolators, and pro­
vided a deconstruction of the video that undermines m any o f the claims made by the 
authorities: ‘Recently the CC P’s lies and propaganda have again been pushing fabrica­
tions such as the “self-immolation” and been spreading fake versions o f the Nine 
Commentaries so as to further poison the minds o f the world’s people* (Li 2005). For a  
version of the self-immolation video that contains com m entary and editing by FLG- 
supporters, see http://w w w .faluninfo.net/tiananm cn/im m olation.asp; For the official 
original video, see C C TV  (2001). W hether the event or videos of it were hoaxes or not 
does not matter here; that the videos and the event were perceived as legitimating the 
authorities’ campaign has more relevance from a perform ative point o f view. T ru th  and 
accuracy are less poignant for performative acts.

40 Whereas violent incidents in Xinjiang during the 1990s were termed ‘splittism’, after 
2001 these have been framed as ‘terrorism*, which shows the practical effects o f the 
‘Global W ar on T erro r’ macrosecuritization (Buzan and Waever 2009) in China.

41 Quoted in Bristow (2007).
42 Perhaps ironically, the current dogma of the C C P also emphasizes harmony in society, 

and espouses similar morals o f truthfulness and working hard  for the motherland. For 
H u jin tao ’s criteria o f honor and disgrace, see Mille (2007). Q uoting M ao Zedong, Jiang 
Zemin similarly stressed that the task o f the party is to serve the masses. Given that Li’s 
appearance in public life was accredited to Deng Xiaoping’s ‘imperial tour o f the South’

http://www.falundafa.org
http://www.faluninfo.net/tiananmcn/immolation.asp
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and the deepening o f reform in one of his biographies (Penny 2003:658), had things gone • 
differently, Li would quite likely have picked up jian g ’s and H u’s line as well.

43 See Lu (2005) for an analysis o f entrepreneurial logics in FLG activities.
44 According to The Epoch Times self-description, it is a  privately owned, general purpose 

newspaper founded in New York 2000 in response to the arrest o f Chinese journalists. It 
favours FLG and opposes the CGP and is a  major outlet for the FLG securitization of the 
CCP. According to Li Hongzhi, The Epoch Times was founded by FLG disciples, but ‘it’s 
Dafa disciples who are initiating things themselves and organizing to do it, and it’s not 
Dafa itself that’s doing that’ (Li 2003). FLG disciples have also established their own 
radio and televisions stations.

45 See http://en.epochtim es.com /211,95,1.html(Accessed October 29 2007). The num­
ber of resigned people comes from a web-service The Epoch Times provides 
(h t tp : / / tuidang.epochtim es.com /, Accessed M arch 17 2010), which cannot be accessed 
from the M ainland. This decreases the credibility o f the numbers claimed. CC P statistics 
show that the C C P has more members than ever.

46 E.g.: ‘the Chinese need to help themselves; they need to reflect, and they need to shake 
off the C C P ’ (The Epoch Times 2004: 268); ‘the C C P is the real source of turmoil’ (The 
Epoch Tim es 2004: 275).

47 It is difficult to estimate the validity and numbers o f claims of torture, as most o f the evi­
dence is from FLG practitioners, while the Chinese authorities dispute most claims and 
do not provide information on misconduct o f detainees, not to mention condoning 
torture. T he credibility o f FLG sources is in question as their numbers of incidences 
varies from ju st over 1400 to more than 10 000 in a  single source, see for example 
T he Epoch Tim es (2004: 81, 205, 211). For reports on torture in incarceration, see 
www.amnesty.org.

48 The period o f Fa-rectification seems to parallel the idea o f kalpa-disasters marking the 
end o f a  world (Li claims that the world has already been destroyed several times, and 
that the aliens are beings that have survived the previous destructions of the world): for 
Li, the current world seems to have moved from the period of the ‘true doctrine’ (.zhengfa) 
to the ‘counterfeit doctrine’ (xiangfa) and now to the ‘end of the doctrine’ (mo fa). The 
belief in the cosmic crisis and Li’s role in saving his disciples and even humanity are typ­
ical features o f a  Chinese sectarian group (cf. Shek 1990:88-98).

