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The Politics of Insecurity

The act of violence of 9/11 transformed the global security agenda, not only
catapulting terrorism to the top of the agenda but also making the control of the
free movement of people a security priority. In this timely volume, Jef Huysmans
critically engages with theoretical developments in international relations and
security studies to develop a fresh conceptual framework for studying security. 

Huysmans argues that security policies and responses do not appear out of the
blue, but are part of a continuous and gradual process, pre-structured by previous
developments. Huysmans examines the processes of securitization and explores
how an issue, on the basis of the distribution and administration of fear, becomes
a security policy. Applying this theory, he then provides a detailed analysis of
migration, asylum and refuge in the European Union. 

Theoretically sophisticated, yet entirely accessible, this volume makes an
important contribution to the study of security, migration and European politics.

Jef Huysmans is Senior Lecturer in Politics and International Studies, The Open
University, UK. His research centres on the political significance of security practice
in Western societies, the securitization of immigration, asylum and refugees, and
the politics of fear and exception.
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Series editor’s preface

Starting from a longstanding personal unease with the way that migration has
been transformed into a security issue within the EU during the last few decades,
Jef Huysmans has opened up the whole area of societal or identity security to a
much deeper and more detailed scrutiny than it has been given before. What
interests him is how different an issue such as migration looks, and indeed in a
real sense is, depending on whether it is framed in humanitarian, economic or
security terms. The main emphasis in this book is to unfold the security framing.
Huysmans is less interested in the state as the default referent object of security,
and more concerned with the nature of the political within security studies. He
is conscious that security knowledge is itself political because it carries particu-
lar understandings about what political communities should be, and what prac-
tices within them are legitimate or not. He demonstrates this by examining how
migration has been made central to EU identity politics by being framed as a
security issue built around fear of difference, rather than as it was a few decades
ago, being mainly a matter of employment and economic policy. One conse-
quence of this shift is to open up a contradiction between the overall liberalizing
image of the EU, and its relatively repressive policy towards migration.

In exploring these issues Huysmans raises broader theoretical questions to the
whole widening approach to study of international security. In particular, he ques-
tions the sector and securitization concepts developed by the Copenhagen School,
seeing them as too simple to capture what actually happens empirically, and too
narrow to encompass the full politics of securitization. In part, this complexity
arises from the unique internal character of the EU’s internal processes which fit
neither the model of domestic nor of international politics in the conventional
sense. But the relevance of Huysmans’ argument is not confined to the EU. Using
a Foucauldian approach, he seeks to deepen and specify understanding of how
securitization is not just a speech act, but a much more elaborate phenomenon
linking together sets of discourses of unease, bureaucratic and technical practices,
and understandings of what constitutes security knowledge and expertise. Within
the EU, migration touches on, and when securitized ties together, governance
issues as diverse as border control, citizenship, population management, the single
market, terrorism and crime. Among other things this means not only that the
process of securitization penetrates deeply into society and government, but also



that it engages a very wide range of agencies and bureaucracies not normally
associated with international security. This form of securitization thus works
powerfully to link together the inside and the outside of the Westphalian political
universe. He sees this linkage not only as a discrete process of securitization, but
also as centrally constitutive of community and political identity within the entity
concerned. As he argues, to the extent that shared fears constitute community,
control of the politics of fear is central to the construction and conduct of gov-
ernment and society. More narrowly, he is also conscious of how the widening
agenda threatened the existing understanding of security expertise inherited from
the Cold War, and how this played out in academia, think tanks and government.
One consequence of the politics of security understood in this way, is that the
process of desecuritization necessarily requires a political reconstruction of
matching depth to the one created by a successful securitization. Like the
Copenhagen School, Huysmans foregrounds the view that securitization is a
political choice and not just some kind of rational actor response to events or per-
ceptions. He offers some subtle reflections on the relationship between security
and freedom which takes this question well outside the zero-sum formulation of
neorealism that more of one must equal less of the other.

It is refreshing to see work that consciously builds on existing literatures in
both a critical and constructive way. This book seeks to advance political-sociology
theoretical understanding in security studies while at the same time making a
substantial empirical contribution. If there is anyone still out there who thinks that
post-structuralist approaches are incapable of engaging with the real world in
a meaningful or useful way, then this book, along with a growing list of others,
provides a suitable riposte.

Barry Buzan
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Preface

Some time in the early 1990s, a colleague introduced his new research interest in
studying the link between migration and security. He wanted to examine to what
extent the politicization of migration as a danger was based on a real or an imag-
ined threat. We discussed the issue more than once. But every time it left me with
a slight feeling of unease. There was something awkward about analysing migra-
tion issues through a security lens, irrespective of whether the intention was to
support the idea that migration was a real threat or to argue that the fear of migration
rested on a misperception.

My unease did not follow from an orthodox view of security studies. I did not
believe that security studies should concentrate on questions of military aggres-
sion, defence of the state, and war. Such a narrow understanding of the concept
of security was very much tied to the Cold War and the development of strategic
studies as a sub-discipline in international relations since the 1950s. In the 1990s
this view was thoroughly contested. At least since the early 1980s arguments
for a wider understanding of insecurity in international relations were regularly
introduced. The academic arguments gained further momentum from the end of
the Cold War. A wider concept of security acquired political salience in struggles
over the peace dividend. The introduction of the notion of human security by the
UNDP (United Nations Development Programme) in the early 1990s, for example,
is a good example. In the European integration process an internal security field
that connects issues of border control, terrorism, drugs, organized crime, migra-
tion and asylum was being developed since the mid-1980s and gaining extra
momentum in the 1990s. If all of this was going on why would a security analyst
not research refugees and immigration? Why this unease during discussions with
my colleague about his attempt to use a security lens for analysing migration
flows?

In line with post-structural and post-modern understandings of security (Bigo
1996b; Campbell 1992; Der Derian 1993; Der Derian and Shapiro 1989; Dillon
1996; Fierke 1998; Shapiro 1992; Wæver 1995; Walker 1990, 1997) I understood
the development of security knowledge to be a political and normative practice of
representing policy questions in an existential modality. In this understanding,
security knowledge is not simply an analytical lens. It is a political technique of
framing policy questions in logics of survival with a capacity to mobilize politics



of fear in which social relations are structured on the basis of distrust. In this
interpretation, security studies is not primarily about evaluating whether the
political identification of threats rests on a true or an imagined danger and about
developing instruments for controlling threats or for rectifying a misperception.
The key question was not whether immigrants or asylum seekers posed a real or
imagined threat to the member states of the European Union or to the proper func-
tioning of the Internal Market. What seemed to matter more was the idea that
security knowledge implied a particular way of arranging social and political rela-
tions. It had a specific capacity for fabricating and sustaining antagonistic relations
between groups of people. Framing refuge as a humanitarian question introduces
different relations to refugees than framing it as a security question, for example.
While the former allows for compassion or for relating to the refugee as a rights
holder, the latter sustains fear of refugees and policies of territorial and adminis-
trative exclusion.1

The unease with my colleague’s approach thus sprang from something that
security language and knowledge does to its objects of research, irrespective of
the intentions of the analyst. Hence, the central conceptual question that has
driven much of my work on security since the early 1990s: What is specific
about security framing and why is it politically significant? The politicization of
migration and asylum in the European Union and its member states has been the
practical background against which, and in relation to which, I have tried to
understand what precisely the politics of insecurity are about and how one can
account for the political and administrative processes of framing domains of
insecurity. This book contains a selection of essays that cut into this question
from different angles. Chapter 2 discusses how to understand the question ‘What
does security mean?’ Chapter 3 reflects on how to formulate the question of the
state in security studies and introduces a Foucaultian understanding of security
framing as a technique of government. Chapter 4 deals with the existential
modalities of security framing and how they render political community.
Chapter 5 explores how the European integration process is implicated in the
securitization of migration. It emphasizes that the securitization of migration and
asylum is a multidimensional process of embedding migration and asylum in
domains of insecurity rather than simply defining them as existential threats to a
referent object. Chapter 6 examines the relation between security and freedom in
the context of the spill-over of the Internal Market into an internal security proj-
ect and introduces a technocratic interpretation of security framing. Chapter 7
focuses on how migration and asylum are tied into a more general political
debate about the formation and contestation of political community in the
European Union and discusses how their securitization bears upon this wider
political process. Chapter 8 argues for an ethico-political understanding of the
concept of de-securitization that emphasizes the importance of unpacking concepts
of the political that security framing invests in social and political relations.

The different chapters draw upon one another but not in a linearly progressive
way. They are organized as individual essays that each can be read more or less
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as a self-contained unit. The introduction and the concluding chapter explicitly
pull together the central conceptual moves that are made throughout the book and
thus spell out the contribution that it seeks to make to security studies.

Although the book is considerably driven by a concern with the politicization
of migration and asylum and the implications of studying migration and asylum
through a security lens, it is primarily a book that seeks to make a contribution
to our understanding of the politics of insecurity and the nature of securitiza-
tion. Although the arguments are contextualized within general developments in
security studies and the European integration process, they operate first of all
within and across an intellectual space that has been created by the works of
Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver and their colleagues of the late Copenhagen Peace
Research Institute, Didier Bigo and his colleagues at the Centre for the Study
of Conflict in Paris, and Rob Walker’s continuous insistence for including the
question of the nature of the political in security studies, and international rela-
tions more generally. I have worked from within this conceptual space seeking
to refine and develop it in a way that facilitates working the three approaches
into one another – rather than opposing them to each other – while demonstrat-
ing its relevance for the study of the politicization of migration and asylum.

Since this book represents ideas that have been developed over more than a
decade I am indebted to too many people to mention here. However, I would like
to specifically thank Claudia Aradau, Andreas Behnke, Didier Bigo, Stefano
Guzzini, Lene Hansen, Vivienne Jabri, Iver Neumann, Heikki Patomaki, Michael
C. Williams and Ole Wæver for many discussions and continuous support. This
book owes a lot to the students at the London Centre of International Relations
with whom I discussed many of the ideas in seminars and lectures. Andrew
Dobson, Raia Prokhovnik, Michael Saward and Grahame Thompson from the
Open University are great and supportive colleagues. Without the effective and
creative research culture in the Discipline of Politics and International Studies at
the Open University this book might never have materialized. I would also like to
thank the editors of the New International Relations Series, Barry Buzan and
Richard Little for helpful comments and for supporting the publication of this
book. Heidi Bagtazo and Harriet Brinton from Routledge have done a great job
guiding the book through the publication process. Finally Leen, Lucas and
Hannah deserve a special mention for keeping me from becoming too obsessed
with concepts and academic ideas.

Earlier versions of four chapters of this book have been published as articles
or book chapters. Chapter 5 is a rewritten version of my article ‘The European
Union and the Securitization of Migration’ published in Journal of Common
Market Studies (Vol. 38, No. 5, 2000). Chapter 6 has been previously published
under the title ‘A Foucaultian view on spill-over. Freedom and Security in the EU’
in the Journal of International Relations and Development (Vol. 7, No. 3, 2004).
I only added a new concluding section. Chapter 7 is a rewrite of a chapter that was
originally published under the title ‘Contested Community: migration and the
question of the political in the EU’ in Morten Kelstrup & Michael Williams (eds),
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International Relations Theory and The Politics of European Integration. Power,
Security and Community (Routledge, 2000) Finally, chapter 8 is an extended
version of the article ‘The Question of the Limit: Desecuritization and the
Aesthetics of Horror in Political Realism’ published in Millennium: Journal of
International Studies (Vol. 27, No. 3, 1998). I am grateful to Blackwell Publishers,
Palgrave, Routledge and Millennium for granting permission to republish.

xiv Preface



1 Politics of insecurity, technology
and the political

In the European Union the nexus between migration and asylum policy on the one
hand and security concerns on the other has become more prominent since the
violent attacks in the United States on 11 September 2001 (Brouwer et al. 2003;
den Boer and Monar 2002; Guild 2003). The political and administrative develop-
ment of this nexus as well as the contestation of the policy rationale for integrat-
ing some elements of asylum and migration policy in the development of an
internal security field, which culminated among others in the introduction of an
Area of Freedom, Security and Justice in the Treaty of Amsterdam (1997), long
preceded the violence of 11 September 2001, however. The development of this
nexus is profoundly connected to the acceleration of the European integration
process in the mid-1980s, more specifically the development of the Internal
Market and the Schengen Agreements (see chapter 5). 

One of the questions that arise from this history of European integration is
what does it mean to politicize and regulate migration and asylum within a
security framework. What is contested in the politics of insecurity that plays
off human security against security of citizens, liberty against national security,
and economic value of free movement against the criminalization of the
economic market? What is this security quality that security policy invests in a
policy area? 

These are the central questions of this book. Its lens is first of all a conceptual
one that aims at developing a framework for the analysis of security practice and
their contestation. The book’s primary purpose is to engage with certain conceptual
developments in security studies since the 1980s (see chapter 2) and to let these
bear upon the question of what securitizing migration and asylum in the European
Union consists in. This does not mean, however, that developments in migration
and asylum policy in the European Union are simply a vague background to what
is largely a conceptual debate within security studies. The disciplinary lens of the
book may be skewed in favour of the latter but many of the arguments are depen-
dent on an interpretation of developments in migration and asylum policies in the
European Union.

This chapter, together with the concluding one, introduces key elements of the
conceptual framework that is developed in the book. Subsequent chapters develop
different aspects of this conceptual framework in the context of security studies



(chapters 2, 3, 4, 8) and/or the politicization of migration and asylum in the
European Union (chapters 5, 6 and 7).

Three steps are at the heart of the conceptual arguments that the book presents.
First, series of threat-referent objects (e.g. organized crime threatening the inter-
nal market), which are usually taken to be the kernel of security framing and are
at the heart of the so-called widening debate (see chapters 2 and 3), are subsumed
in the broader notion of ‘modulation of insecurity domains’. The second step adds
a technocratic understanding of these modulations to the dominantly discursive
interpretations of security framing. The third step emphasizes that securitization
is not simply a regulative policy that is applied to a particular function – e.g.
securing borders from uncontrolled border crossing – but that it invests domains
of practice with more general visions of the nature of politics. Taken together the
three steps propose to integrate the idea that visions of security are fundamentally
bound up with visions of the political into a sociological research programme that
emphasizes the discursive and technocratic modulation of domains of insecurity. 

Modulating domains of insecurity

Insecurity is a politically and socially constructed phenomenon. Even if one
accepts that the arrival of large groups of outsiders can be pretty disruptive for a
community of the established, the definition of the situation and the way one tries
to govern it depends on political and social processes (Elias and Scotson 1994).
Does one define the outsiders as a positive asset that will strengthen the commu-
nity in the long term or is one presenting them as fraudulent profiteers capitaliz-
ing on the wealth created by the established? What kind of schooling, health and
housing infrastructure is one developing to facilitate the integration of the out-
siders? Is one increasing police patrols? Are the new neighbourhoods largely self-
contained? How are the established and the outsiders reacting to those among
them who befriend ‘people from the other side’? There is nothing special about
such a ‘social constructivist’ point of view. It is so obvious that it borders on the
trivial. The more important question is how to conceptualize this political and
social rendering of insecurity.

Let’s start with the question of how to conceptualize ‘insecurity’ – i.e. what is
at stake and contested in the politics of insecurity. A common-sense answer would
be to say that insecurity refers to threats or dangers to someone. The problem for
security knowledge is then first of all one of threat definition: what threatens
whom? Insecurities differ depending on the nature of the threat and the referent
object that is threatened. It leads to the view that insecurities, at least for analytical
purposes, can be organized into different security sectors. For example, the soci-
etal security sector defines insecurities that spring from threats to identity while
the military sector focuses on military aggression threatening state sovereignty
(Buzan 1983, 1991; Buzan et al. 1998).

In this conceptualization, the contestation of threat definitions is the defining
characteristic of the politics of insecurity. This contest is often organized around
two issues: (1) the subjective or objective nature of the threat and (2) how much
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political priority it deserves. The key question of the former issue is whether the
threat is real or perceived. It is based on the traditional distinction between objec-
tive and subjective security that has structured both security studies and security
politics for a long time (Wolfers 1962). The latter – issue (2) – implies two ques-
tions. The first is how much political priority does the security problem deserve
relative to other policy objectives? For example, can an increased expenditure on
border controls at the cost of development aid be justified by the opinion that immi-
gration and asylum are endangering the stability of a country? The second follows
from the observation that ‘security’ does not only compete with non-security policy
objectives. In some situations different insecurity claims compete with each other.
The question then becomes one of what is the hierarchy of insecurities and of how
to coordinate policies addressing competing insecurity claims. One of the most
visible in the context of asylum, for example, is the competition between human
security and national security claims (Newman 2003). 

Making threat definitions the kernel of security policy is neat and simple but it
is also too one-dimensional. It suppresses too easily the complexity of what is
going on in the political and social shaping of insecurities. For example, when the
Home Office in the United Kingdom announced its five-year plan in July 2004 it
listed a number of priorities. This list contained among others raising the number
of community support officers, the introduction of electronic tagging, extension
of fixed-penalty notices, cutting asylum costs, and electronic surveillance at bor-
ders and ports aimed at terrorists and illegal immigrants (Morris 2004). The plan
was presented as a move away from the ‘1960s consensus on law and order’. This
seemed to imply a change from a liberal, permissive policy to a more repressive
policy on crime, anti-social behaviour, etc. 

One way of interpreting the inclusion of asylum and immigration in this list is
to say that such a listing is largely irrelevant for security studies; it does not rep-
resent asylum as a threat to a state or society. It is simply a policy issue in a list
which summarizes different policy priorities of the Home Office. Moreover, men-
tioning migration and asylum is not out of the ordinary given that the Home
Office is responsible for important aspects of asylum and migration policy. This
interpretation has a lot going for it, especially when one assumes that rendering
insecurity necessarily implies explicitly asserting the threatening qualities of
asylum and immigration.

However convincing this perspective may be, it ignores some important ele-
ments that suggest that more is going on than a simple listing. Including asylum
in a plan that is largely a security response to social problems and crime frames
it differently from a plan that focuses on facilitating reintegration, asserting lib-
erty and human rights, and tackling fraudulent practices of high income earners.
In neither of these plans asylum has to be asserted as a threat but it is reasonable
to argue that in the former case it is de facto embedded in a security problema-
tique while in the latter it is embedded in a context of integration, support of
free movement and re-distribution. This opposition is too simplistic (e.g. Balibar
2002: 27–42) but it introduces an important shift in perspective. Asylum does not
have to be explicitly defined as a major threat to a society to become a security

Insecurity, technology and the political 3



question. Its security modulation can emerge from the context within which it is
embedded rather than from the act of threat definition as such. Thus even when
not directly spoken off as a threat, asylum can be rendered as a security question
by being institutionally and discursively integrated in policy frameworks that
emphasizes policing and defence. A similar example is the presence of asylum
and immigration in the Schengen Agreements with its strong focus on policing
borders and internal security (chapter 5).

This interpretation broadens the notion of insecurity from threat definition to
the political and institutional framing of policy issues in what can be referred to
as ‘domains of insecurity’. These domains refer to areas of activity and interest
that are traversed by, and invest social and political relations with a ratio by virtue
of which insecurity is known to exist. Insecurity thus emerges from discursively
and institutionally modulating practices in terms of security rationality (chapter 3)
that makes policies intelligible as a security practice. Unpacking this concept of
security rationality and how it makes practices intelligible is one of the central
questions of the book (especially chapters 4, 6, and 8).