49 See for example www.falundafa.org,www.faluninfo.net,www.clearharmony.net, and 
www.epochtimes.com.

50 Q uoted in R ahn  (2002:44).
51 For example, 1850 onwards the Taipings referred to both external conflict and internal 

strife in demonic terms; the Taipings were the divine army needed to combat the 
demons, while real people ranging from local opponents to the Manchus were repre­
sented as dem ons (H aar 2002: 47). Li’s writings after 2000 seem to follow the same pat­
tern: Li’s true followers are divine in nature, while the persecutors of FLG arc demons 
from the netherworld. While Chinese sectarian scriptures often portray apocalyptic 
destruction as a  cosmic happening principally carried out by spirits and demons, some 
sectarians, like the Taipings have felt compelled to take it upon themselves to do violent 
acts in order to expedite the arrival of the millennium (Shek 1990: 103). Not all Chinese 
sectarian groups have rebelled or become violent. Similarly, not all miJlenarian religious 
groups have used violence but have remained non-violent (Rinehart 2006: 26). Yet, the 
urgent and immediate eschatology o f sectarian groups makes their potential for subver­
sion greater than orthodox forms of religion (Ibid.: 108).

52 For example, the ox-demon (niuguai) appearing in many folk tales was used to dehum an­
ise people; in the C C P ’s usage it labelled its targets as threats to society as well as 
backward, in a  time when there was a  call to ‘smash the old and build the new’ (Haar 
2002:56).

53 T he popularity o f  FLG ’s beliefs in the ‘end o f times’ shows how millenarian ideas have 
been carried on even in socialist C hina as elsewhere in the world (see Rinehart 2006).
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54 Political legitimacy in some other Asian societies also depends on exercising political 
power in ways that resonate with religious notions of righteousness and world order, for 
example in Cam bodia (Kent 2006: 350-51).

55 Similar practices have been deployed in Indonesia where ‘subversive forces’ from ‘cer­
tain quarters o f society’ served an im portant political function in legitimating a  rational­
ist form o f‘political paranoia’. T he fear that the New O rder m aintained was a  subversive 
(i.e. communist) force from within that would destroy the harm ony of the ‘people-state’ 
and bring about the dreaded ‘mad disorder’ (Bubandt 2005: 282, 284). Supplanting 
communism with Islamist extremism has not been successful as a securitization strategy 
in Indonesia in the 2000s.

56 For example: ‘Recendy, a  wretch in H ong Kong who lost her senses has been severely 
interfering with Dafa by saying absurd things, having bred dem ons in her mind, about 
how a Law Body of mine was telling her what to do. She even caused dam age by using a 
telephone call I made to her, and has been constandy doing bad things’ (Li 2000b).

57 While consistent with typical features o f millenarian ism, Li’s preachings do not concur 
with Jam es F. Rinehart’s (2006: 30) definitional criteria for millenarian terrorism. While 
many millenarian groups that resort to the use o f violence believe that the world has to be 
destroyed, Li claims to be trying to save the world from destruction.

58 ‘In order to prevent misunderstandings by those who have lost their way in the Party’s 
culture, I told Dafa disciples in M ainland C h ina not to incorporate the Nine 
Commentaries as they clarify the truth’ (Li 2005).

http://en.epochtimes.com/211,95,1.html(Accessed
http://tuidang.epochtimes.com/
http://www.amnesty.org
http://www.clearharmony.net
http://www.epochtimes.com


11 The continuing evolution of 
securitization theory

M ichael C. Williams

In  the decade and a half since its initial formulation and development, securitiza­
tion theory has evolved into a remarkably broad and vibrant area of research. 
Indeed, it is difficult to think of another perspective in security studies that could 
embrace (and virtually none that has embraced) the analysis of military affairs, the 
environment, gender, migration, and communications theory, to mention but a 
few, under a single theoretical orientation. Nor is it easy to think of another per­
spective in security studies that has generated such diverse and yet focused debates 
over its theoretical structure and empirical application.1 This book demonstrates 
that unity and diversity. Its contributors are united by need for a more sociological 
o r pragmatic view of securitization. They share the view that if securitization theory 
is to reach its full potential, the formulations of the Copenhagen School are in need 
o f further development and — in some cases — substantial redirection. Broadly 
speaking, it seems to me that these arguments run along two related lines. The first 
is that in its original form the idea of security as a speech act is constrained by a ver­
sion of social theory that is too thin and too formal to capture the concrete dynam­
ics, strategies, and forms that securitizing acts can take. The second, is that while the 
Copenhagen School stresses that securitization is an interactive process, where the 
relationship between securitizing actors and audiences is crucial, the theory leaves 
this dimension radically underdeveloped, with a resulting inability to see the differ­
ent forms the securitizing acts take depending on the context and audience.

Combined with previous work, including that by many of the authors repre­
sented here, these claims represent important developments in securitization the­
ory, both methodologically and empirically, and my purpose in this chapter is not 
to review them in detail, or to evaluate systematically their relationship to the 
Copenhagen School, which remains the largely silent partner in this emerging dia­
logue. Instead, I  would like to take some of these themes as an inspiration and 
opportunity to open up key issues that they touch upon, and that point in directions 
for future research in this vibrant and still developing area of security studies.

Method

At the heart o f a  contextual approach to securitization is a critique of the 
Copenhagen School’s initial theorization of security as a speech act. In contrast to
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what is seen as the formal and rather abstract structure of the initial formulation, a 
‘pragmatic* approach stresses the variety of symbolic technologies through which 
securitization can take place. Different forms of technical, bureaucratic language, 
for example, as well as a vast repertoire of gestures and images, and the diverse audi­
ences to whom they are addressed, or whom they effect, means that the form and 
content of speech acts need to be seen in the context of their production and poten­
tial effectiveness. These arguments build on a key ambiguity within the original for­
mulation, whereby although security is seen as a speech act, the Copenhagen 
School stressed that it is not the word ‘security’ that necessarily matters, but the 
effects that it produces -  the recognition of an existential threat and the mobiliza­
tion of extraordinary measures (the ‘breaking free of rules’) to respond to it. In this 
sense, a contextual approach calls for deeper and more detailed analysis of securi­
tizing acts as pragmatic accomplishments.

In a second move, a pragmatic approach holds that these diverse securitizing acts 
and their effectiveness (or lack thereof) cannot be understood without a much more 
sustained analysis of the audience, something the Copenhagen School leaves radi­
cally underdeveloped. Here, we need to see context in order to understand what 
threat representations and rhetorics resonate with specific audiences; to see how 
different speech acts function in different institutional or bureaucratic settings; and 
to differentiate between proximate or distal audiences. In short, the audience is not 
a passive category, and a contextual theory of securitization pushes the claim of the 
Copenhagen School that security takes place as an interactive process -  ‘between 
the subjects’ of a securitizing move and its reception — in new directions and much 
greater depth.

These are important insights, and as the chapters in this volume demonstrate, 
they provide the basis for developing finely-grained and empirically rich studies of 
securitization processes. Whether this marks an evolution in securitization theory 
so fundamental that it amounts to a change in the theory itself is not a  question that 
I want to engage here; nor do I want to set out to defend the Copenhagen School 
from its critics. However, there are a number of questions about the formal nature 
of the initial formulation that are worth highlighting since they pose key issues for 
future theoretical development.

The first of these issues involves what precisely we mean by a formal speech act. 
A pragmatic approach finds this wanting: it is too abstract to allow detailed empir­
ical analysis of concrete practices. Yet is important to note that the formal nature of 
the securitizing act in the Copenhagen School has two possible meanings. One, 
accurately diagnosed here, is a methodological or linguistic formalism. This is at 
best a methodological ambiguity in the Copenhagen School, and at worst a consid­
erable shortcoming. But formalism can have a second meaning. This has less to do 
with speech act theory, and more to do with the specific understanding of security 
proposed by Buzan, Waever, and their collaborators. In the Copenhagen School’s 
formulation, what is formal, abstract, and universal is the definition of security as 
extremity -  its identification with existential threat. It is extremity that allows secu­
rity to be identified as security.

Here, interesting divergences emerge between contextualist approaches. Some
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of the authors in this collection, for instance, advance a pragmatic approach that 
continues to adhere to the view of security as extremity, suggesting that explicit pol­
icy change within its logic needs to be seen as a defining feature of successful or 
failed securitization. Others stress that in local or particular contexts equating secu­
rity with extremity may be misleading, leading to a failure to see how security logics 
can have effects even if they do not conform to the criteria of existential threat and 
emergency measures. This position is illustrated, for example, in Trombetta’s 
analysis of environmental security, and perhaps in Wilkinson’s stress on the impor­
tance of local understandings that may not be captured by ‘meta-narratives’.

This raises at least two sets of questions directly related to the explicitly the formal 
approach found in the Copenhagen School. If security is articulated contextually 
and can mean many things to many audiences (including, for example, a sense of 
riskiness or unease that uses the language of security but does not invoke an explicit 
logic of extremity) and policy change is just that — change, then does it become 
impossible to define a ‘security* issue in a way that is not determined wholly by these 
contextually-delimited relationships of securitizing agent and audience? In other 
words, does a fully contextualized understanding lead back to the very ‘widening’ 
debates the surrounded the concept of security in the early 1990s, where it was 
either subjectively defined according to relative values, determined contextually by 
specific communities, or ‘objectively’ defined by analytic fiat? Since it was precisely 
this situation that securitization theory initially claimed to circumvent, it is certainly 
worth asking whether a contextual approach does not end up pushing security stud­
ies (for better or worse) back toward the analytic and normative debates that it was 
designed in part to overcome.