Defining certain events or developments as threats, dangers, or risks is an
important aspect of framing such a domain. But as the example of the Home
Office listing suggested, framing insecurity is a more multidimensional and com-
plex process. Phenomena are not necessarily directly targeted as threats. Instead
security framing can discursively and/or administratively link up phenomena like
asylum and immigration with more traditional security phenomena facilitating a
transfer of insecurity from the latter to the former phenomena. Associating immi-
gration and terrorism by listing both of them as reasons for the introduction of
identity cards without establishing a logical or empirical connection between
them is one of the many possible examples. Later in the book I will introduce
Bigo’s (1994, 1996b) argument that migration and asylum in the European Union
have become part of a security continuum that facilitates transferring security
concerns from terrorism, the fight against organized crime and border controls to
the free movement of immigrants and asylum seekers.

Also the implementation of routines and administrative instruments, and the
institutional history of agencies that are involved as well as the competition
between them do a significant part of the framing work (Bigo 1996b, 2002). In
the next section I will elaborate on the administrative or technological aspect of
the modulation of insecurity. Here I want to use a short illustration to show how
these aspects reinforce the need to embed threat definitions in more broadly
defined political and social processes, which I try to capture in the concept
‘domains of insecurity’. One way of characterizing the difference between human
security and national security is to highlight their distinct threat definition. The
former refers to the protection of the individual from a wide range of dangers
potentially threatening a sustainable form of life. The latter refers primarily to
defending the national territory and the citizens of a state from external aggres-
sion. However, through this difference in threat definition runs something more
complex. The institutional framework and history of human security is quite dif-
ferent from the one of national security. Human rights law and categorizations of

4 Insecurity, technology and the political



basic human needs, for example, are central to the rationale of human security.
National security is more closely tied to the use of military institutions and the
externalization of policing. 

This does not necessarily imply that human security and national security
always exist as two discrete domains of insecurity, however. NATO’s humanitar-
ian claims and practices in the Kosovo crisis of 1999 and their contestation by
more traditional humanitarian agencies is one of the many examples that these two
frameworks can coexist and partly merge, at least from the perspective of certain
actors, in the context of humanitarian intervention. The politics of insecurity that
goes on here is not limited to contestations of the reality value of and hierarchy
between competing threat definitions. It is a contest of the mode of and the legit-
imacy of embedding phenomena in an insecurity domain. When humanitarian
agencies like Médecins sans frontières contested NATO’s involvement in human-
itarian relief operations for refugees in camps at the Macedonian Albanian border
with Kosovo in 1999, they did not simply contest the legitimacy of NATO’s
humanitarian claims. Neither did they simply oppose the priority of the security
of the refugees to stability in the Balkans in post-Cold War Europe. Rather they
contested the modulation of an insecurity domain in which humanitarian and
military security interests risked to become closely intertwined. They considered
this to be detrimental to the proper operation of humanitarian practice. They
defended the position that security modulation of the refugees needed to be dom-
inated by agencies with an unambiguously humanitarian status like themselves
and the Red Cross/Red Crescent. So in this case a struggle over who can be a
legitimate humanitarian agency, which involved different institutional histories
and modes and routines of operating, was at least as important as competing
threat definitions.

An important implication of including institutional history and routine and the
competition between agencies is that it helps to introduce continuous and ordi-
nary practice in a politics and knowledge that tends to emphasize exceptionality,
crisis and discontinuity (Buzan et al. 1998; Wæver 1995). For example, the events
of 11 September 2001 are a prototypical security event precisely because they
were immediately politicized as an exceptional and global threat to the United
States and the Western world more generally. They led to urgent introduction of
emergency legislation that reinforced powers of the executive to the disadvantage
of the legislative powers, a rhetoric of a ‘war on terrorism’, and to the large-scale
use of military power. In that sense it confirmed what Wæver (1995) identified
as the central characteristic of the national security tradition: the articulation of
existential threats that are framed in the language of war and that legitimate the
introduction of exceptional policies.

However, not everything changed after ‘9/11’. The routines, the hardware, the
credibility of politically linking terrorism and asylum, an ongoing competition
between intelligence agencies and the Pentagon, which all have played a crucial
role in shaping global and domestic domains of insecurity in the wake of 9/11, are
embedded in longer-term institutional and political histories and are enacted in
everyday, ordinary practice. They invest continuities in the political and social
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rendering of insecurity, however much the political and academic discourse may
emphasize radical change and crisis (Allison 1971). 

The tension between claims of exceptionality and the continuous enacting
of insecurity through routines and in the institutional competition between
security agencies is a central element of how insecurity is politically and socially
constructed. Conceptualizing insecurity in terms of the framing of domains
of practice helps to emphasize the continuous dimensions of the modulation of
security policies and therefore to bring out this particular tension. Such a per-
spective also guards security studies against uncritically borrowing a political
security language that emphasizes crisis and exceptionality in the accounts of
insecurity.

Security practice as technique of government

The first section argued for moving from a threat-focused analysis to an inter-
pretation of insecurity as a domain of practice that is produced and reproduced
through socially and politically investing security rationality in policy areas. The
examples implicitly emphasized the importance of institutional routine and the
competition between professional agencies. In doing so they foreshadowed a second
move that runs through this book: a step from discursive to more technocratic
interpretations of security framing. The key concept through which I want to
capture this move is ‘security as a technique of government’.

Let’s start from the more common-sense understanding that domains of insecurity
arise from institutional and political reactions to a threat. In this interpretation a
threat functions as an event or condition that triggers and/or sustains the mobi-
lization of governmental security agencies, political rhetoric of insecurity, and
popular perceptions of danger. For example, in the run-up to the enlargement of
the European Union from 15 to 25 states in 2004 some member states expected
this to cause an inflow of cheap labour which would destabilize the national
labour market. The expected danger triggered a debate within and among existing
member states about restricting the free movement of workers from the new member
countries. Many of the existing member countries introduced restrictive mea-
sures. Possible destabilizing effects of immigration thus triggered a debate and
institutional responses that were organized for a while around a question of
dangers for domestic economic and social stability rather than opportunity or
growth for example. 

So far in the example the threat arises externally, or at least is presented as
such. The focus of the political debate is not on the threat as such but on the
proper way of managing it. The central political issue therefore is the mobiliza-
tion of support and institutional means to reduce the destabilizing effects of
labour immigration from the new member countries. But this is only part of the
story. Not all member states interpreted the free movement of workers from these
countries as threatening. The British government initially did not seem to share
the protectionist view. Actually the issue was not very visible in the public debate
at all. When it became a controversial public issue the government at first was
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reluctant to accept a framing in terms of destabilizing effects. The dominant agenda
seemed to be one of Britain needing extra workers and of the positive economic
effects of labour flexibility. In the end they had to introduce some symbolic mea-
sures that demonstrated their willingness to control immigration, and thus keep
the number of immigrants within reasonable bounds. What took place here was not
simply a conflict over how to react to a danger but a contest of the definition of
this labour immigration. Some tried to reframe the question from one that empha-
sizes opportunity, contributions to growth and the positive value of flexibility of
labour to a more security oriented framing in which the protection of borders,
employment of national citizens, and national identity predominate.

The point of this example is not simply that the degree of threat can be an
element of the politics of insecurity. Different views on the nature and degree of
threat are usually an important element of security debates. The more important
point is that putting an event or development on the political agenda as a threat or
not can be a major stake in politics. The politics of insecurity does not just render
and contest policy reactions to an already defined threat or questions the degree
and nature of a threat. It also consists in using and contesting the use of security
language in relation to certain events and developments. The use of security lan-
guage itself is thus a stake in the political contest. This dimension takes the poli-
tics of insecurity beyond the question of managing a threat and the nature and
degree of the threat. It introduces the political importance of the language that is
being used to identify and account for an event for the modulation of insecurity
domains.

Discursive approaches have put this dimension of the production of insecurity
domains firmly on the agenda of security studies in the 1990s (Hansen 2006).
They emphasized that policies and the political significance of events depended
heavily on the language through which they are politicized. Before an event can
mobilize security policies and rhetoric, it needs to be conceived of as a question
of insecurity and this conception needs to be sustained by discursively reiterating
its threatening qualities. A domain of insecurity is then not simply constructed
through policy reactions to a threat but first of all by discourses of danger
(Campbell 1992, 1998; Weldes 1996), speech acts of security (Buzan et al. 1998;
Wæver 1995), or language games of insecurity (Fierke 1998) that reframe an
event into a condition of insecurity. In a sense it means that insecurity is not
a fact of nature but always requires that it is written and talked into existence.
A good example was the reaction to 11 September 2001 in the United States (e.g.
Campbell 2002). The discourse of a war on terror was not the only one available
to frame the events. A typical alternative to this externalization of focus onto a
global war against an enemy is to use a discourse of mourning and introspection.
The latter language was present too but did not succeed in dominantly framing
the meaning of and policy reaction to the event.

The central idea of these discursive interpretations is that language does not
simply describe an event but that it mobilizes certain meanings that modulate
them in rather specific ways. For example, security discourse that links labour
migration to leaking borders and the loss of national identity tends to mobilize
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emergency measures and to invest fear or unease in a policy issue. Language has
both the capacity to integrate events in a wider network of meanings and to mobilize
certain expectations and reactions to an event. This constitutive power of language
does not depend on influencing perceptions but rather follows from the fact that
certain words and discourses carry particular connotations and historical mean-
ings that they invest in social reality. The framing that security language inserts
depend on the structure of meanings that is implied by this language – referred to
as the grammar, the rhetorical structure or the rules of a language game. These
points are developed in chapter 2.

This book is located in the wake of this linguistic turn in security studies. It
accepts and works in line with the idea that language plays a central role in the
modulation of security domains. But it also moves beyond this agenda by empha-
sizing that the modulation of insecurity domains – in the context of this work
especially the construction of an internal security field in the European Union –
crucially depends on technological and technocratic processes. The development
and implementation of technological artefacts and knowledge, such as diagrams,
computer networks, scientific data, and even the specific forms that need filling
in do more than simply implementing a policy decision that arose from a partic-
ular discursive framing of events (Barry 2001; Bigo and Guild 2003, 2005;
Walters 2002c). These solutions and instruments of policy implementation often
precede and pre-structure political framing in significant ways. They are not just
developed in response to a political decision but often already exist in one form
or another within professional routines and institutional technology and evolve
over time according to professional and bureaucratic or institutional requirements –
such as the need to innovate. In other words the solutions and available tech-
nologies do to some extent define the problems and they develop to some degree
independently from the politicization of events (Bigo 2002; Guiraudon 2003). In
addition, social relations and individual and collective identities in modern soci-
eties are shaped in detailed and very direct ways in ordinary contexts by the appli-
cation of technological artefacts such as forms and networking of computer
databases as well as through the application of professional routines such as the
screening of people according to racial and ethnic categories. An interesting
example, that William Walters refers to, is how lining up for passport controls in
airport terminals in the European Union structures European identity of passen-
gers. Citizens of member states of the European Union are physically differenti-
ated from third-country nationals by passing through separate custom controls
(Walters 2002c). The organization of two different lines inscribes European iden-
tity in what is for many people simply a routine activity that comes with flying
between countries.

A related but slightly different point is that the discursive approaches tend to
focus on political speeches and writings which are often highly visible in the public
domain, such as parliamentary debates, governmental speeches. They thus have
an implicit bias towards focusing on professional politicians and opinion makers.
As a result they tend to undervalue the importance of security experts in framing
domains of insecurity. The concept of ‘security experts’ refers to professionals
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who gain their legitimacy of and power over defining policy problems from
trained skills and knowledge and from continuously using these in their work
(Bigo 2000, 2002). Their discourse, routines and more generally their political
role is often much less visible in the public and mediatized domain. But ignoring
or undervaluing the role of professionals would be a mistake if one wants to
understand the specifics of how insecurity domains are modulated. In bureaucra-
tized and professionalized societies – in both the public and private (e.g. eco-
nomic) domain – both technologies and experts play an extremely important role
in modulating social and political practice. Therefore it is important to at least
add, if not prioritize, a technocratic interpretation of the politics of insecurity. The
modulation and contestation of insecurity does not only happen in the highly
visible public debates about trade-offs between security and civil liberties, for
example, but also in the less publicly visible and even explicitly secret competi-
tions between different visions of professionals (Allison 1971). These issues are
further developed in chapters 4, 5 and 6.

The notion of ‘security as a technique of governing danger’ is the central con-
cept by means of which the book seeks to emphasize the importance of a more
technocratic understanding of the politics of insecurity (as well as its Foucaultian
grounds). The book uses the concept of ‘security technique’ to differentiate its
approach from the more linguistic readings that emphasize discourses of danger,
speech acts of security, or language games of insecurity. Technique refers simul-
taneously to (1) a particular method of doing an activity which usually involves
practical skills that are developed through training and practice, (2) a mode of
procedure in an activity, and (3) the disposition of things according to a regular
plan or design (based on Oxford English Dictionary Second Edition and Collins
Cobuild Dictionary). It is embedded in training, routine, and technical knowledge
and skills, as well as technological artefacts.

The second move that is core to the conceptual framework of the book is thus
the introduction of a ‘technocratic’ view of the politics of insecurity in the wake
of the linguistic turn in security studies. The notion of ‘technocratic viewpoint’
as used here needs some clarification. It does not imply a celebration of tech-
nology and technical expertise that is based on a sociology that politically and
normatively endorses the crucial importance of technological developments and
scientific knowledge for the progress of human well-being. In this interpretation
the concept of technocracy is based on an optimistic evaluation of industrializa-
tion and technological developments as a road to peace, to increased economic
growth and redistribution, etc. The intellectual ground from which the techno-
cratic view of the politics of insecurity is developed in this book is neither the
Comtean sociological tradition nor the functionalist liberal tradition. It is based
primarily on a more sceptical and critical line of thinking that runs from Weber
to Foucault. This tradition is similarly based on a sociological and historical
recognition that technology and expert knowledge are central to the formation
of modern society and its governance of social conduct but is more sceptical
about the positive valuations of the political and societal consequences of these
developments.
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Insecurity and the political

Using the notion of ‘technocratic politics’ rather than simply ‘technological
embedding’ or ‘technological construction’ to name the move in the previous sec-
tion focuses attention on the political significance of technology and the views of
politics that are expressed in the application of technology. This brings us to the third
conceptual move that is central to the book. It is a move from interpreting the pol-
itics of insecurity as a struggle between visions of security and their respective
legitimacy to a politics that invests and articulates visions of the political – of the
nature and place of political community and practice. In struggles over techniques
governing insecurity something more is at stake than simply the validity of a
security policy. Visions of insecurity and their institutionalization in technologies
and everyday practice reiterate imaginations of the nature of politics itself – i.e.
concepts of the political – and invest them in social relations.

This section introduces this double definition of the politics of insecurity as a
contest of visions of insecurity which is also a contest of visions of the political.
It starts from the political nature of disciplinary knowledge. In doing so it also
presents an important assumption that runs through this book: in technocratic or
modern societies expert knowledge is inherently political. 

The very existence of a discipline of security studies can be interpreted as an
epiphenomenon of the technocratic nature of politics. Security policies, like other
policies, develop in functionally differentiated domains each requiring special-
ized knowledge and skills. Security studies is one such area of expertise; crimi-
nology is another. They seek to contribute to adequate governing of insecurities
by developing knowledge about security problems and train people in enacting it.
Such knowledge tends to legitimate its validity to a considerable degree by claim-
ing that it has a truer and/or more effective understanding of the nature of inse-
curities and the context in which security practice takes place than lay persons. In
technocratic societies developing such expertise is always political, however.
Since expert knowledge is an essential ingredient of governing, its development
is closely related to politics. 

This does not mean that academic security knowledge necessarily directly
feeds into policy-making and its political contestation. Academic institutions are
not fully integrated in policy circles and political movements. They retain a cer-
tain level of institutional independence. But the competing claims about the best
knowledge tend to reflect the politics of insecurity that is going on in a society.
For example, Stephen Walt’s famous attack on the widening of security studies
beyond military threats in an inter-state world was a disciplinary move aimed at
retaining the priority of the study of military strategic issues, such as the forma-
tion of military alliances (Walt 1991). It was a particular move in the academic
politics after the end of the Cold War in which support grew quickly for opening
security studies to a wider range of insecurities, including environmental, societal
and human security. This academic battle mirrored a wider political debate in the
West about the allocation of the peace dividend after the end of the Cold War and
the search for a new legitimacy of traditional security institutions, such as NATO
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and the CSCE (Conference for Security and Cooperation in Europe). Walt’s piece
was thus a move in an academic debate that was largely homologous to a much
wider political and institutional debate on the meaning of security in which the
military, the police, intelligence services, etc. were seeking to prioritize security
policy terrains for which their knowledge was relevant and in which non-traditional
security agencies, like environmental and development agencies, where encroach-
ing more effectively on the definition of insecurity and thus the security budgets.
This is only one example among many that shows how in technocratic political
environments in which knowledge is both a stake in and a major tool of the devel-
opment of security policies, academic debates are almost inevitably intertwined
with governmental and wider political struggles.

The first move towards conceptualizing insecurity in terms of a domain of prac-
tice rather than threat definition (developed in the first section) already introduced
the idea of competition and coordination between visions and agencies of insecu-
rity. The focus on academic debates and expert knowledge above adds to this only
that claiming competing security knowledge is a central part of this politics of
insecurity. It locates the politics more firmly within the technocratic point of view
developed in the previous section. The third central move of the book is to add to
this understanding of the politics of insecurity the idea that security practice and its
contestation articulate and invest in social relations certain imaginations of the
political (Der Derian 1993; Dillon 1996; Walker 1990, 1997). Visions of insecurity
and their institutionalization do not only frame a functionally defined policy domain
of security that is institutionally and conceptually differentiated from other policy
domains, such as welfare distribution, health care, education, etc. They also imply
visions of the nature of politics, i.e. of the political organization of social relations.

Let’s use an example to clarify what is meant here. During his time in office
the British Home Secretary David Blunkett (2001–2004) occasionally seriously
clashed with the judiciary over his immigration and asylum policies. One of these
concerned a decision by a high court judge that fining lorry drivers for clandes-
tine stowaways is not compatible with the right to a fair trial (under Article 6 of
the European Convention of Human Rights). In the words of Alan Travis, a
reporter for The Guardian:

The Home Secretary, David Blunkett, last night renewed his fury at a high
court judge who ruled under the Human Rights Act that the policy of fining
lorry drivers £2000 for each clandestine stowaway found in their vehicles
was unlawful and amounted to ‘legislative overkill’.

(Travis 2001)

A Home Office spokesperson ‘securitized’ this clash by suggesting that those who
bring in clandestine stowaways, and thus by implication the high court judges deci-
sion to call policies aimed at tackling this issue unlawful, place the nation at risk.

Once again the courts have intervened with an interpretation that fails to take
account of the reason for the implementation of the policy. Should an appeal
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be unsuccessful, the Government would clearly have to indicate an alternative
way of holding to account those who brought clandestine immigrants into the
country and by doing so in the present circumstances, placed this nation at
risk.

(Home Office Spokesperson quoted by
Johnston (Johnston 2001))

‘The present circumstances’ refers to the situation after 11 September 2001
when the fight against terrorism became linked with migration and asylum policy.
One way of interpreting the example is to say that the judge and the Home Office
held different views on the importance of national security and human rights law.
Theirs was a conflict over the degree to which one policy area could be allowed
to encroach upon the other. Another interpretation is that the Home Office used
the concept of security – i.e. ‘putting the nation at risk’ – for trying to tilt the insti-
tutional battle with the judiciary in its favour. Using the concept of ‘the nation at
risk’ can then be seen as a tactical move in a political struggle over the legitimacy
of existing migration policy. 

But something more than a conflict over migration policy is going on in this
move. The tactics include a challenge to the judiciary and the rule of law. The
Home Office can use the language of national security in its favour because this
language has a capacity to skew institutionalized tensions between judicial, exec-
utive and legislative powers in favour of the executive. When this capacity is
played out explicitly and repeatedly the politics of insecurity becomes structured
around a contest of the nature and limits of liberal democracy itself. It raises ques-
tions about the degree to which the separation of the three powers (i.e. executive,
legislative and judicial power) and the system of checks and balances between
them that are fundamental principles of liberal democracy can be skewed in
favour of one of the powers without slipping from democracy into dictatorship.
In such cases contests of the legitimacy of policy decisions slip into a dispute of
acceptable forms of political organization.

This latter reading is an example of how the politics of insecurity can have
concepts of the political rather than simply visions of insecurity as its stake. This
argument is developed most explicitly in chapters 3, 4 and 8 (see also Huysmans
2004). They extend it into a general argument about the political nature of secu-
rity practice by tying visions and technologies of insecurity in with the rendition
of contexts of ethico-political judgement. Security policy does not simply make
functionally differentiated domains of insecurity but also invests social relations
with concepts of the common good as well as frameworks for judging how deci-
sion on what can count as right and wrong or as good and bad can be legitimately
and/or effectively made. 

This conceptual move thus introduces a notion of the politics of insecurity that
has two dimensions that are intrinsically related. On the one hand it refers to the
contest of and struggle for domination between alternative framings of security
questions. It is a contest of discourses, knowledges and technologies that modulate
techniques of governing insecurity. On the other hand the politics of insecurity

12 Insecurity, technology and the political



also refers to the imagination of the political that security practices and technologies
invest in social relations. The stakes of the game are not simply the normative and
rational adequacy of discursive and technological modulations that frame phe-
nomena and their governance into a security problem. They include the often
implicit inscription of a certain political form within social relations. In so far
security studies is part of the expert knowledge that is developed, it is inevitably
involved in this double politics of insecurity; it is inescapably political. The
knowledge about insecurities that it produces is inscribed by and invests in social
relations both a security rationale and a rationale of the political, i.e. of concepts
of the nature and place of political community and practice.

Introducing this concept of a dual politics of insecurity adds something impor-
tant to the more technocratic vision that was introduced in the second step.
Simply introducing technology, trained skills, expert knowledge, diagrams, and
professional agencies tends to affirm the functional specificity of security prac-
tice; the fact that security policy is a specific policy domain in highly function-
ally differentiated societies. Introducing the idea that these policies incorporate a
political rather than simply a security rationale pushes them out of this niche and
into more general debates about the nature and limits of the political organization
of society. The book brings this out by showing how securitization in both its
discursive and technocratic dimensions bears upon the more general question of
the political identity of the EU (especially chapters 5, 6 and 7).

Conclusion

This chapter introduced three moves that define the book’s main conceptual inter-
vention in security studies. The first consists in moving from threat-focused analy-
sis that maps insecurities into security sectors to a broader analysis of domains
of insecurity in which threat definitions are embedded in more complicated link-
ages between policy issues and competition between professional agencies. The
second move adds a technocratic point of view to the linguistic turn in security stud-
ies. It embeds discursive processes of securitization in security technology, expert
knowledge, and professional routine and competition. The third move extends the
concept of politics of insecurity from contests of visions of insecurity to the rendi-
tion of imaginations of the political. It is a move towards exploring how concepts
of insecurity are tied up with historically inherited concepts of the political organi-
zation of human relations as well as the re-articulation of these concepts.

The first two interventions push security studies in the direction of a sociology
of the technocratic politics of insecurity in which discursive processes are embed-
ded in technological and professional processes and struggles. The third move
pulls security studies in the direction of political theory that systematizes and
unpacks debates about the nature of politics. The two can be combined by playing
a double analytical game that moves between a political sociological analysis of
the technocratic and discursive politics of insecurity and a political theoretical
analysis of the concepts of the political that are invested in and inscribed by security
knowledge and practice. The chapters in this book play this double analytical game
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by integrating political sociological accounts of the securitization of migration
and asylum in the European Union with political theoretical accounts of modern
techniques of government and the concepts of the political expressed in it.

Chapters 2, 3 and 4 focus on the question of the meaning of security. They
develop key concepts and unpack in some detail the characteristics of framing
events in existential terms. These chapters use examples related to the securitiza-
tion of migration and asylum to raise questions and to illustrate their conceptual
points. They do not contain a sustained analysis of the politics of internal insecu-
rity in the European Union, however. They are primarily interventions in security
studies and international relations theory. 

The focal point shifts explicitly to the securitization of migration and asylum
in the European Union in chapters 5, 6 and 7. These chapters have a strong con-
ceptual orientation too. But the conceptual points are more directly born out of
the politicization of migration and asylum in the European Union.

Chapter 8 moves back to a more general question in security studies: the con-
cept of de-securitization. It focuses on how security knowledge is implied in the
rendition of concepts of the political and discusses its implications for security
knowledge developed in the area of migration and asylum policy. The concluding
chapter pulls together the main conceptual lines that run through the chapters
around the notion of ‘politics of insecurity’. It also summarizes their significance
for security studies.
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2 Security framing: The question of
the meaning of security

The enormous changes and instability generated by the end of the Cold War
are triggering new mass movements of people across the globe. These refugee
exoduses are commanding the attention of high-level policy-makers not only
for humanitarian reasons and because of the increasing numbers involved, but
also because of the serious consequences that mass displacements have for
national stability, international security and the emerging new world order.

(Loescher 1992: 3)

The revolutions of 1989 were precipitated by mass people movements from
East to West. Within the next two decades not only East-West, but also South-
South and South-North migration seem set to become an increasingly acute
concern. … Uncontrolled mass migration (…) could threaten social cohe-
sion, international solidarity, and peace.

(Widgren 1990: 749)

In the early 1990s security studies turned some of its attention away from arms
control, nuclear deterrence, the role of conventional arms, the rise of the electronic
battlefield, military alliances, etc. to include a wider range of policy questions.
The environment started featuring prominently. Also migration and refugee flows
got a fair share of the attention, as the quotations above indicate. 

These changes mirrored the transformation in Western political agendas at the
end of the Cold War. But they were also part of a debate about what kind of secu-
rity issues have priority in the study of international relations and how they are to
be researched. This debate was not new but gained a new momentum in the
1990s. The combination of changing political agendas, a search for a less military
and inter-state focused understanding of security in strategic studies (e.g. Buzan
1983; Haftendorn 1991; Krause and Williams 1997b; Matthews 1989; Nye 1989;
Nye and Lynn-Jones 1988; Tickner 1992; Ullman 1983), and epistemological
debates in international relations theory (e.g. Keohane 1988; Smith et al. 1996)
resulted in an identity crisis in strategic and security studies.

The question of what security means was a contentious issue in this context.
Some conceptual analysis of security saw again the light of day (e.g. Baldwin 1997;



Buzan 1991; Huysmans 1998c; Wæver 1995) but the central stake of the debate
was what kind of threat relations could be covered by the concept of security. This
debate became known as the widening debate in which people argued for or against
moving beyond inter-state relations and including non-military security questions,
such as population movement and environmental degradation (Krause and Williams
1997b). However, some tried to shift the question of what security meant away
from its focus on acceptable threat definitions and towards the question of what
it actually meant to apply security language in these non-military policy areas
(e.g. Dalby 1997; Der Derian 1993; Dillon 1996; Wæver 1995). While the widen-
ing debate largely focused on the implications of adding the environment and
migration to the security agenda for the concept of security, they concentrated on
the implications of using security language for the definition and governance of
migration and the environment. The focal point moved from threats to the ratio-
nality or logic of rendering events intelligible as security events. Security was con-
ceptualized as a discourse that could (re)frame policy questions in a security way.

This chapter sets out both the background against which the question of the
meaning of security became a contentious issue in the study of international rela-
tions and the two different interpretations of what this question was about. While the
widening debate has played an important role in opening up the field of security
studies and in giving the question of the meaning of security the prominence it
deserves, the chapter supports the idea that the meaning of security does not pri-
marily depend on the kind of threats one includes but on the nature of the framing
that security practice applies.

Identity crisis in the field of security knowledge

Until recently it would have been unusual for policy-makers even to consider
classifying population movements and refugee flows as national security prob-
lem. The common perception was that these were humanitarian concerns,
demanding a humanitarian response. It is now clear, however, that we are
living in an era in which fundamental political and economic changes in the
international system result in large-scale movements of people which affect
political, economic and strategic developments world-wide. Indeed, it was
the flood of refugees from East to West Germany in 1989 which helped to
bring down the Berlin Wall and generate the most significant transformation
in international relations since World War II. 

(IISS 1991: 37–38)

In 1991 this was a surprising statement coming from an international security
think tank. For decades strategic studies had focused almost exclusively on the
doctrinal and strategic aspects of conducting war, military alliances, and manag-
ing military threats in the international state system. Finding migration in a lead-
ing yearbook in security thinking is kind of unexpected. The real surprise,
however, is how it introduced migration as a security question. It uses the role
of East German refugees in bringing down the Berlin Wall to raise an awareness
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that population flows can pose a threat to the security and stability of both
nation-states and the international order (also e.g. Weiner 1995). Now, more than
a decade and a half later selecting this particular example may read as one among
many. But at a time when many were celebrating the breakdown of the Berlin
Wall and concentrated on building a new era of democracy, peace and unity (e.g.
CSCE 1990), turning this symbol of liberation into an index of a new security
threat was bewildering. 

It is not exceptional for security thinking to do this but it does raise the
question of why this field of knowledge so easily turned forces of liberation into
indications of new destructive developments. Is it a typical step for a field of study
that made worst-case analysis and prudence its professional code? Certainly. But
there is more to it. The relation between freedom and security is an uneasy one in
Western societies. There is an assumption that there is always a trade-off between
them: too much freedom leads to increased insecurity while too much security
reduces freedom (see chapter 6). Security experts in international relations tend
to worry more about the former direction of the tradeoff. They are predisposed to
turning radical manifestations of freedom into questions of disorder and increased
insecurity. 

More important for this chapter, however, is that turning one of the most pow-
erful symbols of a new era of peace and democracy into a symbol of new dangers
is a potent move if one seeks to legitimate the continuous relevance of security
thinking. After the end of the Cold War strategic studies indeed experienced an
identity crisis. Not only NATO, the CSCE (Conference for Security and Cooperation
in Europe) and other security institutions of the Cold War faced a need to rede-
fine themselves (Fierke 1998, 1999). More generally, the field of knowledge
within which many security experts worked faced a crisis about its raison d’être
(e.g. Bigo 1995). The bipolar world characterized by a military-ideological split
between East and West was the taken for granted background against which many
of the experts had professed their knowledge for decades. The possibility for war
between the Eastern and Western alliance and especially its nuclear dimensions
functioned to a large extent as the ground from which the key security questions
emerged (Klein 1994). This made it possible, for example, to characterize the
Cold War as ‘the long peace’ (Gaddis 1986), despite hundreds of thousands of
people dying in wars in ‘The Third World’. 

After 1989 this framework rapidly faded. With the danger of a confrontation
between Western and communist armies vanishing, military aspects of security
questions lost their prior dominant status. The hierarchy of threats in the security
field broke down thereby opening the field for a redefinition of core security con-
cerns. With it the narrative through which the field of security experts reproduced
its identity broke down. The bipolar setting offered the field a background history
and implicit understanding of its expertise and what it contributed to this history.
After the dramatic transformation in the main empirical references of this narra-
tive – e.g. the Soviet Union as a superpower – it could not be reproduced in an
unproblematic, quasi-ritualistic way. Pretending that nothing fundamentally had
changed – as many in the security studies community largely succeeded in doing
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for almost the entire second half of the 1980s by interpreting the changes Gorbachev
instigated as new tactics for an old strategy – was no longer possible without raising
serious debate within the field.1

The study of military aspects of security did not fully disappear but a complex
and rapid reorientation of the political and intellectual field happened in the wake
of the Cold War. These changes were of course not simply driven by changes in
the political agendas and public debate. They were interwoven with strong per-
sonal and institutional interests. What were security experts going to write about
after the issues that had been taken for granted, such as arms control of strategic
nuclear weapons, became rapidly outdated – or, at least moved down the list of
political priorities? How could think tanks and academic research apply their
knowledge to new security terrains? Was a career in strategic studies still a viable
strategy? What kind of security knowledge has the best chance of attracting
research funding?

These questions are not introduced here to suggest that the ‘new’ security
experts necessarily consciously and/or cynically introduced new threats as means
of saving or building a career. The field of knowledge in which they operate often
requires of them to identify threats and to work relatively close to and with the
people who politically define security agendas. It is part of their job to identify
new security phenomena and define strategies to cope with them. Therefore they
are often trained and, thus, predisposed to looking for security questions.

Rather these questions are important as an indication that the collapse of an
institutionalized understanding of the security environment generates a complex
game of producing new, legitimate security knowledge. ‘Legitimate security
knowledge’ refers to security knowledge which one can profess as a security
expert with a degree of seriousness and without being labelled an idealist or a fool.

Although the pressure for including non-military threats such as environmen-
tal issues, migration and economic vulnerability gained momentum after 1989,
the intellectual ground for it had been developed before. Throughout the 1980s
several attempts were made in academic and non-academic milieu to explicitly
question the dominance of military threats in the field of security knowledge.
These moves followed the development of peace research since the late 1960s
(e.g. Guzzini and Jung 2003; Lawler 1994) and the emergence of questions of
economic vulnerability and complex interdependence after the oil crises of the
1970s (Keohane and Nye 1977). In the academic environment, Barry Buzan’s
work of the 1980s is among the most exemplary. From the early 1980s onwards
Buzan argued for developing security studies as a new, separate area of research
(Buzan 1983, 1984). On the one hand, it would cover a wider range of security
issues than the dominantly military and technological agenda of strategic studies
(Buzan 1987). On the other hand, it would be narrower than peace research which
tended to extend security issues to the progressive securing of a better social order
(Galtung 1969). This academic push for a wider interpretation of security ques-
tions dovetailed nicely with the pressure for including non-military dimensions
of security coming from critical social movements and other political actors
(Wæver et al. 1989; Walker 1988).
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These developments provided some of the intellectual and political groundwork
for the rapid widening of the security concept in security studies after 1989.
A number of people who had worked on or were interested in widening quickly
acted on the opportunities which were created by shifts in both political and insti-
tutional agendas in the early 1990s to push their case. A good indication of this
was the swiftness with which Buzan’s timely second edition of People, States and
Fear (1991) became a new classic in the field.

The intellectual, institutional and political developments outlined so far were
the background against which the question of the meaning of security began to
show up more sharply. After the end of the Cold War the field of security knowl-
edge and institutions in international relations found itself in an identity crisis.
For some this was an opportunity to seriously reframe the field in the direction of
a much wider understanding of the security problematique in international rela-
tions. For others widening their interests was a necessity if they wanted to survive
as security experts or institutions in the new political climate. For still others the
crisis was an unfortunate development that should be contained as much as pos-
sible. At the heart of it all was a contest of what security meant in international
relations. The next section shows how attempts to widen security knowledge move
the meaning of security from a largely unproblematic issue to a key question in
the development of security studies.

Widening security: Stakes in a contest of concept definition

Despite being a central issue of concern in the study of international relations,
there have been very few conceptual analyses of ‘security’ before the late 1980s.
In 1991 Buzan could still title a section of the introduction to People, States and
Fear ‘Security as an underdeveloped concept’ (Buzan 1991: 3). David Baldwin,
looking for a conceptual analysis of security, writes as late as 1997: ‘It would be
an exaggeration to say that conceptual analysis of security began and ended with
Wolfers’ article in 1952 – but not much of one’ (Baldwin 1997). Ken Booth
remarked that ‘“security” had always been the transcendent value of strategic
studies, but it was an essentially unexplored concept’ (Booth 1994: 112).

This absence may sound remarkable but the meaning of a defining concept of
research is not a problem as long as experts share an implicit understanding of
the legitimate forms of security research. This seems indeed to have been the
case in security studies. Michael Williams and Keith Krause observed that ‘to be
a member of the security studies community has traditionally meant that one
already knows what is to be studied’ (Williams and Krause 1997: ix). This con-
sensus implied a wider philosophical and theoretical framework (Booth 1979;
Klein 1994; Williams 1992, 1993) but at its heart was the view that theirs was
an expertise about the nature of military threats to citizens of a state or to an
alliance of states in an anarchical interstate system (Krause and Williams 1997b:
36–43).

Raising alternative views on the nature of threats has the potential to make this
implicit consensus visible. If done successfully it can turn the unspoken agreement
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about the meaning of security into an explicit question. To clarify this, let’s start
from a few examples of how refugees and immigrants can be presented as a security
question. First example: the refugee community of Rwandese Tutsis who were
forced into exile after 1959 turned into a militant force fighting the Rwandese
regime.2 Here the security question resembles closely traditional understandings
of national security. Refugees are an armed threat to a political regime and its
sovereignty claims. Second example: In the US and the EU some frame Muslim
immigrants as a cultural threat. They are interpreted as representatives of a com-
peting civilization whose values and everyday manners risk undermining Western
civilization. This form of threat analysis is more difficult to accommodate within
the traditional consensus. The threat is not primarily of a military kind. The focus
is on the expression of values in everyday life, such as the ritual slaughtering of
sheep, the wearing of a veil, etc. Neither is the physical life of citizens or the sov-
ereignty of the state threatened. It is rather a pre-supposed cultural homogeneity
of Western societies that is challenged by the immigrants.3 Third example:
refugees who fear persecution or whose daily life has been suddenly disrupted
knock on the metaphorical door of the European Union. Here the danger shifts
from a community facing an external or internal threat to individuals whose human
security is threatened.4 The ones in danger are not the citizens of the member
states of the European Union but individuals fearing starvation or persecution on
the basis of race, religion or political opinion.

While these examples identify quite distinct security questions, in ordinary lan-
guage it is not problematic to refer to them in security terms. Using the notion of
security to refer to events that do not directly concern military threats to states and
their citizens seems to happen all the time. One could argue that for security studies
including such a diversity of threat relations would not necessarily have to be a
problem either as long as the security studies community is willing to accommo-
date them as legitimate objects of research. Such an argument, however, ignores
that indiscriminately expanding an area of research has unfortunate consequences
for a field of knowledge. Is the knowledge required for each of these three exam-
ples the same? How does understanding an armed insurgence of a refugee com-
munity compare to interpreting refugees claiming asylum or the everyday life of
immigrants challenging cultural patterns of an established population? Is there
any equivalence between the security modality of these developments? These
questions indicate that expanding the concept of security to a wide range of sub-
stantively different problem areas makes it difficult to identify the specific kind
of knowledge that the community of security experts develops. One of the central
arguments against widening the security concept to non-military threats (e.g.
migration, global warming) and non-state referent objects that were threatened
(e.g. humanity, cultural identity, individuals) was indeed that it undermined the
intellectual coherence of the field of knowledge (Walt 1991: 213).

Disintegration has also an impact on the status of the knowledge it produces.
Its political and intellectual status depends to a considerable degree on being able
to institutionally delineate a specific kind of knowledge, which is defined by the
fault lines of the debates, the key concepts that inform the discussion, the policy
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areas to which it relates, etc. This aspect can be seen at work in an interesting way in
Marc Levy’s argument for a more narrow understanding of environmental security
so that it would be possible to integrate it in the established security studies agendas.
He criticized Norman Myers’s attempt to formulate an environmental security
agenda around a concept of ‘inner security that ultimately forms the bedrock of
our being’ (Myers 1993: 16) in the following way:

It is possible to imagine such constructions of security, but they would take
the discussion so far from the mainstream as to forswear any hope of linking
environmental issues to the conventional security agenda. 

(Levy 1995: 43–44)

Levy’s article can be interpreted as a move to make environmental security
acceptable to the traditional field of security studies so as to protect this field from
the disintegrative effects of widening the concept of security. In addition it bene-
fits environmental security knowledge by letting it share in the expert status that
this institutionalized field can confer on ‘new’ security knowledge.

Opposition to widening security studies beyond the institutionalized consensus
is thus to be expected not simply because established researchers have developed
a certain expertise that they do not want to give up but also because the status of
security knowledge more generally depends on retaining a fairly integrated and
coherent field of knowledge. When established knowledge patterns are chal-
lenged by means of shifting the meaning of one of its defining concepts both an
identity and status problem occur. 