Seen in this light, the question is not just whether context matters—clearly it does 
in any proper account of specific securitization processes, and it matters that we 
have the appropriate theoretical tools to understand this. The question is also, how­
ever, whether the abstract, formal designation of what security is} provides an ori­
enting device for understanding what is happening within specific contexts. If 
security is not extremity, for the Copenhagen School we are left in a world of mul­
tiple interpretations at lower levels. Moreover, if policy shifts are not defined by the 
threshold of extremity, it becomes difficult to disentangle any number of policy 
changes and dynamics from specifically security-related ones. Formalism is here 
designed in part to solve a methodological dilemma that arises from looking at secu­
rity in less extreme terms and as substantively defined by local contexts. The 
Copenhagen School (or my interpretation of it) may be mistaken in this regard -  
this is not an issue that can be unpacked in this setting; but its importance to securi­
tization theory and its challenge for contextualist theories and methodology arc 
worthy of further examination. When viewed in this light, the formalism of the 
Copenhagen School is not transcended by a contextual approach, its importance, 
and its contestability is foregrounded.

The methodological issues at stake here also go well beyond the debates over pos­
itivism and explanation/understanding that have characterised much of IR theory 
and security studies. The Copenhagen School is sceptical toward interpretivism 
within the tradition of hermeneutics. In my eyes, this stems not from a residual
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positivism traced to modern science, but is a different part of its debt to post-struc­
turalism. The critique of hermeneutics developed by Derrida and Foucault, for 
instance, and the latter’s famous characterization of himself as a ‘happy positivist’ 
was not a reflection of their unfamiliarity with interpretive methods, but of their 
views on the limits of the hermeneutic tradition.2 The idea of judging by ‘effects’ and 
the importance of the ‘limit case’ in demonstrating social processes and phenomena 
is thus part of a well-developed vision of social science, albeit one that has had rela­
tively little exposure in IR. The Copenhagen School has to the best of my knowl­
edge never developed these ideas fully, and it is difficult to discern precisely how big 
a role they play in its claims. Certainly, however the centrality of Derrida in 
Waever’s early thinking seems to me indicative of more than just a narrow concern 
with language, or a privileging of discourse over social structure. And if this is the 
case then the methodological and philosophical issues at stake go much deeper than 
a contrast between explanation and understanding, positivism and interpretivism, 
or most other oppositions that continue to dominate much of IR theory.

A final question concerns the creative dimension of securitization. 
Contextualism is certainly correct to stress the need to theorize the audience, and to 
highlight the need to locate securitizations against the backdrop of what Baizacq 
nicely captures as “what the audience already knows” (Baizacq 2009b: 60). 
However, there is also something important that needs to be emphasized and per­
haps retained in the formalism of the initial formulation: its basic creativity. 
Securitization theory in all its forms stresses the importance of audiences. But this 
audience does not necessarily exist prior to securitization: it is also possible that 
securitization can create a receptive audience, by bringing it to consciousness of itself as 
a unified audience. This process, which Bourdieu analyzed as the “mystery of the 
Ministry”, may well be particularly important in the domain of security with its 
explicit connections to one of the most socially volatile emotions, fear. Fear may 
appeal beyond something we know; it also evokes Donald Rumsfeld’s famous tril­
ogy of “known knowns, known unknowns, and unknown unknowns”, and the 
much less easy to quantify -  and perhaps less cognitive and more emotional -  
domains, affects, and effects of politics that operate at the limits of knowledge. In an 
important sense, security appeals to what we don’t know: to fears of the unknown, 
the unforeseen, and the perhaps unforeseeable -  to dire possibilities that might be 
realized even if we don’t (and maybe even can’t) know exactly what they are. Here, 
it is useful to recall another element of Copenhagen School’s vision of the logic of 
security: its ‘if-then’ character. ‘If we don’t deal with this, then . . .’ can point to 
knowledge and context (tanks on the border, or the deeper forms of contextual 
knowledge explored by many of the authors here), but it can also mobilize a more 
radical fear of an unforeseeable future and the limits of knowledge, a domain that 
Hans Blits once perceptively identified as “Hobbesian fear” (Blits 1989).

I will return to this latter point in a moment. At this juncture, what is important 
is that an appreciation of the importance of context does not lead to analytic con­
ventionalism. Securitizations surely do not occur de novot yet some of their most 
intriguing and important characteristics are how they can challenge (again, for bet­
ter or worse) existing social and political orders, as well as reproducing them. Their
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creativity can be tied as much to uncertainty as to knowledge, and here contextual 
analysis of precisely what fears are available to be mobilized in a given setting, 
through which logics and rhetorics, while essential, cannot fully circumscribe the 
indeterminacy of the act and its potential appeal to an audience. Methodologically, 
this means that the analyst cannot forecast definitively the success of an attempted 
securitization, though a finely-grained assessment of specific fields of practice can 
certainly provide powerful insights into those strategies, mobilizations, and 
counter-strategies that are most likely to succeed or fail in specific settings. To some 
degree, however, securitization analysis — like all social theory cogent of its limits — 
must remain a post-facto analysis, something that is a consequence of the complex­
ity and creativity that remains a characteristic of even the most powerfully struc­
tured social settings.