Moving the meaning of security beyond military threats in an inter-state world
did precisely something along these lines. In blurring the received meaning of the
concept of security it challenged and by implication made visible the implicitly
agreed and ritualized boundaries of the study of security in international relations.
It made the meaning of security from a largely irrelevant question to a highly
contested issue which involved the status and nature of security knowledge. That
the stakes were pretty serious can be seen in the language used by defenders of
the traditional focus on military threats. Walt, for example, called supporters of
widening irresponsible because their agenda may lead to undermining the politi-
cally available knowledge on war:

… the fact that other hazards exist does not mean that the danger of war has
been eliminated. … Indeed, given the cost of military forces and the risks of
modern war, it would be irresponsible for the scholarly community to ignore
the central questions that form the heart of the security studies field.

(Walt 1991: 213)

The underlying assumption of this argument is that security knowledge plays an
important role in devising solutions to the problem of war. Undermining the focus
on war in the field of security studies thus risks having a detrimental impact on man-
aging the problem of war in international politics, according to this point of view. 
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The debate of the 1990s was not limited to the question of the meaning of
security in terms of what kind of threats and threats to whom could be legitimately
studied. It also included different views on the criteria for validating what counted
as true knowledge – epistemology – and the related issue of whether moral and
ethical criteria should be included on top of methodological requirements in the
production of security knowledge. But many of these differences were closely
tied in with arguments about widening the security concept (e.g. Booth 1991a,b;
Dalby 1992, 1997; McSweeney 1999; Walker 1990, 1997; Wyn Jones 1999). In
that sense widening the definition of security drove to a considerable degree the
challenges to the established, often implicit consensus of the study of security in
international relations in the late 1980s and the 1990s.

The important concluding points of the discussion so far are that in the widen-
ing debate the question of the meaning of security refers in the first place to the
nature of threats (what is threatening?) and referent objects (what is threatened?),
that shifts in this meaning made visible the implicit consensus that existed in
security studies, and that such changes potentially challenge both the identity and
expert status of the community of security experts.

Security framing

In the preceding section the focus was on the implications of widening security
for the field of security knowledge. This section shifts attention towards the impli-
cations that widening security studies may have for the definition and method of
governing the policy problems, such as immigration and the environment. The
question is not what the consequences are of expanding threat definitions for
security studies but how policy problems are made intelligible as an object of
government by applying security knowledge to them. The reason for introducing
this change in focus is that it implies a different interpretation of what the ques-
tion of the meaning of security refers to. In the previous section the meaning of
security referred to the nature of the threat relations. In this section it refers to the
conceptual and political rationality that security language invests in a problem.

An instructive illustration of how this shift in perspective arises in the widening
debate is Daniel Deudney’s argument against linking environmental degradation
and national security (Deudney 1990). On the one hand he questions the value of
linking the two on the ground that it makes the concept of security unintelligible.
‘[N]ational-security-from-violence and environmental habitability have little in
common’ and linking the two risks ‘a conceptual muddle’ which would de-define
rather than re-define security, according to Deudney (1990: 465). On the other
hand he asks if using security language to dramatize environmental issues so as to
move them up the political agenda can nevertheless justify linking the two. Here
the use of security language is not a matter of coherent expert knowledge but of
political tactics aimed at raising public attention and influencing political agendas.
It is ‘a rhetorical device designed to stimulate action’ (1990: 465).

Deudney points out that there might be a problem with using this rhetorical
strategy. Mobilizing sentiments associated with national security and war does not
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simply sharpen public and political attention. It can also introduce, what he calls,
the ‘mindset’ of national security in environmental policy-making (1990: 466–468).
This ‘mindset’ favours peculiar perceptions of a problem. For one it favours zero-
sum thinking which frames environmental protection into a highly competitive
game in which a state can only gain benefits at the cost of other states. The mind-
set also frames the world in stark dichotomous terms that relate states as either
friends or enemies. This may lead to ‘blaming’ tactics in which states that oppose
particular programmes of environmental protection are presented as enemies
threatening the survival of other nations. Reinforcing this way of presenting the
environmental problem would make co-operation and the definition of common
interests and gains more difficult. Deudney therefore concludes that environmen-
talists should be careful with using national security language for the purpose of
politicizing environmental degradation. He suggests that it may be preferable to
mobilize interests and public support for environmental issues on the basis of
values and symbols that are already part of the growing ecological awareness such
as human health, property values, and concern for future generations rather than
national security (Deudney 1990: 469).

While his first argument focuses on how widening affects the meaning of secu-
rity, his second argument suggests that security has a relatively stable meaning
that modulates policies in a particular way. There is a question here about the dif-
ferent direction in which these arguments pull the analysis. Is the problem of
widening one of muddling up the meaning of security or is it rather one of mud-
dling up the meaning of the policy area? Does ‘security’ have a relatively stable
meaning that security language imposes on a policy area or does it only have a
relatively fixed meaning in a particular policy area – military-strategic policies in
an inter-state world?

But these questions are secondary to the shift in the question of the meaning of
security that underlies Deudney’s second argument. It no longer refers to specific
threat definitions but rather to a framework of categories that simultaneously
shapes the definition of the problem and frames its regulation in a security way.
The use of security language can actively shape a phenomenon into a security
question thereby changing the political understanding of the nature of the policy
problem and its evaluation of adequate methods of dealing with it. The change of
perspective that Deudney’s analysis introduces is one from adding adjectives,
such as environmental, human, global, and cultural to the noun ‘security’ and ask-
ing how it affects the meaning of the noun to adding the noun ‘security’ to the
adjectives and asking how it affects the meaning of the adjectives. Put in terms of
policy agendas this means that the question of the meaning of security is one of how
defining immigration, environmental degradation, and fear of political persecu-
tion as security questions changes the definition of the environmental problem
and of the immigration and refugee problem. This question differs substantively
from the one that seemed to occupy most of the widening debate: how do intro-
ducing immigration, environmental degradation and fear of political persecution
as security questions reformulate the security agenda? The meaning of security
becomes a question of the rationale of security framing, i.e. the categories through
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which it makes problems visible as security problems. The nature of this framing
does not primarily depend on the specific threat relations that are introduced but
on the precise ways in which it frames a policy question. 

In Deudney’s interpretation security framing is a matter of security rhetoric
triggering a particular mindset that would change the perception of both the
nature of the problem and the adequate instruments to deal with it. Framing is
then primarily a matter of mobilizing certain perceptions through the use of secu-
rity language. This is a cognitive interpretation of framing; language needs to trig-
ger something in the minds of people. After the linguistic turn in international
relations, which introduced the constitutive aspects of language itself, it has
become clear that such cognitive readings only partially grasp why security
rhetoric has a capacity to frame policy problems (Der Derian and Shapiro 1989;
Milliken 1999). The use of a certain language does not simply mobilize an exter-
nally given mindset but also a structure of meaning that is internal to the language
itself (Weldes 1996).

At the heart of this linguistic turn is a change from a representational to a
performative and generic understanding of language. Security utterances are not
primarily seen to be representing an extra-discursive reality. They are also making
that reality intelligible in a particular way – in this case, a security way. The statement
‘drugs is a major security problem in our cities’ does not have the same status as
the utterance ‘an apple falls from a tree’. While the latter is a description, the former
is an intervention in a contested process in which the definition of the drugs problem
is at stake (for example, is drugs use a health issue, a question of social exclusion,
or a criminal affair). The former is thus performing a modulation of a policy ques-
tion in a political context rather than simply describing a situation.

Ole Wæver captured this performative dimension of security rhetoric by defin-
ing security as a speech act (Wæver 1995).5 Like a promise or baptizing result
from successfully speaking the promise or naming the child, security questions
follow from successfully speaking or writing ‘security’ and ‘insecurity’ in relation
to a policy problem. As a speech act security becomes a self-referential practice
(Buzan et al. 1998: 26). Different from threat perception, which is a perception of
something externally given, a speech act only refers to itself, to the act of uttering
‘security’. A threat is only a threat because of a threat being invoked by saying ‘I
threaten …’ or ‘I am threatened …’

Of course this performative side is only half of the story. Although naming a
child is a self-referential linguistic practice without which the child would not
have a name, baptizing or registering a child’s name also imply a set of institu-
tionalized conventions which socially sanction the child’s name. When officially
registered the child cannot change its name at will in its interaction with the insti-
tution that sanctioned the name, for example. Naming a child thus draws upon
and invests certain conventions in social relations. 

Similarly security modulations of a policy question can be generated in the act
of speaking security because the speech act draws upon ‘a particular set of rules
that are immanent to [security] practice and define it in its specificity’ (Foucault
1969: 63 – my translation).6 The use of security language introduces a generic
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structure of meaning which organizes dispositions, social relations, and politics
according to a rationality of security. This structure functions as a set of conventions
that sanction certain practices. Wæver and his colleagues at the former Copenhagen
Peace Research Institute labelled this generic process of talking security and inse-
curity into being ‘securitization’ (Buzan et al. 1998; Wæver 1995).

They also defined some major aspects of how securitization renders policy
questions. In line with the dominant security framework in international relations
they identify the security rationale with the logic of war read through the lens of
national security. National security is ‘the name of an ongoing debate, a tradition,
an established set of practices and, as such, the concept has a rather formalized
referent’ (Wæver 1995: 48). 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. If the
danger is not properly dealt with first, the other policy questions will lose their
significance because the political community in name of which economic and
welfare policies are developed seriously risks losing its independence and territo-
rial integrity. In other words, it risks ceasing to exist as a sovereign political unity,
capable of determining its own policies. By implication the language of security
has a capacity to concentrate public attention and policies at the point where the
political unit confronts a test of will ‘in which the ability to fend off a challenge
is the criterion for forcing the others to acknowledge its sovereignty and identity
as a state’ (Wæver 1995: 53). 

This security rationality should not be confused with the physical utterance of
security language. It refers to a constellation of meanings that make it possible for
the speech act of security to exist and do its work of securitizing phenomena.
Neither should one understand the constellation of meanings as a set of rules that
can be easily manipulated and changed. The speech act of security draws upon a
historically constituted and socially institutionalized set of meanings. Like the
grammar of a language, it evolves over time but it cannot be changed at random.
To retain the capacity to generate meaningful speech, the constellation has to
retain some continuity in how it renders security meanings. That is why it does
not necessarily matter that the speakers – e.g. environmentalists linking national
security and environmental degradation – may simply seek to use security lan-
guage to draw attention to the immigration or environmental problem. Their secu-
rity rhetoric always risks mobilizing more meanings then they intended. With the
security language they risk smuggling in an inimical construction of inter-state
relations because the sense of urgency and crisis is related to the presence of
enemies in the security framework, for example.

Although there are some differences between the more cognitive interpretation
of Deudney and the linguistic concept of Wæver, they both introduce two impor-
tant elements in the discussion of the meaning of security: (1) the use of security
language has a performative capacity – it can change the understanding of a
problem – and (2) the change in understanding depends on a framework of mean-
ings that security language implies. Therefore the question in the widening debate
can never simply be one of changing meanings of security – i.e. a question of
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de-defining security, in Deudney’s terminology. It always also has to be a question
of changing meanings of the policy areas that are addressed in security terms –
i.e. a question of securitization, in Wæver’s terminology.

Security knowledge and the politics of framing insecurity

So far the chapter developed two arguments. First, the meaning of security
became a contentious question when unusual areas of research, such as environ-
mental degradation and population flows, attracted the interest of security schol-
ars in the context of rapidly changing political security agendas after the end of
the Cold War. New kinds of security knowledge were professed. As a result the
implicit consensus about the knowledge and skills that characterized the study of
security and that were passed on in training experts came under discussion. Much
of this debate seemed to focus on what kind of insecurities should be included in
the security studies field. This was reflected in how the question of the meaning
of security was approached. It was first of all a matter of defining the security
sectors, each identifying particular categories of threats and referent objects that
one could legitimately research in security studies.

At the same time another debate took place. Instead of arguing about widening
the security concept, it focused on the consequences that inserting security lan-
guage in these areas might have for their political understanding and the method
of governing. The dispute played off two different consequences of using security
rhetoric for political purposes. On the one hand security rhetoric can be used to
dramatize a policy question which may help in moving the issue up the list of
policy priorities. But security rhetoric can also fundamentally reframe the under-
standing of the policy question, for example from a humanitarian disaster to a
threat to national security, which may have important implications for the choice
of policy instruments. In other words, while being moved up on the priority list,
the nature of the policy issues (e.g. migration or environmental degradation)
might have seriously changed. They are still the same developments and events
but the use of security language might have critically transfigured their definition
as well as the understanding of legitimate methods of governing them. 

As in the widening debate, the meaning of security was a central issue in this
debate. But it differed considerably from the former in how it approached the
question of defining security. The meaning of security did not refer to sectors of
threats and referent objects. Instead it referred to a particular rationality or logic
that is implied in using security language. The contentious issue is whether the
use of security knowledge inscribes this particular rationality into a policy sector
thereby transfiguring both the way in which events and developments are rendered
visible and the methods of dealing with them.

So far these two points of view have been presented as two different ways of
approaching the meaning of security. This concluding section argues that they can
be and have been played into one another. In doing so it becomes clearer that the
stakes in the widening debate are not simply defined by a choice between retain-
ing a focus on the military security sector and losing any identifiable security
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knowledge in a process of expanding security sectors. Such a framing of the
debate hides another more important stake. The more sophisticated wideners do
not really argue about the loss of security knowledge as such but about the kind
of security framing security experts in international relations should prioritize and
thus be skilled in. In other words, the stake is about redefining what counts as
knowledge rather than about losing it.

Interpreting the meaning of security in terms of a rationality that defines the
securityness of a policy problem provides a solution to losing any coherence in
the field of security knowledge when expanding it from the military sector to a
wide range of insecurities, including individual security, world security, environ-
mental security, and societal security. When identifying security with a specific
mode of making policy questions intelligible, one can retain a coherent and iden-
tifiable knowledge while radically widen the security studies agenda into non-
traditional sectors. The reason for this is that security knowledge is no longer
defined by the nature of events and developments that one researches (e.g. arms
race or population movement) but by a skill to unravel processes in which this
particular rationality is set at work. Security experts are then not people who are
proficient in studying military aspects of international politics but professionals
who are skilled in understanding political inscriptions of particular security ratio-
nalities in international relations. This argument has been developed and sup-
ported in a sophisticated way by Buzan, Wæver and some of their colleagues at
the Copenhagen Peace Research Institute (1987–2003). Their approach has been
labelled the Copenhagen School of security studies (Hansen 2000; Huysmans
1998b; McSweeney 1996; Williams 2003). 

We seek to find coherence not by confining security to the military sector but
by exploring the logic of security itself to find out what differentiates secu-
rity and the process of securitization from that which is merely political.

(Buzan et al. 1998: 4–5)

As explained in the previous section the tradition of national security defines for
the Copenhagen School the specific logic of security that identifies what security
studies is about in international relations. When this logic is played out in a policy
sector, irrespective of whether it concerns military threats, crime or environmental
degradation, it becomes a legitimate area of interest for the security expert.

Although it shares some qualities with “social security”, or security as
applied to various civilian guard or police functions, international security
has its own distinctive, more extreme meaning. Unlike social security, which
has strong links to matters of entitlement and social justice, international
security is more firmly rooted in the traditions of power politics. We are not
following a rigid domestic-international distinction, because many of our
cases are not state defined. But we are claiming that international security has
a distinctive agenda.

(Buzan et al. 1998: 21)
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Privileging the ‘connotations, assumptions, and images derived from the
“international” discussion of national security’ (Wæver 1995: 49–50) is an impor-
tant move that allows to refocus research agendas in a context of widening under-
standings of security in international relations. But such a move leads to another
question: Why should this particular logic of security define security knowledge
in international relations?

When revisiting the widening debate with this question in mind it becomes
clear that the arguments over expanding sectors often actually implied differences
of opinion over what kind of security rationality should define security knowl-
edge in international relations. This may not have been explicitly visible partly
because many wideners did not theorize the constitutive effects of language but
it played a key role in shifting the question of the meaning of security in the direc-
tion of rationalities of framing. Ken Booth’s (1991a,b) and Richard Wyn Jones’s
(1999) arguments for security studies that would privilege individual security or
security of communities over state security, for example, were among others a
claim for privileging a security knowledge that focused on an alternative ration-
ality of security that was closely related to the human security agenda.7 Human
security practice concentrates on protecting ‘entitlements legitimized on the basis
of personhood’ (Soysal 1994: 3) – instead of national citizenship – which exist
and are sanctioned in a global civil society (Frost 2002) based on the ‘trans-
national discourses and structures celebrating human rights as a world-level orga-
nizing principle’ (Soysal 1994: 3). This rationality frames insecurities and the
tools to manage it quite differently from the national security framework with its
emphasis on emergency policies, existential threats between friends and enemies,
and a priority of protecting national citizens and territorial sovereignty.

Deudney’s observation that expanding security studies to areas such as the
environment would de-define rather than redefine security is therefore only partly
correct. Some of the widening was implicitly or explicitly an argument for
redefining security knowledge in international relations from one based on
national security logic to one based on another security rationality.

One of the merits of the Copenhagen School is that it has made it possible to
see that within the politics of widening a hidden contest of what kind of security
rationality should define security knowledge was taking place. But in facilitating
such an interpretation they also show that the position they defend remains one
choice among others. Rather than solving the widening debate, they displace the
terms of the dispute from security sectors to rationalities of security framing.

As long as the logic of security remains fundamentally contested – that is, no
logic is able to institutionally dominate the field of security knowledge in inter-
national relations, as arguably the logic of national security did during the Cold
War – the question of the meaning of security will remain a contentious issue.
This chapter argued that the kernel of this debate is not a contest of widening
threats and referent objects, as it has often been presented. More important is
the competition between different security rationalities that is played out in the
disputes over widening. This reading of the debates of the 1980s and 1990s in
security studies displaces the basis upon which the identity and status of security

28 Security framing



knowledge is constructed from sectors of insecurity to security rationalities. The
politics of security studies have thus been a politics of insecurity framing rather
than the often more explicitly visible politics of expanding security sectors. 

This shift in interpreting the question of the meaning of security raises a perti-
nent question for contemporary security studies: should security studies try to
identify its security expertise around a particular tradition of security framing –
as the Copenhagen School argues. This is a significant question in current inter-
national politics since the alternative logics of security, including human security,
social security, and policing crime and street protests are not simply played out
and institutionalized in international relations but they seem increasingly to play
into and against one another. Good examples are the rise of humanitarian and
‘civilizing’ interventions (e.g. in Somalia, Bosnia, Kosovo and Iraq) (Gheciu 2005,
2006), the intensification of international policing implying a competition between
a military and policing rationale among others (e.g. Bigo 2000; Sheptycki 2000),
and the use of development aid to promote democracy and to tackle so-called root
causes of migration and terrorism. In this political context it seems to make sense
to identify the field of security knowledge in international relations on the basis
of its proficiency in interpreting how different rationalities of security are playing
into and against one another in international politics, how this interplay reconfigures
security practice and what its implications are. Gaining knowledge in unpacking
the meaning of security, in the sense of analysing the specific security rationalities
that are at play and the way in which they mesh into something different, would
be a defining interest of such a field of study.
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3 Displacing the spectre of the state
in security studies: From referent
objects to techniques of government

Both in migration and security policy the spectre of the sovereign state looms
large.1 Securing citizens and national territory against external and internal dangers
is one of the defining functions of modern states. Both the raison d’être of the
sovereign state as a political form and the legitimacy of political authorities can
be powerfully asserted and seriously challenged in the name of security. This
capacity of claims of insecurity to call up the spectre of the state goes all the way
back to the invention of the insecure human subject in Hobbesian versions of
modern contract theory. When the cosmological order guaranteed by a divine
authority collapses into a state of nature in which human individuals face nature,
including the bodies of other individuals, without divine mediation Hobbesian
contract theory asserts the state as the new mediator that secures the relation
between modern individual subject and dangerous nature. This concept of ‘state’
became fundamentally entangled with a triple security problem: (1) the security
of its citizens in their relations to each other, nature and outsiders, (2) their indi-
vidual security in relation to the state, and (3) the security of the state as a sover-
eign state, i.e. as the ultimate mediator of the relation between humans and nature
(Walker 1993, 2006). Questions of insecurity among the citizenry effortlessly call
up this notion of the state as the guarantor of protection but also of the state as a
potential threat to their security. The many debates on how emergency legislation
and security policies in the wake of 11 September 2001 affect civil liberties of
citizens is a classic example of this ambivalent nature of the state in security
contexts.

Also migration is intimately intertwined with the spectre of the sovereign state
(e.g. Joppke 1999). Thinking about migration and refugees has become a way of
thinking about the state and thinking in state categories (Sayad 1999: 395–413;
Soguk 1999). Today in Western Europe both immigration and refuge are primar-
ily seen as movement of people between states – rather than movement between
rural and urban areas, for example. Cross-border movement and the presence of
aliens is bound to evoke questions of political loyalties, calculations of the impact
on the economic, military and other capacity of the state, issues of controlling
penetration of the national territory, etc. As John Torpey (2000) has argued, the
control of legitimate free movement is a function that has been equally defining of
the modern state as the search for a monopoly over the legitimate use of violence. 



It should therefore not be surprising that framing immigration and refuge in
security terminology strongly evokes categories of statehood. Of interest to this
chapter is how the spectre of the state – and by implication the question of the
political – can be made from an implicit organizing device into a topic of critical
reflection in the production of security knowledge. 

The chapter introduces two methods of doing this. The first strategy is one of
deepening the concept of security. This method introduces non-state referent
objects of security, such as individuals and humanity. Prioritizing alternative refer-
ent objects makes it possible to show that state-centric views of security reproduce
a certain vision of the location and character of political community. ‘Individual
security’ or ‘human security’ introduce an alternative vision of political community.
One of the limitations of this method is that it ties the state to a specific notion of
the political that ignores the historical complexity of governmental strategies. To
address this problem a Foucaultian lens is introduced which turns attention away
from referent objects and towards techniques of government. It dissolves the
spectral nature of the state and replaces it with an analysis of how a multitude of
practices and phenomena modulate certain techniques of government and are
modulated by them. They produce the state both as their domain and principle of
application. From this point of view security knowledge still reproduces cate-
gories of politics that have been developed in a history of the state. But it is not
primarily structured around the question of whether the state is a legitimate or
dominant political form. That question is moved to the background and replaced
by a focus on how the nexus between security and migration is constructed and
reconstructed through certain techniques of government that integrate a diversity
of practices into a governable domain.

This chapter approaches the political nexus between concepts of state, migra-
tion and security primarily from the viewpoint of security rather than migration.
Chapter 7 revisits this nexus looking more explicitly at migration; it unpacks
how migration issues are intertwined with questions of political identity in the
European Union.

Political significance of security framing

As argued in the previous chapter, security knowledge implies a particular fram-
ing of social and political relations. Such a framing is politically significant in
three interrelated but different ways.2 Framing immigration and asylum as dan-
gers to society, for example, can sustain security policies. It can also be used in a
competition between political parties. Finally, such a framing is political because
it upholds particular concepts of the political, i.e. of what political community is
about.

Let’s start with policy. Security framing can reinforce a particular policy. For
example, closing borders and stepping up identity controls are instruments used
by customs and the police to counter the arrival of illegal immigrants and the
trade in human beings. Framing these issues in security terms reinforces the
importance of policing migration, possibly to the disadvantage of demographic or
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economic policies regulating migration. The political significance of security
knowledge depends here on how it contributes to policy formulation and execu-
tion. Security knowledge develops and evaluates instruments that can reduce or
counter a security problem. When asked the question of the political significance
of security discourse, some people would probably refer to its importance in the
game of politics rather than policies, however. Policy refers to a continuous
administration of society and/or the population. Politics is the struggle for influence
over who will occupy the decision-making positions in the political apparatus
(Szakolczai 1992: 1–20).

[It refers to] questions of personal leadership; party politics; ideological and
personal confrontations, power struggles. The focus is on the legislative
body; the main question is ‘who’: who is in position, who has the power to
decide, who is to be prevented or excluded from making decisions.

(Szakolczai 1992: 4)

Evoking insecurities and expertly accounting for changes in security situations
are instruments in the struggle for power positions and political legitimacy. Raising
changes in crime rates and policy proposals to tackle urban crime are part of the
electoral game. The defining stake is winning votes and discrediting or support-
ing a government. A threat of external aggression can be emphasized to distract
attention from domestic problems in an attempt to sustain or boost political legit-
imacy. Knowledge that speaks of a dramatic rise in migration and asylum seeking
and that raises the question if a rise in migration moves a country beyond the
threshold of what it can sustain can be used by political actors to make asylum
and migration a key political stake during elections. Here security knowledge is
not an input in the more technocratic arena of policy evaluation and development
but part of a political discourse used in a game of politics.

However, the political dimensions of security knowledge are not limited to its
utility for politics and policies. As argued in the previous chapter, security prac-
tice frames phenomena, such as migration, and the related social and political
relations in the form of a security problem. It, thus, changes the mode of struc-
turing social and political relations. Letting migration emerge as a danger for
domestic stability for the purpose of mobilizing political support, as many polit-
ical parties in Western Europe have explicitly done, implies a redefinition of
migration. Applying policing routines and knowledge in the area of migration
policy is not simply a practice of managing migration. It is also a practice of
reframing in which the existing security routines and knowledge redefine both
the nature of the problem and the solutions. This constitutive dimension of secu-
rity knowledge – i.e. it being part of and functioning as a problem constituting
rather than simply problem regulating practice – is political in that it reproduces
certain understandings of what political relations and political communities are
and should be. For example, in international society security policies often
reproduce the state as the highest form of political community. The protection of
the citizens of a state prevails over protecting nationals from another state who
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suffer from famine, malnutrition, political persecution, etc. It tends to reproduce
a concept of the political grounded in Hobbesian social contract theory and
Weber’s understanding of the state as having the monopoly over the legitimate
use of violence. 

Security knowledge thus sustains and is inscribed within particular ways of
institutionalizing and rationalizing the government of relations of people to them-
selves, to others and to nature. Policing an area, deploying the navy to prevent
asylum seekers from entering territorial waters, and stigmatizing people as inter-
nal enemies are not only instruments in a political and/or policy game. They are
also necessarily constitutive of notions of what counts as proper political rela-
tions. Conflicts over restrictive asylum policies are not simply about the preva-
lence of national security over human rights. It is also a conflict over the nature
of domestic and international political community and practice. Consequently:

Security cannot be understood, or reconceptualized, or reconstructed without
paying attention to the constitutive account of the political that has made the
prevailing accounts of security seem so plausible. 

(Walker 1997: 69)

This point of view has an implication for how one interprets the stakes in the
debate about widening the security concept. Widening is not simply about
expanding the legitimate threats and referent objects in security studies. Neither
is it limited to raising questions about legitimate security rationalities. It also
raises questions about how security knowledge asserts concepts of political com-
munity and practice. To quote R. B. J. Walker again: ‘to try to rethink the mean-
ing of security must be to engage with a variety of attempts to rethink the
character and location of the political’ (Walker 1997: 69).

The spectre of the state

Security studies mostly do not engage explicitly with the character and location
of political community and practice. They curtail the question of the political
either by analysing practices of state apparatuses such as the military and the
police or by analysing the world in terms of state policies. A local group devel-
oping strategies to reduce feelings of insecurity in a suburban area or a trans-
national social movement encouraging its members to recycle products and to
limit consumption are not in and of themselves seen as relevant security practices.
Their political significance for security studies depends on their relation to a
wider framework defined by state policies and policy programmes of interna-
tional organizations. Local groups could work in line with state interventions for
improving security in urban areas which may include redesigning roads and
public spaces, increasing visibility of police, and setting up neighbourhood watch
schemes. The local initiatives receive their place within this constellation not
as autonomous practice but as a conduct that is to a certain extent governed by
security apparatuses operating in name of the state.
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The notion of what is political remains a contested issue, however. For
example, feminist literature has argued extensively that what counts as political is
not exclusively defined by state practice and issues of national citizenship. They
have highlighted, among others, how everyday practice of women in the private
sphere of households are political because they sustain and transform power
structures and political institutions (e.g. Enloe 1989; Grant and Newland 1991;
Sylvester 1994; Tickner 1992). The literature on transversal movements intro-
duces non-statist concepts of political space. Some social movements mobilize
transformative and decision-making capacity by enacting a transnational political
space (e.g. Beck 1992, 1996; Bleiker 2000; Connolly 1995; Walker 1988). For
example the anti-apartheid movement mobilized people as consumers against
private companies that supported the apartheid regime and against products
originating from South Africa. 

In security studies similar engagements with the nature of political practice
have taken place. The debate about deepening the concept of security was among
the most visible. ‘Deepening’ refers to challenging the state-centric nature of
security studies by introducing non-state units, such as individuals, humanity, and
society, as primary referent objects (Krause and Williams 1997b; Wyn Jones
1999: 93–123). Valuing the political nature of security practice and insecurities
that remain invisible or marginalized in state-centric visions of security do not
necessarily neutralize the impact of the spectre of the state on framing visions of
what constitutes politically significant security practice. There are at least two
reasons why the spectre of the state is so powerful in framing concepts of the
political in security knowledge. The first draws on Wæver’s argument (Wæver
1995) that the use of security language in international relations is biased towards
a particular framing of insecurity (see chapter 2). It has an inherent tendency
to reproduce a particular framework of meanings that is part of a history of state
formation and national security:

… the label ‘security’ has become the indicator of a specific problematique,
a specific field of practice. Security is, in historical terms, the field where
states threaten each other, challenge each other’s sovereignty, try to impose
their will on each other, defend their independence, and so on.

(Wæver 1995: 50)

If the concept of security in international relations indeed tends to incorporate
a structure of meanings that is derived from this particular history, then alterna-
tive uses of the concept of security may be vulnerable to implicitly inscribing
concepts derived from the national security tradition in other arenas in which they
develop their alternative notions of security (e.g. human security or environmen-
tal security).

The second reason is that in modern societies the category of ‘state’ defines
imaginations of what is political community. R. B. J. Walker developed this point
in the context of security studies.
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The security of states dominates our understanding of what security can be,
and whom it can be for, not because conflict between states is inevitable, but
because other forms of political community have been rendered almost
unthinkable.

(Walker 1990: 6)

The spectre of the state provides security framing with a political significance
that it otherwise would not have. That is why, following Walker, one can state, for
example, that human security – universal right of protection on the basis of one’s
humanity – is not a political category comparable to security of states – right of
protection on the basis of being a citizen.

The state is a political category in a way that the world, or the globe, or the
planet, or humanity is not. The security of states is something we can com-
prehend in political terms in a way that, at the moment, world security cannot
be understood.

(Walker 1990: 5)

Walker’s view does not just suggest that security framings exist that derives
their political significance from their connection to state practice and that, there-
fore, it is possible to study state-centric framings rather than other kinds of secu-
rity framing. He makes the more radical point that concepts of state dominantly
frame the way both traditional and alternative security knowledge engage with the
character and location of political practice and community.

Both Wæver’s and Walker’s position point towards a similar conclusion,
although from a different perspective: concepts of ‘state’ play a dominant role in
framing how security knowledge engages with the location and character of polit-
ical community and practice. In this interpretation, the notion of ‘state’ does not
refer primarily to an institutional structure but to a spectre, i.e. a framework of
imagining political practice and community.

Challenging the state, changing referent objects

The argument so far is that security knowledge of migration is politically relevant
in three ways. First, it can feed into policy-making and implementation, thus con-
tributing to a continuous administration of immigration and asylum on the basis
of security routines and knowledge. Second, security knowledge can be part of
a political discourse that is aimed at mobilizing popular support and criticism of
political opponents by raising security implications of migration and asylum.
Finally, in the case of both policy and politics security knowledge reiterates
visions of the character and location of political practice and community; secu-
rity knowledge inscribes concepts of the political in the way it frames events. The
argument continued that in modern society visions of the political are dominantly
framed through a history of concepts of ‘state’. Understandings of the nature and
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location of political community enter security knowledge primarily through the
way in which the relation between security and the state is framed.

From the latter observation a further question follows: How to conceptualize
the question of the political as the question of the modern state in security studies?
This chapter looks at two different methods: (1) deepening the security concept,
and (2) conceptualizing security practice as techniques of government. The deep-
ening debate in security studies questioned the predominance of the state as the
referent object of security practice. It introduced individuals, humanity, and the
global ecological system among others as the referents whose security prevailed
over state security (e.g. McSweeney 1999; Wyn Jones 1999). In doing so they
drew attention to how state-centric security knowledge tended to reproduce par-
ticular understandings of political community and practice. The question of the
political thus becomes a question of competing hierarchies of referent objects. 

The second method, which will be developed in the next section, starts from
the observation that deepeners detach the concept of ‘state’ from the different
techniques of government that have been developed in the history of Western
states. The state is not a transcendental category that signifies a sovereign politi-
cal community that privileges the protection of its citizens and territorial integrity
in a world of states. It is a product of a multitude of practices articulating differ-
ent rationalities of government that have the state as its domain and principle of
application (Foucault 2004a: 7). Unpacking concepts of the political in security
knowledge then becomes a matter of unravelling the political logic of governmen-
tal techniques and of unpicking if these techniques have the state as their primary
domain and principle of application. Drawing upon Foucaultian interpretations of
the history of government, this method thus proposes to shift focus from hierarchies
of referent objects to techniques of government. 

But let’s look first in more detail at the deepening move in security studies.
Walker has argued that the road into imaginations of the political in security stud-
ies is to foreground the question of whose security is secured by security practice
(Walker 1990, 1997). Walker develops this question into a more complex analy-
sis of modern political subjectivity. But the immediate issue that it points to is the
referent objects in security studies. Part of the widening debate consisted in orga-
nizing security knowledge around alternative referent objects of security. Why
should security studies privilege the security of the state rather than the security
of society or of individuals? For example, Wyn Jones in the conclusion of his
book on critical security studies writes:

In place of this traditional conception of security, the case has been made for
an alternative, critical conception of security that is (…) extended to include
referent objects other than the state; individual human beings however, are
regarded as the ultimate referents …

(Wyn Jones 1999: 166)

Another example is McSweeney’s argument for privileging the people as the
referent of security. He makes this point by differentiating between what he calls
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the subject of security – the people – which refers to ‘the ultimate ground and
rationale for securing anything’ and the object of security which refers to that ‘which
needs to be secured in any particular context of conflict or threat – the state,
military weapons, national identity, social groups or individuals’ (McSweeney
1999: 33). In McSweeney’s approach the state turns into a particular instrument
for securing the people. The state itself may have to be secured in particular
contexts, but it cannot be the ultimate referent object of security.3

By arguing for shifting the hierarchy of referent objects in favour of non-state
entities deepeners did more then simply trying to introduce new entities into secu-
rity studies. The most outspoken deepeners attempted to challenge the domina-
tion of the statist logic of the political in security studies – often on moral grounds
(especially Booth 1991a,b; McSweeney 1999). Privileging another referent object
functioned as the basis for a critique of the state and for a transformation of political
imagination in security studies.

Let’s illustrate this with the difference between a discourse portraying refugees
as a national security question and an alternative discourse that emphasizes the
priority of the universal right of protection from persecution for individuals. The
latter discourse deepens the security concept. Refugees and displaced persons
who are individual rights holders are substituted for the state and its citizens as
the primary referent object of security practice. While the latter are members of
a particular state that faces a danger, the former are members of a universal rights
system who have a reasonable fear that their life and freedom have been threat-
ened, often by their own state institutions. They are defined by ‘entitlements legit-
imized on the basis of personhood’ (Soysal 1994: 3) rather than nationality. These
entitlements exist and are sanctioned in a global civil society based on ‘trans-
national discourses and structures celebrating human rights as a world-level orga-
nizing principle’ (Soysal 1994: 3). The shift in the referent object is part of a
normative debate about the proper way of dealing with refugees. This debate,
however, is also a debate about the nature and location of proper political rela-
tions and citizenship, as the introduction of the concept of post-national citizen-
ship in these debates indicates. The state often emerges as a unitary actor that
operates in a specific structural context, most notably a security dilemma
(Butterfield 1950a,b; Herz 1950; Waltz 1954), and that has the monopoly over the
legitimate use of violence (Weber 1978). This concept of the state is invested with
a particular concept of the political in which citizens are nationals of states that
function domestically as the institutionalization of the rule of law and interna-
tionally as the shell that protects national citizens from external dangers. Refugees,
on the other hand, function in a global civil society in which they are recognized
as legitimate rights holders irrespective of their nationality. Citizenship becomes
post-national in the sense that citizenship rights are detached from the nationality
of the person and related to their humanity as defined in human rights law (Soysal
1994). Both the concept of ‘state’ and the concept of ‘the individual refugee’ turn
into a general category referring to a certain understanding of international and
domestic politics. The ‘state’ connotes a communitarian understanding of inter-
national relations in which the national community of values is the primary location
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of political activity and identity. The central security concern is to protect this
national community of values against internal and external challenges that threaten
to dissolve it. The ‘individual’ represents a cosmopolitan vision of international
relations in which a global community of rights holders defined by international
law and norms that constitute equal rights for individuals is the primordial place
of politics and political identity. The protection of these rights, both by means of
institutionalizing international judicial procedures and by using force to protect
individuals from harm, is the prior concern of security policy.

Privileging individual security over national security does not necessarily elimi-
nate the state as an important political arena, however. In the human security
approach the state may cease to be the privileged referent object in security practice
but it often remains an important instrument in the global civil society. For example,
refugees claim the universal right of protection often in a state by making an asylum
application. But the state is not the unit in whose name security practice and polit-
ical community are organized. It is a tool in a cosmopolitan world rather than the
defining entity of political identity as it is in the communitarian view.

The methodological implication of deepening for the study of security framing is
that one should start with introducing non-state units as referent objects of secu-
rity practice. Doing so introduces the state as a problematic category rather than
as a given. By setting up competing hierarchies of referent objects deepeners lead
security studies into questioning the concepts of political practice and community
that they inscribe in their knowledge. This approach dovetails nicely with those
social movements seeking to mobilize support for their causes through the for-
mulation of alternative security concepts (e.g. Walker 1988). This is in particular
the case for critical security studies that draw on the Frankfurt School and con-
cepts of emancipation (Wyn Jones 1999) or that incorporate Christian/Kantian
Personalism emphasizing the priority of (protecting) the individual person
capable of moral choices (McSweeney 1999).

From referent objects to techniques of government

Making variations of the referent object the key tool in the search for the politi-
cal rationality of security practice lends itself easily to detaching the state and the
other referent objects from their concrete history and complexity. For deepeners
the concept of ‘state’ often implies a relatively fixed notion of the political. But is
the state indeed this clear-cut institutionalization and representation of the com-
munitarian political rationality of popular sovereignty? Michel Foucault’s work
on how certain analyses – that is, critiques, history and politics – of the state, its
institutions and its power mechanisms emerged in Western Europe and a body of
literature working in line with his analysis of techniques of government (Barry
et al. 1996; Burchell et al. 1991; Dean 1991, 1994, 1999; Donzelot 1994; Ewald
1996; Hindess 1996; Rose 1999), question this interpretation of the state.4 They
argue that the different methods of government which developed in the name of
the state cannot be unified under one particular notion of the political: sover-
eignty. Sovereignty is a particular matrix of government defined by a tension
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between government as rule of law and government as executive decision in
the absence or at the limits of the constitutional order. It also separates domestic
government where the rule of law is considered the normal practice and interna-
tional government where the executive decision is the normal practice and the
rule of law the exception (e.g. Bartelson 1995; Huysmans 2003; Walker 2003;
Walker 1993). Political contract theory is probably the most explicit theoretical
codification of this matrix of government. 