Intensification

If  the formalized nature of security as a speech act contains two separable, if related, 
components — a sociological claim about speech and discourse, and a substantive 
claim about security as extremity — then research into this second dimension has 
involved the question of whether and to what degree an ‘exceptional’ view of secu­
rity can capture the way that security actually functions within concrete settings, 
and how to recognize it when it occurs. Here again, contextual approaches provide 
im portant contributions and clarifications, while at the same time opening up com­
plex further questions.

T he focus on institutional settings and differentiation fruitfully suggested by Bigo 
(2002), and insightfully explored and developed by a number of the contributions in 
this book, shows the weakness of focusing only on exceptional acts and logics of 
emergency. As Leonard and Kaunert, and Salter argue in detail, securitizing acts 
must often conform to appropriate institutional logics in order to succeed, and in 
differentiated social and decision-making structures, these logics often take differ­
ent forms: what succeeds in one setting may not in another. This, they suggest, 
opens up connections to other theoretical traditions, from public policy to dra­
maturgical analysis, while at the same time providing a richer explanation of the 
processes (and failures) of securitization than is possible while remaining tied to the 
single, authoritative institutional voice and declaration of emergency that they see 
in the Copenhagen School’s view — a position that is echoed although differendy 
developed in Wilkinson’s stress on the need to shift the focus “from what security 
means to how security means”, and in Vultee’s examination of communicative 
structures. Different discourses and symbolic technologies dominate different polit­
ical domains and institutions. Whereas technical expertise may hold sway and fos­
ter effective securitization within certain institutions -  as, for instance, in both 
Salter’s analysis o f anti-terrorism policies and Trombetta’s account of the role of 
scientific expertise in environmental security — it is perhaps less likely to do so in 
mass political communication. The interaction of context and strategy, as Balzacq, 
Stritzel and Schmittchen, and Vuori all also stress, are key parts of securitization 
processes.
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These represent important advances toward a robustly sociological understand­
ing of securitization. However, as noted earlier, a key issue then becomes how we 
can recognize a securitization if it does not use either the overt language of security 
or manifest a logic of extremity. Salter addresses this question by making policy 
change the criteria of successful securitizations, as does Sjostedt. But this raises the 
crucial question of when a policy change constitutes a securitization: when do the 
rules broken (or when are enough rules broken, or what kinds of rules need to be 
broken) comprise a securitization rather than simply a policy evolution? At what 
levels of decision-making, and across what thresholds of practical impact do policy 
changes have to occur to fit within a security logic? Do minor regulatory changes (or 
a series of them) even if they are made within an explicit language of‘security* con­
stitute a successful securitization, or is this to be reserved for more spectacular deci­
sions within traditional elite structures and security institutions? Not all changes in 
policy and practice are exceptional, even if they partake explicitly of the language 
of security -  and this raises difficult questions about what it means to ‘break free of 
rules’, and the threshold via which such events might be identified.

My suspicion is that it is partly in response to such dilemmas that the 
Copenhagen School sets the bar as high as it does in terms of exceptionality, and 
that its apparent commitment to security as issuing from a ‘sovereign voice’ arises as 
much from an attempt to circumvent these kinds of questions as it does from any 
residual Westphalianism. Here, the paradox is that while the language of emer­
gency can appear an obstacle to more theoretically nuanced and empirically 
grounded understandings of concrete practices, it may at the same time provide an 
anchoring device through which ‘security* dynamics can be discerned and distin­
guished from ‘normal’ change within the policy process.