For Foucault the sovereign form of government is only one of three techniques
of government that have developed in the history of the modern state. The two
others are discipline and governmentality. They each practically organize the con-
duct of freedom and political identity in different ways. Sovereignty governs by
means of a rule of law and the coercive capacity of political, administrative and
judicial institutions. Discipline governs by administering the location and move-
ment of individuals through the imposition of grids. Classic examples are the
detailed organization of daily activity in prisons and factories. The grids shape
what individual bodies can do, where they have to be, etc. at certain specified
times. They are sustained by a panoptical power mechanism that internalizes the
random possibility of surveillance in individuals (for an interesting sociological
take on this: Bauman 1988: 9–27). Governmentality governs a population rather
than a people or individual bodies. It measures optimal developments in popula-
tions and creates conditions for these populations to develop within the bound-
aries that define their optimal status (e.g. Dean 1999). Demographic policies
supporting more optimal relations between birth rates and mortality rates by
improving public hygiene are a classic example.5

These three forms are not mutually exclusive but coexist.

… we need to see things not in terms of the replacement of a society of
sovereignty by a disciplinary society and the subsequent replacement of a
disciplinary society by a society of government; in reality one has a triangle,
sovereignty-discipline-government, which has as its primary target the
population and as its essential mechanism the apparatuses of security.

(Foucault 1991: 102)

The difference between them needs not to be further detailed here (chapter 6
develops some elements in relation to free movement of persons in the European
Union (also Huysmans 2000)). The important point for this chapter is that
Foucault’s view has implications for the understanding of the concept of ‘state’
and for what it means to say that security knowledge renders concepts of the
political. The first implication is that the state cannot be a name that simply con-
notes a particular normative vision of political order, i.e. the communitarian view
of political community. Concepts of state have been inscribed with at least three
methods of governing that render the character and location of political community
differently. The logic of sovereignty that largely defines the concept of the state
in the deepening debate is only one of them. The second implication is that ‘the
state is not a cold monster but the correlation of a certain method of governing’
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(Foucault 2004a: 7 – my translation). The modern state has not been a pre-given,
quasi-naturalistic sovereign entity that imposes a unitary will on a people. Rather
it is constituted in and through a variety of private and public strategies of gov-
ernment that have the state as their domain and principle of application – such as
patrolling an inner city, an operation of a drug squad, the distribution of welfare
benefits and pensions, the regulation of insurers, alleviating poverty, waging war,
signing international treaties, setting up neighbourhood watch schemes, retrain-
ing the unemployed, taking benefits away from single mothers, setting up educa-
tion, and organizing training programmes and therapeutic self-help (Foucault
2004a: 7). In Barry Hindess’ words:

… what matters in the study of governmental power is not so much the state
itself, considered as a more or less unified set of instrumentalities but rather
the broader strategies of government within which the instrumentalities of
the state are incorporated and deployed.

(Hindess 1996: 109)

By focusing on multiple techniques of government the state at first dissolves as
the organizing category of security studies. Security policy is not the privileged
practice of a sovereign unitary state that imposes a vision of political community
onto its people and defends it against mortal challenges. The ‘cold monster’
breaks down into a vast range of practices and private and public institutions that
enact and develop strategies of government that arrange the conduct of freedom
in modern societies. The location and nature of political community derives not
from the political vision of a sovereign state but from the privately and publicly
institutionalized methods of modulating the conduct of people.6 For example,
both the communitarian and cosmopolitan view are often embedded in political
contract theory that emphasizes the rule of law and the monopolization of legiti-
mate coercive capacity in a sovereign authority that remains itself subjected to
rule of law. They differ in how they organize the rule of law in a world of nation-
states. Communitarian views, represented in security studies by state-centric
visions of security, separate a domestic realm of rule of law where both the sov-
ereign authority of the state and the individual citizens are subjected to a rule of
law from an international domain of rule of law that does not have individuals as
rights holders but codifies the relation between sovereign states. Cosmopolitan
views partly detach the individual citizen from their relation to the domestic rule
of law by embedding them directly in a global rights system that overrides the
priority of domestic rule of law. 

However, individual rights holders are not only regulated as subjects of rights.
Trafficked women, for example, are also ruled by disciplinary methods that
require them to go through therapeutic sessions of psychological counselling.
Their risk of being trafficked is individualized as a psychological problem: they
have been victims and therefore are potentially traumatized which would make
them more vulnerable to further trafficking and therefore risky. Claudia Aradau
(2004a) insightfully argued how this paradoxical nature of victims being both at
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risk and being a risk or danger is driven by certain technologies of risk management
in which psychiatric and psychological knowledge play a key role. These indi-
vidual women are thus not simply embedded in a political community as human
rights holders and governed by legal methods. They are also heavily governed by
psychological knowledge and technologies.

Security knowledge thus articulates its political constitutive effects through the
specific governmental modulations that it sustains and helps to render, rather than
through the communitarian or cosmopolitan vision of political order that it incor-
porates through its referent object. These techniques of government define the
location and character of political community through ‘the relatively systematic,
explicit, discursive, problematization and codification of the practice of govern-
ment, as a way of rendering the objects of government in a language that makes
them governable’ (Dean 1994: 187). In doing so these techniques connect dis-
persed practices into a governmental domain of insecurity. For example, zero-
tolerance policy connects policing, imprisoning, educating civil values, urban
areas, youth hanging out on the street, car hijacking, drugs dealing, etc. These in
themselves fragmented and dispersed practices are integrated into a major security
question via the notion of urban violence and via a conservative moral philosophy
which emphasizes the individual’s responsibility for his/her poverty and misery
(Wacquant 1999). 

Instead of referent objects and the normative vision of political community that
they imply, this approach focuses on how certain methods of government render
such domains of insecurity. These domains are simultaneously domains of gov-
ernment and domains of public contestation of the application of certain govern-
mental techniques. For example, zero tolerance policy is contested by those
supporting redistributive policies and infrastructural regeneration to promote
social inclusion as a way of governing the insecurities defined by zero-tolerance.
The politics are about the method of governing problems but they have a direct
impact on how the conduct of freedom is practically realized and thus how people
and their conduct are integrated into a political community.

The concept of ‘state’ re-enters these Foucaultian interpretations as a historical
domain and principle of application of these techniques of government. The state
thus re-emerges as both an outcome of techniques of government and as a prin-
ciple that symbolically integrates these diverse governmental practices into a ren-
dition of political community. The political rationalities of these techniques and
thus of the location and nature of political community that they institute remain
heterogeneous. For example, policing can be modulated in the name of sover-
eignty. In that case the police represent the sword of the sovereign who upholds the
rule of law by means of the power to punish – including, if necessary, violence.
But policing also operates as a moral practice of administering the borders of
civility. In this case, policing is not the discontinuous manifestation of the sword
of the sovereign punishing the caught criminal, for example, but a continuous
practice of surveillance – for example, through identity control – differentiating
the civilized spaces and groups in a city from the uncivil ones and instigating a self-
disciplining practice upon citizens. In both cases the state (and by implication the
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inter-state system (Walker 1993)) operate as the political terrain of policing and
as the principle that ties the functionally specific practices to a general notion of
political community. But the way policing modulates the notion of political com-
munity differs: as a sovereign legal space and as a divided space consisting of
civilized and uncivilized areas. 

Chapter 6 elaborates this idea that different security techniques frame political
identity differently. It argues that security techniques render the European Union
both as a territorial political space that externalizes its threat and as a diversity of
populations in which dangers are internalized.

To summarize: historically the state has been a main referent for techniques of
government. Therefore security policy can indeed often be interpreted from a
state-centric perspective as state policy. But in the Foucaultian interpretation
‘state’ does not refer to a unitary political actor, ‘a more or less unified set of
instrumentalities’ (Hindess 1996: 109). Neither does it refer to a single concep-
tion of the location and character of the political (for example, to a communi-
tarian interpretation of the political contract theory in the case of the deepening of
the security concept). It is a domain and principle of application of different meth-
ods of governing insecurity that inscribe various conceptions of political commu-
nity, i.e. arrangements of the conduct of freedom, into the domain of the state. 

Challenging state-centric visions of security is then not a matter of introducing
alternative hierarchies of referent objects. The central question is whether and the
degree to which the state functions indeed as the principle and domain of appli-
cation of these techniques of government. For example, literature on transnation-
alization of policing (e.g. Sheptycki 2000) and policing at a distance (Bigo
1996b; forthcoming; Bigo and Guild 2005) suggest that techniques of govern-
ment increasingly have a global and transnational reach. The important issue is
not that the police become an instrument of foreign policy in an inter-state world
but that they have transnational networks as their domain and principle of appli-
cation. If these developments are indeed taking place the question of the political
is not first of all if the state as a significant governmental apparatus is withering
away. Rather the question is how the transnationalization of techniques of gov-
erning insecurity are modulating and integrating dispersed practices into trans-
national political domains, such as a network society, where the practice of both
freedom and government is exercised.

Conclusion

The central question of this chapter was how to make the state, and by implica-
tion concepts of political community, an explicit problem rather than an implicit
given when studying the securitization of migration. The chapter dealt with this
question from the perspective of security rather than migration studies. The analy-
sis started with indicating that security knowledge is politically significant in
three ways. First, it can be an instrument in struggles for political power and legit-
imacy. Second, security knowledge is also an important resource in the policy-
making and implementation process. Finally, security knowledge frames certain
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understandings of the location and nature of political community and practice. It
is in this latter sense that state-centric categories have their most significant
impact on security studies. The notion of security is historically closely tied in
with statist imaginations of political community. 

Then the chapter introduced two methods of turning the state – and by impli-
cation the concept of the political – into a topic of reflection rather than an implic-
itly present but highly effective spectre that organizes the notions of political
community in security knowledge. The first method is deepening the concept of
security. Deepeners mostly associate the state with a communitarian political
vision in which the security of the nation as both a community of values and a
community of citizens prevails over other security concerns. They assert alterna-
tive visions of the political by giving priority to non-statist referent objects of
security practice, such as individuals and humanity. Mostly, neither ‘state’ nor
‘individual’ are approached as historical categories. Rather they function as short-
cuts to identify competing and conflicting locations and concepts of political
community. As a consequence, deepening does not really open up security analy-
sis to unpacking the complexity of the state as a governmental apparatus or a
domain of practice. It focuses on setting up competing hierarchies of referent
objects and fixes the state as a sovereign entity. 

The second method uses a Foucaultian lens to address these shortcomings in
two ways. First, it moves attention away from the state as an apparatus or unity
to a multitude of situated practices that form and apply a variety of governmental
techniques that modulate the conduct of freedom in situations of insecurity. This
point of view relates security practice to a history of modern arts of government
and is capable of showing how certain individual-centric and state-centric visions
of security in the deepening debate render the location and character of political
practice in similar terms. They sometimes both emphasize a technique of gov-
ernment that asserts rule of law and a judicially bounded sovereign authority.
Secondly, the Foucaultian lens substitutes historical sociological reflections on
techniques of governing political subjects and community for the more morally
or normative theoretically driven focus of deepening. Whether a state-centric
view of security is still justified is not a normative or ethical question but a his-
torical sociological one about whether or not the state operates as the domain and
principle of application in the securitization of migration, for example. This
Foucaultian view initially subordinates the category of state to an analysis of how
the nexus between migration and security is embedded in particular arts of gov-
erning the conduct of freedom. These governmental practices do not derive simply
from an abstract state apparatus. They are developed and do their structuring
work in a multitude of private and public sites. It then recovers the category of
‘state’ as a historical question by asking whether the state is indeed the domain
and principle of application of these techniques.

As I will argue in chapter 6, this Foucaultian interpretation also leans towards
a more technocratic vision of security politics in contemporary Western societies.
The history of developments of techniques of government has not been devoid of
political battles over decision-making positions and political mobilization around
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political and ethical principles in the public sphere. But the development of
technical knowledge and competition and coordination between professionals
claiming expert knowledge (ranging from the military and judiciary to psychia-
trists and statisticians) have been of primary importance for the development of
modern techniques of government, and thus for the mobilization of visions of the
political. As a result studying security in terms of techniques of government does
not only imply a different vision of the state and how concepts of the political
emerge. It also implies a change in what the analysis reproduces as the prior loca-
tion and character of politics in modern societies. The Foucaultian lens as pre-
sented in this book emphasizes the importance of professional agencies and expert
knowledge. The politics of public mobilization on the ground of ideologies and
grand ethical principles are not unimportant but in modern societies the practical
realization of freedom depends to a considerable extent on the development and
implementation of expert knowledge. The contrast and thus the question of the
relation between public politics as mobilization of opinion and technocratic poli-
tics of knowledge will be discussed further in the chapters that look in more detail
at the securitization of migration in the European Union (chapters 5, 6 and 7).
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4 Securitizing migration: Freedom
from existential threats and the
constitution of insecure communities

Reading newspapers and magazines, watching television, listening to the radio,
speaking to people, often leave the impression of a sense of unease in Western
societies.1 Stories of dangers and the failing of established institutions and agen-
cies who are supposed to deal with security questions are rising. Crime, environ-
mental disasters, underperforming public services, etc. make for good headlines.
For example, The Guardian reported on 27 April 2000:

Following the conviction of Tony Martin [a farmer who shot a burglar], there
have been a rash of stories giving the impression of a rural crime epidemic,
with householders unable to rely on the police to protect them against burglars
and other criminals.

(Powell 2000: 25)

The sources of unease are not limited to highly mediatized domestic cases.
Orme, for example, identifies a new dangerous class in international relations:

The threat of peasant rebellion may remain with us for some time, as the
recent uprising of Chiapas, Mexico, suggests, but the most dangerous class
of the next century will probably be the urban poor of the less developed
countries. It is they who formed the shock troops of Iranian Revolution and
who now provide the mass base of support for Islamist movements in the
Arab world.

(Orme 1997: 158)

Immigration and asylum is one of the phenomena in relation to which this
general sense of insecurity is articulated. In political and academic debates and in
everyday conversations immigrants and refugees are often portrayed as disturb-
ing normal ways of life. Security studies picked up the theme of societal insecu-
rity with special reference to the case of migration.2 To use an example from the
more sophisticated literature on the issue:

Immigration can present threats to security in the receiving countries, albeit
generally not directly of a military kind. The capacity of social, economic,



political and administrative institutions to integrate large numbers of immigrants,
and the resistance of some immigrant communities to assimilation, affect the
stability of society and therefore the ability of receiving states’ governments
to govern.

(Heisler and Layton-Henry 1993: 162)

Debates about disturbances following from migration, asylum and related
issues have made for some very intense, highly mediatized debates in recent years.
For example, in the UK in March 2000 immigrant beggars suddenly found them-
selves made into a national problem. The Observer reported: ‘Sir John Stevens,
the Metropolitan Police Commissioner, plans to launch a “zero tolerance” policy
to sweep homeless people and beggars off London streets’ (Burke 2000: 1). The
use of children in begging was highlighted to articulate a challenge to a European
way of life.

Final Frontier. Gypsies are challenging the most fundamental of Europe’s
ideals and principles

Why should the arrival of a small number of Gypsies in Britain be greeted
with a burst of xenophobia out of proportion to their numbers? Why should
a few Romanian women in brightly coloured shawls, begging with their
babies, have suddenly provoked a national phobia? It is important to recog-
nise that Gypsies have always provided the most difficult test of tolerance of
human rights; and that they are a forewarning of the problems Britain will
inevitably face in an enlarged European Union. They have to be faced before
they provide a rallying-point for the forces of intolerance.

(Sampson 2000) 

Such representations of migration and asylum translate a sense of unease into
a societal question. Immigrants and refugees are not simply seen to be disturbing
ordinary life of a number of individuals (for example, those who frequently travel
on the London Underground and may encounter a beggar). Rather, they are por-
trayed as endangering a collective way of life that defines a community of people.
A stark example is the following quote from the Daily Mail :

Britain is not a racist society, as our long and humane record of accepting
genuine refugees proves. Yet it would be irresponsible not to recognise the
damage to good race relations threatened by the sheer numbers now arriving
especially when some supposed asylum seekers repay our generosity by
cheating the benefit system; complaining about accommodation that many
hardworking taxpayers would regard with envy; begging and thieving in
town and city centres; and even setting up violent criminal networks.

(Daily Mail 2000: 10)

At first sight this quotation simply piles up a range of disturbances for which
refugees are deemed responsible. It is a language of creating and expressing unease
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towards outsiders. But the quotation also integrates the different annoyances and
disturbances into a more general problem that touches on defining characteristics
of British society. The ungratefulness, the profiteering, the abuse of hospitality,
and the sheer number of refugees are presented as endangering good race rela-
tions upon which Britain prides itself. As a result this framing of refugees triggers
a more existential question in which the stake is a continuation of what is deemed
to be a key characteristic of the British political community. This chapter deals
with what kind of reframing is taking place in this shift from general unease to
existential threat. How does it modulate relations with outsiders and by implication
how does it institute a community of the established?

The main argument is that the pursuit of freedom from existential threats
institutes political communities of insecurity. Securitizing immigration and asylum
constructs political trust, loyalty and identity through the distribution of fear and
an intensification of alienation. It is a peculiar process of constituting a political
community of the established that seeks to secure unity and identity by institut-
ing existential insecurity. Migration and asylum become a factor in a constitutive
political dialectic in which securing unity and identity of a community depends
on making this very community insecure. This form of securitization brings forth
a peculiar domain of ethico-political judgement in which ‘what a society intends
for itself as the good life’ (Habermas 1972: 313 – italic in original) is composed on
the basis of what it intends for itself as the existentially dangerous life. In the pursuit
of freedom from threat it is the rendition of dangerous life that makes the judge-
ment of the good life possible. As will be argued towards the end of the chapter,
a predisposition for violence is characteristic of such a domain of ethico-political
judgement.

Existential politics: The constitution of insecure
political autonomy and unity

In international relations security refers in the first instance to an existential
situation in which the survival of the state as a political unit is the defining stake
(Buzan et al. 1998: 21). In a political system that has no highest authority to impose
a rule of law and to coerce its members into peaceful coexistence, life is a
precarious business. The strong can always try to erase the weak from the system
by sheer application of force. 

The securitization of immigration or refugees depends on instituting credible
claims that they are an important factor endangering the survival of political units.
There are many different ways in which this can be done (Loescher 1992; Weiner
1992/93, 1995). This can be a matter of numbers. For example, a sudden inflow
of a high number of immigrants can destabilize the labour market resulting in an
increase in unemployment, popular unrest, and a legitimacy problem for the gov-
ernment. Such a development can subsequently weaken the state’s competitive
position in the international system. The number of immigrants mediated through
the labour market is the central element for linking immigration to an existentially
dangerous situation in this argument. ‘Flood’ and ‘invasion’ are powerful metaphors
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for securitizing increases in numbers of migration. They have an existential
connotation that allows for securitizing without making the more complex argument
about how an increase of numbers endangers the existence of the political commu-
nity. Besides numbers, securitizing arguments often also draw on specifying certain
characteristics of immigrants and refugees. For example, emigration of highly
skilled people may undermine the growth potential and economic competitive-
ness and wealth of their countries of origin. Also cultural differences between
immigrant outsiders and the established community can be argued to result in
unrest which can translate into a political legitimacy problem for the government
both at home and in its relation with the country of origin. Furthermore, emigra-
tion and refuge can also be seen as an instrument to either weaken neighbouring
states by encouraging a sudden disruptive influx of a large number of people or
to increase the inflow of foreign currency strengthening the economic position of
the state of emigration.

Of course, the existence of the political unit itself is not the only danger people
fear. They are also concerned about a much broader range of issues that affect ‘their
continued or future enjoyment of a number of other basic values [other than sur-
vival]’ (Nye 1989: 23). For example, immigration affects everyday life of both
immigrants and the established by introducing new practices and values. In
response both immigrants and the established may become more articulate and pro-
tective about what they experience as traditional values and life patterns. Although
these everyday dynamics of value protection are important for understanding how
immigration and asylum feed into the political construction of a security problem,
they are not in themselves the kernel of the securitization process that this chapter
tries to unpack. They produce unease that can have serious political and everyday
repercussions but they do not constitute in themselves a situation in which immi-
gration and asylum become tied in with an existential discourse that foregrounds the
survival of the political community. Retaining this difference is important because
it is precisely this slip from unease into existential danger that is central to the
process of security framing that this book is interested in.

The defining stake of this existential framing is not the physical existence of the
political unit, however, although that is often assumed to be the bottom line of secu-
rity. What needs securing is rather the autonomy of the community as a political
unity, often defined in terms of its ‘independent identity’ and ‘functional integrity’:

In the case of security, the discussion is about the pursuit of freedom from
threat. When this discussion is in the context of the international system,
security is about the ability of states and societies to maintain their indepen-
dent identity and their functional integrity.

(Buzan 1991: 18–19)

One of the striking characteristics of the contemporary discourse on migration
in the European Union is the contrast between a negative portrayal of asylum
seekers and illegal immigrants and talk about the necessity of increased economic
migration to support growth and welfare provisions. Despite the obvious difference
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between repressive and permissive migration policy that plays out in this contrast,
both policy positions share a desire to control population dynamics for the purpose
of optimizing a society’s ‘well being’ by keeping the unwanted out and integrate
the needed into the labour market. Illegal immigration represents an existential
danger in this view not because it threatens a society’s wealth or stability but
because it represents a challenge to its functional integrity, i.e. its capacity to
control the method of shaping this wealth.

Securing independent identity and functional integrity is also a spatial practice
that claims ownership of a political space within which identity and governing
practices can develop. In doing so it carves out a political unity in a plural world
(Walker 1993). It is typical of security practice to centre attention indirectly on
the ‘own’ community by locating it in an existentially hostile environment. By
making the dangerous quality of certain ‘external’ developments the issue of
debate, securitization shields its autonomy and unity from being questioned. The
problem is not the identity and autonomy of the political unit but the migration
and refugee flows that threaten it. Framing political unity and freedom in this way
is a powerful method for sustaining an image of a completed, harmonious unit
that only seems to be experiencing conflict, disintegration, or violence if external
factors, such as migration, start disrupting it. Similar observations can be made at
the neighbourhood level. Explaining violence in urban areas as the result of a
break-down of moral norms and the incivility of violent immigrant youth, sug-
gests that without the uncivil youth, life in urban areas would be effectively ruled
by a moral consensus that defines the norms of proper behaviour. Such a reading
of violence suggests that ‘removing’ the dangerous youth by means of relocation,
imprisonment or re-education, would re-establish a morally unified community of
people. Such an explanation ignores the complexity of social relations in sub-
urban areas (e.g. Bonelli 2001; Rey 1996). Does a moral consensus actually exist
among the ‘other’ people in the suburban area? Is decline of morality responsible
or the fact of people being unemployed or of disadvantaged people ending up
living in the same area because of differences in house and insurance prices?

This interpretation of security practice indicates that more is at stake in the pol-
itics of insecurity than what first meets the eye. Framing existential dangers is not
just a matter of identifying the most urgent threats to the identity and integrity of a
political community and the everyday life that takes place in it. It is also a politi-
cally constitutive act that asserts and reproduces the unity of a political commu-
nity. Securitization is not simply about protecting the autonomy of the political
unit and life within it. It is also a particular mode of carving out a place as one’s
own and identifying its unity in a plural world. John Herz hinted at the constitu-
tive capacity of threat definition in his seminal text on the security dilemma:

Thus, families and tribes may overcome the power game in their internal
relations in order to face other families or tribes; larger groups may overcome
it to face other classes unitedly, entire nations may compose their internal
conflicts in order to face other nations.

(Herz 1950: 158)
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The quote nicely articulates the circular relation that characterizes political
constitutive acts: security claims introduce the existence of larger political units –
i.e. ‘nations’ or ‘larger groups’ – by identifying them as being under threat while
simultaneously asserting that the unity is born out of the very presence of the
threat. A constitutive dialectic relation between inside and outside, i.e. the idea
that creating a unity in a plural world is internally bound to claiming an inside by
separating it from an outside (e.g. Walker 1993), is at work in security framing
(Campbell 1992; Huysmans 1995; McSweeney 1996). But this dialectic is not
typical of security practice. More important is the specific method through which
this carving out of an ‘own’ place is done. Securitization constitutes political
unity by means of placing it in an existentially hostile environment and asserting
an obligation to free it from threat. It focuses on identifying what is hostile to the
unity rather than on structuring the substance of the unity itself. In that sense it
differs from legal constitutive acts, for example. These acts also claim a political
space as one’s own but they do it to a large degree by constituting a set of princi-
ples and rules that shape the legal life that characterizes the unity. Legal rendi-
tions of political space are not unrelated to securitization and they do provide
instruments for the construction of dangerous others, as for example Lindahl has
argued in his excellent analysis of the constitution of an Area of Freedom,
Security and Justice in the European Union (Lindahl 2004). The important point
here, however, is that there is a difference between claiming political space by
giving legal substance to life within the community and structuring it through
instituting and administering an existentially hostile environment.

This interpretation implies that securitizing immigrants and refugees is not just
a practice that identifies and manages migration and refugee flows as endanger-
ing the functional integrity and independent identity of a political unit. It is
inevitably a political act in which the unity and autonomy, or in other words, the
sovereignty of the community, is asserted. This is not simply a philosophical matter
but is at work in everyday politics. For example, what does it mean to be Flemish
in Belgium which has three linguistic communities and a significant immigrant
population? What unifies, in Flemish-speaking Belgium, inhabitants of Brugge
and Hasselt who hardly understand each other’s dialects? How to mobilize
Flemish nationalism politically after successive and successful attempts to feder-
alize the state? Representing immigration and asylum applications as a creeping
danger risking diluting cultural identity is one such strategy for mobilizing
nationalist opinion. It declared national unity by subordinating internal differ-
ences to assertions of common values and history and by silencing the fact that
the nation has relied on, and thus has been shaped by, significant immigration
waves in the past. Mixed with a discourse on rising crime and cultural decadence,
this strategy has been successfully employed by the extreme right in Flanders to
mobilize political support in the name of the Flemish nation (e.g. Martiniello
1997: 20–25).

This section argued that transfiguring migration from a cause or index of various
manifestations of unease to an existential danger is an act of political ordering.
Everyday accounts of unease towards migration are connected to an existential
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situation in which political autonomy and unity is constituted by representing a
hostile environment. Securitization thus frames migration existentially in two
interrelated ways: (1) migration is transfigured into events and developments that
existentially endanger the independent identity and functional autonomy of a
political unit, and (2) in endangering the community it asserts and re-iterates the
very existence of the community as an autonomous political unity. Securitizing
immigration and refugee flows thus produces and reproduces a political commu-
nity of insecurity. The next sections look in greater detail at three characteristics
of how security framing modulates an autonomous domain of politics that claims
unity in a plural and dangerous world: (1) the distribution of fear and trust, (2) the
administering of inclusion and exclusion, and (3) the institution of alienation and
a predisposition towards violence.

Distributing fear and trust

Security framing constitutes domains of political interaction by distributing and
administering fear and trust. Human relations are arranged by distinguishing those
one can trust from those one should fear. For example, a cultural interpretation of
the dangers of migration divides life worlds into the cultural similar (e.g. French,
European, Western) who can be trusted and the cultural dissimilar (Algerian,
Arab, Islamic) who have the capacity to corrupt cultural identity that cements
trust between the cultural similar. Such a distribution is part of proposals for
assimilation and cultural integration of immigrants. An interesting example is the
intervention by an emeritus professor of economics in the highly politicized
debates about refugees and immigration in Australia in the second half of 2001
and the first months of 2002. He argued that immigrants should be selected on the
basis of their ability to assimilate Australia’s shared values:

… because ‘no community can function effectively without shared institu-
tions and values’, immigrants should be screened for their ability to smoothly
assimilate into Australian society. 

(Service 2001)

In itself this statement does not immediately play out a fear of the too culturally
different outsider. But if immigrants with lesser ability to assimilate endanger the
effective functioning of a community they can easily be politicized into outsiders
that should be feared.

Relations of trust can be created in different ways. Moral consensuses, contractual
relations that mutually benefit contractors and similar cultural dispositions are
some of the more outspoken possibilities.3 Security policy and politics, however,
does not constitute trust by means of directly organizing societal infrastructure
and institutions that create solidarity, similarity, or consensus. These sources of
trust are mainly indirectly articulated by distancing the political unit, both dis-
cursively and institutionally, from other human beings that cannot be trusted but
have to be feared. What does unite the members of Western civilization? Which
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values do they share? Instead of searching for an original Western cultural identity,
systematically articulating an Islamic threat, for example, facilitates nurturing an
idea of unity without having to make its content explicit. Asserting Islamic threat
affirms Christian roots of the West without having to reflect upon the Christian
values that everyone shares. Creating a political domain of insecurity in which
fear of Islam becomes a political currency can consolidate identity without requir-
ing revisiting explicitly the sources that unite a people.4 Another example is that
fear of immigrants may become significant against the background of serious
disruptions in a labour market that cements cohesion on the basis of mutually
beneficial labour contracts guaranteeing a high level of employment and wealth.
A politics of fear manages detrimental political effects by focusing on dangerous
outsiders. It administers trust by closing borders, controlling immigrants, deter-
ring immigrants from entering, expulsing immigrants, etc. rather than directly
intervening in restructuring the labour market and/or the national economy.

This interpretation of security practice contends that politics of fear plays an
important role in structuring insecurity. Securitization is a political and administra-
tive rendering of a domain of policy and politics in which fear of outsiders – defined
as such territorially, legally, or statistically – is both a political currency and an orga-
nizational principle. As currency it buys political and professional legitimacy for
securitizing politicians and security experts (Edelman 1988). As an organizing prin-
ciple it is embedded in security infrastructure and procedures that govern social and
political relations by governing dangerous people (e.g. chapter 6).

Fear is not first of all an emotion. Rather it is a particular principle of making
human relations intelligible in a certain way. The meaning of fear is then not a ques-
tion of psychological processes or of identifying the particular situation that is being
feared but of unpacking its method of categorizing human relations and relations
between humans and their natural environment. Given that security is about exis-
tential situations the immediate but somewhat awkward starting point for an analy-
sis of the principle of fear is that security framing arranges social and political
relations on the basis of ‘a fear of dying’. Security practice is ultimately a method
of postponing death, of continuing an always already dying life (for example, a
community disintegrating as a result of growing cultural decadence, diluting moral
values, an attack on the territorial integrity of a state, unsanctioned breaking of con-
tractual relations, etc.).5 Security practice can be likened to a form of gardening that
concentrates on protecting the beautiful and harmonious life in the garden against
contamination, parasites and weeds, which are perpetually trying to destroy it. Once
the gardener let’s nature play its game, they will emerge and the cultivated garden
will quickly ‘die’ (Bauman 1991). This practice of gardening thus consists of devel-
oping techniques for postponing the death of certain plants and preventing distur-
bances to the orderly patterns in which the plants are arranged.

This does not mean that securitization is primarily about securing the physical
survival of a political unit. As argued in the previous section, security puts up-
front the autonomy of the political unit. But at issue in this section is not what is
secured but how security framing renders that what needs securing. ‘Fear of
death’ and strategies of coping with it play an important role.
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There is something awkward about the fear of death. Let’s look at the main
form of death that informs security framing in international relations: the fear to
be killed by other men. Often a particular interpretation of Hobbes’ story of the
original condition of human life as a war of all against all is used to clarify this
point.6 When there is no highest authority that can protect human beings from
arbitrarily using against one another their force to kill and dominate, one expects
that human beings are in a perpetual state of fear of other human beings. Who is
going to protect me from an aggressive neighbour who wants to kill me, if not a
sovereign authority?

However, this Hobbesian fear of death cannot be reduced to a fear of other
human beings (Blits 1989). Running through this account is a fear of not know-
ing the world and its dangers. The fear of other human beings does not simply fol-
low from the fact that human beings can kill one another. The problem is rather
that one does not know who does intend to kill and who does not. In the insecure
state of nature, the fear of other human beings rests thus on an epistemological
fear: the fear of not knowing who is dangerous, which follows from the limited
capacity of (an individualized) human reason (Blits 1989). In this reading, inse-
curity does not follow from one’s vulnerability as such. Rather, it follows from an
uncertainty about which human relations are benign and which are dangerous. 

A way of dealing with this epistemological fear is to determine who is to
be feared. Who are the human beings that will kill? If successfully – that is,
convincingly – done, it neutralizes the fear that follows from the limits of human
reason to unambiguously know what other human beings intend. An objectified
fear partly displaces the epistemological fear. While the latter follows from an
uncertainty of knowing if a particular community is dangerous the former follows
from the certainty of knowing that a group of people is. The chaos that is implied
by not knowing how to relate to whom is displaced by an order that is based
on instituting certainty about who should be feared and by implication who can
be trusted.

From this perspective it follows that the politics of insecurity is not only a con-
test of identifying threat relations and of methods of managing them. It is also a
politics of knowledge which has two dimensions. It is a struggle between com-
peting understandings of a phenomenon. Immigrants and refugees can be inter-
preted in different ways. Are immigrants and refugees an economic resource
for a country? Are they a danger for social stability? Are refugees human rights
holders who have a right to be protected under international law? Are immigrants
and refugees a real or perceived danger to society? These questions, which fea-
ture heavily in the contemporary debate on migration and asylum policy, are not
purely academic. They emerge in a struggle over which interpretation and thus
which kind of knowledge should inform migration policy. Social movements,
political parties and professional agencies, such as immigration officials, police,
custom and the military, compete over and coordinate between different ways of
knowing migration and its relation to the established. The politics of insecurity is
then a contest of the legitimacy of using a particular kind of security knowledge
in migration policy.
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An important element of this contest is to secure knowledge about inherently
ambivalent social relations as truth (Dillon 1996). Part of the stake for security
agencies in the debate about whether immigrants are a danger or a positive con-
tribution to a host society is to agree on what are the really important threats that
a society faces in what is an inherently dangerous world. The security debate is
not only about competing policy definitions of a phenomenon. It is also about
securing the truth value of knowledge as such. Are immigrants really threatening
the survival of a society? Are immigrants more dangerous than the proliferation
of nuclear weapons? How does one know for sure? Protecting – or, freezing –
particular understandings of what threatens the survival of a society protects a
society from the unsettling realization that one cannot unambiguously know
whether a particular group of human beings are dangerous or not. Thus, para-
doxically, identifying sources of insecurity seems to secure what otherwise would
be an uncertain or epistemologically insecure relation between a society and its
environment. The politics of insecurity are thus not limited to contests of pre-
ferred identifications of the migration issue. They are always also a contest for
securing the very possibility to formulate truthful knowledge.

This section introduced the idea that security framing structures existential
situations by means of distributing fear and trust. Different from teaching moral
and civil values, increasing social cohesion by means of security practice arranges
social relations through the construction and circulation of fear. Fear is not sim-
ply an emotion that security framing instigates in social relations. It is first of all
an organizing principle that renders social relations as fearful. An important char-
acteristic of this principle is that it arranges social relations by objectifying an
epistemological fear of the unknown through the identification of existential dan-
gers. Identifying sources and contexts of insecurity is a method of dealing with
the modern epistemological uncertainty that one cannot know for sure how the
world works, which includes that one does not know who to trust. Security fram-
ing therefore not simply structures domains of insecurity but it also asserts an
epistemological certainty that these are indeed the important domains one should
fear. Therefore the politics of insecurity is always also a politics of knowledge
that is not simply about what is dangerous but also about sustaining the episte-
mological certainty that what is identified as dangerous is indeed dangerous.
Obviously security knowledge plays an important role in this. Claiming this
knowledge is precisely claiming a status of knowing what the important contexts
of insecurity are where one should not interact on the basis of trust or even indif-
ference but on the basis of fear.

Administering inclusion and exclusion 

As argued so far, instituting domains of insecurity carves out political unity
through the distribution and arrangement of fear. But it also inscribes an imperative
to act against dangers in the political community. To sustain one’s chances of sur-
vival the threatening forces have to be continuously controlled and countered,
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until eliminated. The relation to the hostile environment is administered by keeping
existential dangers at a distance and/or at reducing one’s vulnerability to the
dangers they pose. This section looks at how this instrumental side of security
practice stratifies social relations and administers inclusion and exclusion.

Governing existential fear can follow different strategies. A popular distinction
is the one between strategies reducing the vulnerability of the political unit and
strategies of tackling the danger itself:

… national security policy can either focus inward, seeking to reduce the vul-
nerabilities of the state itself, or outward, seeking to reduce external threat by
addressing its sources.

(Buzan 1991: 112)

Vulnerabilities are primarily administered by working on the sources of trust
within the community. Improving welfare provisions, managing economic crisis,
building cohesion through educating moral values, etc. thus can be understood as
security practice in so far they function in a domain of insecurity. 

Security policy is often more directly and visibly tied in with a strategy of
distancing from and/or neutralizing threats, however. There are plenty of examples
of different forms of the latter strategy. Increasing border control for the purpose
of making it more difficult for immigrants and refugees to enter a country is a
strategy of sustaining distance between a society and the dangerous external envi-
ronment. Readmission agreements with third countries for returning illegal immi-
grants who have come through their territory are further examples (Lavenex 1999:
78–82). Internally immigrants and refugees are controlled by means of various
technologies, including registration, benefits, special identity cards, etc. A variety
of instruments can also be used to sustain distance between the host population
and refugees. One such instrument is locking up refugees, who are still applying
for asylum or who are waiting to be deported, in detention centres. Expulsion of
refugees whose asylum application has been refused is another tool of articulating
the need to keep a distance between people in the host society and people who try
to enter it. It is often argued that one of the purposes of increasing the number of
deportations is to deter future immigrants and refugees from coming to a country in
the first place. In the early 1990s, the French extreme right party Front National and
its Flemish equivalent Vlaams Blok proposed to construct a dual social infrastruc-
ture that would separate immigrants and refugees from the established. The pro-
posal focused especially on creating a separate educational system and social
security system for immigrants and refugees (Le Monde 1991, 1993; Renard 1992).

Administering distance towards immigrants and refugees produces a dynamic
of inclusion and exclusion. This dynamic does not necessarily work in a spectac-
ular, highly politicized way, such as highly mediatized identifications of enemies
of a society followed by a witch-hunt, or spectacular forms of border control like
Italian police chasing Albanian smugglers with high-speed boats. Equally impor-
tant are how administrative instruments and everyday interaction shape ordinary

Securitizing migration 55



social relations.7 For example, providing asylum applicants with vouchers instead
of cash immediately identifies them as outsiders in a supermarket. 

Sadiq is a very private and proud man. He wants to work. After seven months
on the road, he arrived exhilarated in London. Now he is frustrated and
depressed. His mission to earn money to send back has so far failed. He’s still
waiting for his first interview with the Home Office. The process of accept-
ing or rejecting his asylum hasn’t even begun. In the meantime, he is bewil-
dered by the hatred he sees around him. At a Sainsbury’s checkout a few
months after he arrived, he was buying food with his £26 worth of grocery
vouchers when a voice behind him rasped in his ear. ‘Look at you, eating our
taxes.’ ‘I felt so embarrassed at the way she spoke to me but how could I
explain.’