One way to address this paradox might be to link the idea of thresholds suggested 
by Salter to the concept of intensification, and thereby to develop in a different 
direction the controversial question of the relationship between securitization the­
ory and political realism. This connection has often been made through the figure 
of Carl Schmitt, whose concept of the political and stress on emergencies and 
exceptionality resonates powerfully with certain parts of the Copenhagen School. 
Schmitt, of course, was hardly alone in theorizing the exception, and nor was he 
beyond the influence of other thinkers. One of the most interesting of these influ­
ences may well have been the young Hans Morgenthau, whose theory of intensifi­
cation was designed to address what he saw as fundamental shortcomings in 
Schmitt’s thinking.3 To make a (very) long story short, the core of Morgenthau’s 
argument with Schmitt’s vision of politics revolved around the claim that ‘the polit­
ical’ (like ‘security* in the Copenhagen School) was a distinct sphere of action. In 
contrast to Schmitt’s original vision of the political as defined by the division 
between friend and enemy, and with — to use Schmitt’s language -  ‘the real possi­
bility of killing*, Morgenthau argued that the political was marked by a process of 
intensification. The ‘political* was thus not a distinct sphere or a boundary between 
two dramatically different spheres of activity. It was instead a particular orientation 
towards an issue -  any issue -  that involved an intensity of importance with the pos­
sibility of mortal violence at its apogee. For Morgenthau, any issue can be made
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political in Schmitt’s sense if the requisite degree of intensity is attached to it. Nor 
are all issues equally suscepdble to intensification in given contexts. It is a question 
for concrete analysis to determine what issues are regarded in this way, and why. 
And issues are in principle as subject to a diminishment of intensification as they arc 
to its opposite.

The concept of intensification may hold some promise as a means of moving 
beyond the division between exceptional and normal politics that pragmatic 
approaches see as a key problem in securitization theory. Through it, the relation­
ship between forms o f‘unease’, thresholds, cascades, and strategies of policy entre­
preneurship and security, might be brought into view by seeing them as forms of 
intensification below extremity. For however far in a pragmatist direction securiti­
zation theory moves, and even if the languages, discourses, or symbolic technolo­
gies are not explicitly those of extremity, the efFect of emergency in the sense of a 
fundamental breaking of rules remains central for security analysis, since it provides 
the limit condition, or perhaps even an ideal-type, that allows the identification of 
processes within and /o r below its ultimate expression.

For those who wish to expand the sociology of securitization, as formulated 
throughout this book, and even in my own cursory suggestion here, such a move 
involves complex methodological problems that cannot be swept away by assuming 
that sociology as a discipline has the answers — it doesn’t; or perhaps more charita­
bly, it has many (not always compatible) answers, whose connections to the concern 
with violence and extremity at the core of securitization are by no means clear. Yet 
there is little doubt that a more sustained engagement between securitization the­
ory and various strands of sociology can only be beneficial, and that a pragmatic 
understanding of strategies, structures, and contexts -  in short, an engagement with 
theories of practice4 — can be an important dimension of this emerging agenda.

The politics of fear

If securitization cannot be tied exclusively to extremity and emergency, but com­
prises a wider spectrum of intensification, including unease and risk, and a variety 
of institutional settings and practices for its enactment, this leaves open the crucial 
question of precisely what unifies these apparently disparate practices under the 
rubric o f‘security’? If  it is not the word, ‘security*, nor the breaking free of rules in a 
spectacular sense, what defines a ‘security’ act, and what makes a securitization dif­
ferent from any of the myriad tactics, logics, rhetorics, strategies, that actors use in 
attempts to change or break ‘the rules’ in governments or in societies at large? Does 
such a broadening simply leave us back in debates over widening the security 
agenda, debates that the Copenhagen School sought expressly to leave behind?

One possible answer to this question is to focus on fear. Unease and risk, like 
emergencies and threats, play within a register o f fear. Even the most technical (or 
risk-calculating, or govemmentalizing, or whatever) of discourses and practices, if 
they are related to security, take on their special resonance as a result of their con­
nection to fear -  indeed this is what in tends to make them recognizable as ‘security* 
practices in the first place. To place fear at the center of securitization doubtless

The continuing evolution o f securitization theory 219

raises a series of difficult issues and questions. Talking about fear is not particularly 
politically attractive. It is obviously a challenging theme to research, and encom­
passes such a variety of registers and resonances that it risks becoming as amor­
phous as security has often seemed to be. But I would like to suggest that it is in 
part because of its many registers and manifestations that fear provides an impor­
tant trajectory worthy of further exploration and investigation in the study of 
securitization.

Fear has generally had a bad name in modernity. It has been seen as something 
to be banished — freedom from it was the target o f one of Franklin Roosevelt’s ‘four 
freedoms’, and it is today one of the unifying elements of the Human Security 
agenda and, in certain forms at least, of Critical Security Studies. From a different 
but equally hostile perspective, some philosophic accounts see modernity as based 
in fear, and its (generally destructive) preoccupation with security as a consequence 
of this more basic foundation. To still others, fear is an instrument which, far from 
being part of the existential condition of modernity, has been made more powerful 
and effective by the structures of modem politics.5

Each of these three views, despite their apparent (and by no means insubstantial) 
differences, are united in their basic vision of fear as negative. And there is no doubt 
that their assault on the politics of fear and its negative effects is an indispensable ele­
ment of any serious analysis o f security. Yet it is also the case that to reject fear com­
pletely, or to see it as wholly antithetical to security is both analytically and 
politically blinding. In contrast to these modem views of fear, many older traditions 
of thought exhibit a rather different sensibility, and provided a more nuanced and 
potentially more productive view of the politics o f fear. T o  take one example, in the 
eyes of perhaps the greatest political philosopher o f fear, Thomas Hobbes, the 
human condition was dominated by multiple and often contradictory and compet­
ing forms of fear: the fear of death itself; the fear o f violent death at the hands of oth­
ers, which marked a fear of dishonour (of Pride and the sense of self) more than it did 
of mere mortality;6 fear of the unknown and unknowable future and its potential 
hazards (Blits 1989).7 Fear, in short, was everywhere, and while Hobbes freely 
admitted that he might have felt its effects more acutely than many people, he was 
convinced nonetheless that it dominated the hum an condition, and that a complete 
escape from fear was possible only temporarily in sleep, and ultimately, in death.

Yet Hobbes did not view fear wholly negatively. Indeed, he believed that the 
absence of fear could be as dangerous as its over-abundance. Disregard of the fear 
of death as a result of vanity and the search for glory or honour, he believed, could 
lead to the worst forms of conflict, while misplaced certainly (belief in the security of 
knowledge) could result in dogmatism, intolerance and violence in the name of uni­
versal truths. Recognizing these dangerous beliefs and fearing their consequences, 
however, could act as a positive constraint on human excesses, and foster peace. 
Fear arising from the absence of specific forms of fear (of, for instance, conflicts aris­
ing from Vain-glory or religious zealotry that overwhelmed the fear of death, or that 
arose from a failure to acknowledge the limits human knowledge and an unwilling­
ness to live with the fear presented by the inability to control an essentially uncer­
tain future) could lead to a politics that restrained these beliefs and behaviours. In
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other words, the fear of fear (and of the practices likely to lead to extreme fear) could 
act as a check upon the politics of fear. However difficult it might be to achieve, fear 
was in principle capable of supporting forms of positive, pacific action.

W hat does all this have to do with securitization theory? Potentially, quite a lot, I 
think. In the form initially suggested by the Copenhagen School, securitization the­
ory posits a clear distinction between the norm and the exception, between “secu­
rity” and “normal” politics, between — if I am correct in linking security and fear -  
a politics of fear and a politics free from fear. Yet if we take inspiration from Hobbes, 
this dichotomy provides at best limited guidance. In the political vision sketched by 
Hobbes, fear and normality, security and politics are not divided: they are neces­
sarily (and practically) related, and any attempt to draw an absolute divide between 
them is misleading. The key question is not whether fear can be expunged from 
social and political life, the question is how fear functions. In Hobbes* vision, nor­
mal politics is in important respects based on fear -  not only the famous fear of a 
Leviathan that can impose order, but also on the fears of ideas and identities that 
lead to conflict and that need self-consciously to be marginalized if social life (and, 
indeed, sovereign power) is to be secure.8

Despite his deeply ambivalent relationship to liberal politics, Hobbes* thinking 
provides important insights into the politics of security within liberal societies. In 
Judith  Shklar’s account of democratic policies, for instance, the fear of fear provides 
a  key component of liberal-democratic politics. As she puts it.

W here the instruments of coercion are at hand, whether it be through the use 
of economic power, chiefly to hire, pay, fire and determine prices, or military 
might in its various manifestations, it is the task of a liberal citizenry to see that 
not one official or unofficial agent can intimidate anyone, save through the use 
of well-understood and accepted legal procedures. And that even then the 
agents of coercion should always be on the defensive and limited to propor­
tionate and necessary actions that can be excused only as a response to threats 
o f more severe cruelty and fear from private criminals.

(Shklar 2004: 58-59)

W hat Shklar is describing here is, of course, an idea of liberal politics, not an 
account of its actuality. But as she notes, it is an ideal with more than a little reso­
nance in the practices of many liberal societies.

An illustration of this potential significance of this point for securitization theory 
can be seen in Salter’s incisive analysis in this volume of failed securitizations in U.S. 
counter-terrorism policies. In this case, the fear of terrorism, and its successful secu­
ritization within the technified language and logic of certain specialist institutions, 
was outweighed by the fear of the threat that such policies could pose to liberal- 
democratic politics. Fear is here a productive and countervailing power (a desecu- 
ritizing element) within normal politics, and a means of defending it against an 
intensifying and intrusive politics of fear.9 Whether one finds this a comforting ele­
ment o f liberal-democratic politics, a part o f ‘governmental’ practices, or the sym­
bol o f a debilitating weakness or a worryingly conservative power within it (as both
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the traditional Right and Left have argued), its underlying fear of the politics of fear 
is an important constitutive dimension of liberal-democratic societies — and a key 
component of some de-securitizing dynamics within them. Securitization theory, 
seen in its contextual mode, and in concrete studies such as Salter’s, can illustrate 
these dynamics, as well as illustrating their institutional dimensions and their limits.

As Balzacq and many of the authors in this volume show, themes such as these 
can be mobilized in explicit strategies surrounding securitization. Exceptions and 
emergencies can call these strategies into clear view — this, after all, is part of the 
analytic appeal of the exceptional for Schmitt and others. But they can also function 
in less spectacular ways, as things that remain unsaid in order to produce the effects 
-  the dialectic of fear and the fear of fear -  that they do. Arguably, religious funda­
mentalism has long played such a role in liberal societies, and these kinds of prac­
tices are important parts of the politics of security.

These ‘deep’ securitizations, fears of fears that may be called up in extremity, or 
that may not rise to the level of explicit articulation but still exercise important 
effects, may take securitization theory in interesting if by no means unproblematic 
directions. They open up questions such as the social mythologies embedded in 
what Bourdieu called the habitus and bodily ‘hexis’, in structures and strategies of 
‘deep play’, or in symbols, images, and other forms of non-verbal representation 
that can occupy important roles in security politics. They also allows us to appreci­
ate the unsaid meanings in securitizing or desecuritizing acts by looking not only at 
discursive absences or silenced voices, but also at social location and locution. As 
Bourdieu used to stress, statements like “He’s not stand-offish” almost always carry 
an important social corollary (“for a Duke”) that give them their meaning and 
effect. Entire practical structures and social mythologies are expressed in such per­
formances and pragmatics. In security, too, the politics of fear—and particularly the 
potentially desecuritizing fear of fear — can take a similar structure. These acts do 
not necessarily have to adopt the form or the language of security and fear to be 
about security and fear, and to have real impacts on whether securitizations can be 
attempted, the forms they take, their chances of success. They can also be crucial in 
grasping the forms of resistance these strategies may encounter, strategies that are 
effective precisely because they play upon a different politics of fear. Thus, as the 
accounts of strategies of resistance to securitization highlighted by Vuori and other 
contributors to this volume show, we need to map these less effable structures and 
the strategies (conscious or not) through which they may take effect.

Conclusion

In an early review of securitization theory, Je f Huysmans (1998) cast securitization 
theory as marking the development of a new and vibrant research agenda in 
Europe. Over the last decade, this judgement has been borne out -  though it must 
be admitted that (thus far at least) the qualifier “in Europe” remains an important 
reminder of the agenda’s still-limited appeal in many parts of the world, particularly 
in the United States. As the studies in this book amply demonstrate, the develop­
ment of contextual or pragmatic approaches mark important and welcome new
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trajectories within this agenda. Yet as I have tried to suggest in this chapter, this evo­
lution also raises key theoretical questions and methodological challenges, both 
within broadly contextual approaches and in their relationship to securitization 
theory more widely. These debates seem likely to ensure that securitization theory 
will remain a vibrant area o f research and insight well into the future.

Notes
1 For a sweeping recent survey of the field, see Buzan and Hansen 2009.
2 For a still valuable account, see Rabinow and Dreyfus 1982.
3 For a detailed study of Morgenthau, and to some extent Schmitt, within their wider intel­

lectual contexts, see Oliver Jutersonke (forthcoming); the first significant analysis of the 
relationship was William Scheuerman 1999.

4 A broad-ranging exploration of practice as concept in International Relations can be 
found in Emmanuel Adler and Vincent Pouliot, eds, International Practices, forthcoming.

5 For an account of both, with a critique of the former and advocacy of the latter position, 
see Robin 2005.

6 This fear was fundamental in Hobbes vision of the state of nature, something that advo­
cates of a ‘Hobbesian analogy* as a foundation for thinking about IR would do well to con­
sider. For developments of it, see Strauss 1952 and Oakeshott 1975.1 have attempted to 
develop some of these themes in Michael C Williams, ‘Recasting the Hobbesian legacy in 
international political theory* in Gabrielia Slomp and Raia Prokhovnic, eds, International 
Political Theory After Hobbes (London: Palgrave, forthcoming).

7 For a rare, and perceptive, exploration of some of these trajectories in terms of security, see 
DerDerian 1995.

8 To an extent, studies of govemmentality and security have explored these themes; by 
returning to older traditions of political philosophy, this could be developed in interest­
ingly different directions as well.

9 For a revealing wider analysis with connections to this theme, see Huysmans 2004.
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