(O’Kane 2001: 10)

The interesting aspect of this story is not only how administrative and political
decisions draw boundaries in everyday situations. The last sentence suggests that
Sadiq is incorporating – or, has already incorporated – the dynamics of being
excluded through feeling embarrassed.8 Some refugees try to resist this process of
the incorporation of stigma by simply not using vouchers and try to work around
them (Gillan 2001). A complex dynamic of inclusion and exclusion is going on
here. The vouchers include refugees in the political community by providing
them with means to buy provisions but it also marks them as outsiders. In addi-
tion, using vouchers reinforces the self-identification of refugees as unwanted
outsiders and of others as members of an established community. These processes
of identification reproduce in everyday contexts the terms in which refugees have
been politicized.

Another important element of exclusion is that it annihilates the complex life
story of refugees and immigrants (Karskens 1991). In domains of insecurity
immigrants and refugees do not simply exist as individuals with complex and dif-
ferent life stories who wish to work or settle in a host country or who had to leave
their home country because they feared persecution. Their different motives,
family background, and social circumstances are silenced and skewed to make
them representatives of a collective force endangering welfare provisions, every-
day security of citizens, the moral fabric of society, etc. Securitizing processes,
thus, do not only unify the host community against existential threats, as argued
above. They also unify the individual immigrants and refugees into a collective
dangerous force. 

The alternative to distancing danger is to eliminate it. Integrating foreigners –
often seen as the benign form of this strategy – is a strategy of reducing the dif-
ference between foreigners and natives. It is a strategy of including outsiders.
From a security angle, this strategy aims at reducing their dangerous or disturbing
qualities – for example, cultural, economic, or moral characteristics. Integration
can take a number of forms, ranging from housing in mixed areas and integration
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in the welfare system to the request of cultural assimilation. Besides integration
there is also the radical strategy of eliminating dangers: killing strangers.
Securitization has the capacity to frame systematic killing as a strategy of survival.
The ultimate aim of destroying outsiders is to preserve and guarantee the optimal
survival of the community of people who are endangered. Killing is thus justified
as life-saving and/or life-optimizing.9

Having run through a classification of some strategies of securing a political
unit from dangers, the more general point of interest is that framing migration in
an existential context institutes methods of administering exclusion. The gover-
nance of exclusion by security framing is not limited to political discourse and
media spectacles transfiguring unease into objectified fear. At least equally
important and arguably even more important to sustain processes of exclusion
over time are everyday stigmatizing practices, infrastructural policies such as
urban planning, and administrative instruments and procedures such as vouchers.
Many of these do exist irrespective of whether or not security framing, in the
sense of rendering an existential situation that plays out at the level of the politi-
cal unit, takes place. An important sociological question follows from this: how
and when do these existing procedures become part of a domain in which social
relations are instituted on the basis of fear, where does this transfiguration of
existing exclusionary practices into security practice take place, and who are key
agents in this process? Some elements relevant for this question are introduced in
the analysis of the securitization of migration and asylum in the European Union
in chapters 5, 6 and 7. The next section focuses more narrowly on two dimension
of this process: the risk of continuous intensification of alienation in security
framing and a predisposition towards violence.

Structuring alienation and predispositions towards violence

The third characteristic of how security framing modulates a political domain that
this chapter wants to introduce is that security practice is vulnerable to continu-
ously intensifying alienation between the community and the outside world, or,
within a community, between the included and the excluded. As a result securiti-
zation makes constructive political and social engagement with the dangerous
outside(rs) more difficult. It also has a tendency to inscribe predispositions
towards violence in social relations.

As argued above, security practice distances a community from groups of other
human beings who one previously trusted or to which one was previously indif-
ferent. For example, while guestworkers were not fully citizens they were inte-
grated in the host society. Through the labour market they became integrated in a
network of contractual relations characteristic of the welfare state and the free
market economy. They were given certain entitlements such as health care and
pension rights (but not the right to vote, for example) as well as certain duties
such as paying taxes (but not military service, for example). Securitizing immigration
transfigures guestworkers from people who did not fully belong but nevertheless
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were integrated in the social and economic system into people who endanger
cultural integrity, public order and welfare provision, which they helped to support
economically. As a result they are moved outside of the networks through which
they were included in society. This discursive and/or administrative ‘relocation’
makes it easier to reinforce unease towards immigrants which consequently can
be politically drawn on to support an existential framing of restrictive migration
policies that emphasize the need to protect independent identity and functional
integrity.

Immigrants and refugees are not just objects that are defined by the security
apparatuses, however. They are also purposeful and capable human beings, and
presented as such. In so far they continue to want to immigrate or seek asylum
they will try to circumvent security measures. For example, the increase of border
controls at the external borders of the European Union does make it more diffi-
cult for some immigrants and refugees to enter the European Union. As a conse-
quence some refugees will have to rely on human traffickers who can smuggle
them into countries of the European Union. This reinforces the image that
refugees are not genuine refugees but economic immigrants illegally entering the
country and claiming asylum when caught. In response, security agencies may
come up with additional and/or more sophisticated ways of controlling immigra-
tion and asylum. The result is not simply a continuous public re-iteration of the
dangers of migration. The continuous search for counter-measures also highlights
the continuing vulnerability of a political community. Impressions of insecurity
are easily re-iterated and possibly radicalized in this process.

In this form of security framing, individual immigrants and refugees become
indexes of a collective force. Personal histories of immigrants and refugees are
submerged in images, such as flood or invasion, representing a mass that endan-
gers. Whether someone immigrates to a country for economic reasons, to reunite
with other family members, to escape persecution, or out of fear of rape does not
immediately define their identity in the security process. They become signifi-
cant as an individual element of a collective force that endangers the community
they wish to enter. The diversity of individual biographies and the multiplicity of
reasons for emigration, which could be a basis for a more differentiated repre-
sentation of refugees and immigrants and for a more inclusive approach, is
distorted by a fabrication of distrust between two collective units: the members
or citizens of a political unit on the one hand, and immigrants and refugees on
the other.

Under these conditions dialogue and constructive engagement will become
more difficult. In a sense the possibility to trust the other is increasingly displaced
by suspicion and fear of being betrayed. At the same time access to the complex-
ity of experiences of relations between immigrants and the established, which
may be a basis for trust, toleration or solidarity, is rendered more difficult because
of the increasing alienation that security framing establishes between immigrants,
refugees and citizens. This situation further intensifies when security framing
displaces regulations on the basis of communication, dialogue and contractual
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integration with imposing policy measures that inhibit constructive dialogue.
Blocking access, controlling the whereabouts of refugees and immigrants, and
locking refugees up in detention centres are measures that do not really facilitate
negotiating and communicating with immigrants and refugees or their representa-
tives. Moreover, representing immigrants and refugees either through metaphors
indicating a flood or a mass or through images of criminality suggests that com-
munication or negotiation is difficult if not impossible. How does one communicate
with a mass of people? Should one negotiate with criminals?

A related aspect of security framing is that it is prone to investing social and
political relations with a predisposition towards violence. As remarked above,
in the security framework that is being looked at in this chapter, existential dan-
gers shape the social and political representations and experiences of insecurity.
It is the capacity for destruction that makes a phenomenon dangerous. Images
of violence therefore easily fit in and often play a crucial role in generating
insecurity. For example, in the securitization of suburban areas, the incivility of
the suburban – often immigrant – youth is not just rendered on the basis of dis-
courses and images of moral degradation. It also, and often very strongly so, relies
on images of rioting, violent criminality and other forms of physically violent
interaction. Another example is Ismail Kadare’s alarmist article ‘Uprootings
that sow seeds of war’ in which he does not hesitate to make migration the
mother of war.

The migrations which heralded the end of communism were only a prologue
to the movement of individuals, groups, and entire peoples which could
occur in the future. We stand on the brink of a period of new migrations.
Should we fear them? I think so. Our minds, accustomed to the routine of
things, imagine dangers in a static form, but dangers can also change shape.
Migration of large human masses contains the danger of war. In fact, it has
been the mother of war.

(Kadare 1991)

Moreover, security framing tends to support organic understandings of social
relations. The notions of a dying or decaying body and of the optimization of
life are central to existential renderings of insecurity. The common use of med-
ical metaphors in security language also testifies to an organic rendering of
social relations. Combine this with the instrumental structure of the security
framework – i.e. the imperative to counter dangers – and one can get a quite
explosive cocktail in which the radical objective of survival of a community as
a political unit and of optimal life within this community justifies a radicaliza-
tion of the means to secure it. As Hannah Arendt warned in her reflections on
violence:

Nothing, in my opinion, could be theoretically more dangerous than the
tradition of organic thought in political matters by which power and violence
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are interpreted in biological terms. As these terms are understood today, life
and life’s alleged creativity are their common denominator, so that violence
is justified on the ground of creativity. The organic metaphors with which our
entire present discussion of the matters, especially of the riots, is permeated –
the notion of a ‘sick society’, of which riots are symptoms, as fever is a
symptom of disease – can only promote violence in the end.

(Arendt 1970: 75)

This conceptualization of how security framing intensifies alienation and
inserts predispositions towards violence needs to be interpreted cautiously. This
section has deliberately emphasized the radical consequences that may result
from security framing. It wished to bring out some important elements of the
logic of framing societal questions in existential terms. However, in practice secu-
rity policy faces frictions and opposition that often limit its overall impact. The
securitization of immigration and asylum mostly competes with other approaches
in a political and administrative struggle for the appropriate regulation of popula-
tion movement. For example, in contemporary Western Europe, views supporting
radical restrictions on immigration and asylum compete with views supporting
continuing immigration ‘to offset declines in the size of population, the declines
in the population of working age, as well as to offset the overall ageing of a popu-
lation’ (United Nations 1997b: 5). Another example: organizations supporting the
universal right of refuge – as expressed in the Geneva Convention of 1951 and the
Protocol of 1967 – try to challenge restrictive approaches that emphasize that
refugees are mainly economic immigrants abusing the asylum system.

Securitizing often also involves a political spectacle (Edelman 1967, 1988) in
which politicians, media and civil servants, among others, frame refugees and
immigrants by means of evoking crisis situations, emergencies, enemies and dan-
gers. However, in this spectacle, threat construction goes hand-in-hand with pro-
viding reassurances. While politicians may argue in favour of more strict control
of immigration and asylum because of terrorist threats, they simultaneously wish
to reassure people by showing that they are doing something, and ideally, that
they are in control of the situation. The security spectacle is politically tricky.
Evoking emergencies and dangers may simultaneously generate a need to control
the fears by reassuring the members of the political community that one has the
capacity to control the emergency. There is fine line between rallying people
behind the state in the face of insecurity and a collapse of political legitimacy as
a consequence of a continuous reproduction of a sense of insecurity. Continuing
insecurities may be interpreted as a sign of the incapacity of the government or of
the political class in general to manage the security problems. On the other hand,
the need for reassuring a population in the political spectacle does not necessar-
ily limit securitizing processes. The security spectacle can sustain the unification
of a people by re-iterating the presence of an emergency. In that case, the articu-
lation of an existentially dangerous situation may itself produce the reassurance,
in the form of unquestionable trust between a people, and thereby minimize the
need to downplay dangerous crises.
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Conclusion

What does it mean to say that migration is securitized? What happens in security
framing? This chapter developed a concept of security framing that emphasizes
the transfiguration of various aspects of unease towards migration into an exis-
tential situation. Securitization governs migration as an inhibiting factor in the
pursuit of freedom from threat. Although the modern question of death and the
dying body traverses the rationality of governing existential questions, the stake
that defines the domain of insecurity is political autonomy in the double sense of
independent identity and functional integrity rather than the physical survival of
a political unit. The pursuit of freedom from threat is a quest of protecting (and
shaping) political freedom. Securitizing migration thus transfigures it in a factor
that challenges the continuation of political identity and the autonomy of the
political unit to modulate itself as a free space of freedom. 

In this interpretation governing insecurity is permeated by an existential para-
dox. Security policy and politics reasserts and claims a political space of freedom.
But it constitutes and re-iterates the autonomous condition of existence of this
unity by framing its very existence as precarious. Securing thus works on the
basis of ‘insecuring’, or in other words, security and insecurity are not opposites
but two sides of the security framing coin (Campbell 1992; Wæver 1995: 56).
Securitization is characterized by a circular logic of defining and modulating hos-
tile factors for the purpose of countering them politically and administratively.

Governing migration in these existential terms institutes a domain of ethico-
political judgement which institutes and distributes fear. Administrative and polit-
ical practice inscribes the relation to immigrants, refugees and asylum seekers
with judgements about political identity and the modulation of freedom of and
within the political entity. It frames certain answers to questions like: Who has a
right to contribute to the definition of the unity and the nature of a political entity?
Who can be trusted and who has to be distrusted? What kind of political order
does a community wish to sustain? What kind of freedom of movement is accept-
able? What transformations of the independent identity of political community
are tolerable? What sets securitization apart from other framings is that it insti-
tutes a politics and administration of fear, not simply as an emotion but as a
currency and organizational principle. Securitizing migration makes immigrants,
refugees and asylum-seekers both an index of fear and a vehicle for inscribing
fear as a political currency and an organizing principle in social and political
relations. Rendering migration and the domains of ethico-political judgement in
which it is located in this way intensifies processes of inclusion and exclusion; it
intensifies alienation between migrants who are at least partly outsiders and those
who consider themselves as the established. Especially in the case of immigrants
it transfigures those who are often subjects in and partly products of a society into
dangerous objects or factors. As a result the possibility for constructive encoun-
ters between subjects is significantly reduced. Securitization radicalizes this
process by upping the stakes to an existential question and usually also by inscrib-
ing predispositions towards violence in the domain of ethico-political judgement.
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This interpretation of securitization is of course not the only conceptualization
of security framing that is possible. It is equally sensible to understand governing
unease as the heart of security framing. But the concept that is introduced in this
chapter draws attention to how the administration and politicization of migration
can integrate the fragmented situations of unease into a more general existential
domain in which independent identity and functional integrity of a political entity
is a defining stake. Such a concept of securitization ties the functional specific
nature of security policy and politics in the area of migration – and the security
knowledge that is developed in relation to it – in with a more general political
dynamic of constituting political unity and modulating its independent identity
and functional autonomy.
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5 European integration and
societal insecurity

As argued in the previous chapter, securitizing immigration, asylum and refuge
takes place within a political game. At stake is not just the survival of a pre-given
community. Also the nature and regulation of social and political integration of a
community, which includes the political construction and regulation of trust
among people with a plurality of opinions, is at stake. The politics of insecurity
is thus always also a politics of belonging. Security framing impinges on and is
embedded within struggles between professional agencies – such as the police
and customs – and political agents – such as social movements and political par-
ties – both over cultural, racial and socio-economic criteria for the distribution of
rights and duties and over acceptable instruments of control through which people
are integrated within a community.

Together with the next two chapters, this chapter develops how the construc-
tion of immigration, asylum and refuge into objects of fear is tied into a number
of complex but interrelated developments and debates that are directly relevant for
the regulation and constitution of belonging in the European Union. The chapter
deals specifically with the question of how the European integration process is
implicated in rendering immigration, asylum and refuge into a security issue in
Western Europe. 

The analysis can be read from two angles. From a European studies angle it
deals with key developments in the European Union that bear upon the securitiza-
tion of immigration, asylum and refuge. It emphasizes developments in the 1980s
and 1990s rather than what may seem to be the most obvious developments: the
reaction to events of 11 September 2001 in the US. It wants to emphasize that
the security framing of migration and asylum took place long before these events.
The search for strengthening anti-terrorism policies entered an already heavily pre-
structured domain of insecurity. Certain new measures were introduced; certain
clauses related to family reunion, asylum procedures were tweaked; one tried to
extend the use of information of existing databases and of databases under develop-
ment such as Schengen Information System II; etc. Although these discourses and
policy decisions and the acceleration of decision-making in some areas affecting
migration and asylum certainly have important specific consequences, they did not
seem to dramatically alter the general methods of framing migration and asylum
in existential contexts in the European Union.1



The analysis argues that explicitly privileging nationals of member states in
contrast to third-country nationals as well as restrictive regulations of migration,
asylum and refuge sustain a wider process of de-legitimizing the presence of
immigrants, asylum-seekers and refugees. EU policies support, often indirectly,
expressions of welfare chauvinism and the idea of cultural homogeneity as a
stabilizing factor. These developments directly or indirectly support strategies
of security framing that make the inclusion of immigrants, asylum-seekers and
refugees in European societies more difficult. It also has implications for the
chances of promoting multicultural policies based on notions of solidarity and a
distribution of rights and duties that is not determined by cultural identity.

From a security studies angle, the analysis illustrates a more general point about
the concept of societal security as an analytical category. ‘Societal security’ refers
to security situations in which societal developments, in this case migration,
threaten identity of a people, rather than the state as a sovereign organization
(Wæver et al. 1993). It introduces a cultural security problematique in security
studies. Tracing how the European integration process partakes in making immi-
gration, asylum and refuge into a source of fear in West European societies, how-
ever, demonstrates that societal security framing is a messy and complex process
that cannot be reduced to the political construction of a specific fix between iden-
tity as a referent object and migration as a threat. It is far from clear in the
European Union that immigrants, refugees and asylum are fixed into a threat to the
cultural self-definition of the people in the member states. Instead the construction
of immigrants, asylum seekers and refugees into sources of societal fear follows
from a much more multidimensional process in which immigration and asylum are
connected to and float through a variety of important political debates covering at
least three themes: internal security, cultural identity and welfare.

An additional point of interest for security studies is that the analysis shows
that the security framing of immigration and asylum does not necessarily require
that they are directly defined as an existential threat or a source of existential fear.
Their securitization often follows from being an issue in wider policy develop-
ments that interconnect a range of policy questions by means of security language
and the implementation of security procedures and instruments. The anti-terrorist
measures after 11 September 2001 are a good example. Asylum and refuge have
not always been the main or only object of the policy initiatives. However, since
one of the assumptions has been that terrorists may abuse asylum procedures to
move into a country, asylum and refuge become an issue within more broadly
defined anti-terrorism policy (e.g. Commission of the European Communities
2001). The driving existential question is not the threat that refugees and asylum
seekers pose but the free movement of terrorists. Refugees and asylum seekers are
drawn into this security debate because asylum procedures are an instrument of
regulating free movement.

Sections one and two introduce how the most significant steps in the
Europeanization of immigration and asylum policy have correlated with a growing
consensus about the need to restrict migration and with an increasingly explicit
politicization of migration as a danger. Section three looks at the spillover of the
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economic logic of the internal market into a security logic and at how the
Europeanization of migration policy is integrated in this process. The next two
sections deal with how cultural and socio-economic dimensions of the governance
of migration feed into the securitization of migration and asylum in the European
Union. The concluding section returns to the more conceptual argument about the
complexity of societal securitization.

European migration policy

Although it is difficult to generalize about different policies and countries, it can
be argued that in the 1950s and 1960s immigrants were to a large extent an extra
workforce in most West European countries.2 The economic situation and the
labour market required a cheap and flexible workforce that did not exist in the
domestic market. Countries like France, Germany and the Netherlands used a per-
missive or even promotional migration policy motivated by the need for extra
labour. In contrast to the present situation in which the question of illegal immi-
gration justifies to a considerable extent the formation of more restrictive migra-
tion policies, the legal status of the immediate post-war immigrants was in some
countries certainly less politically sensitive. In France, for example, specialized
agencies directly recruited immigrants in the country of origin without always
regularizing them in the host country. Their legal status was not of relevance to
domestic needs. If anything, their illegality contributed to making them even
more flexible (Marie 1988). This does not mean that states did not try to regulate
and normalize the situation of immigrants, but the debate about their legal status
mostly did not have the prominence and the same connotations that it has had
since the 1980s (Marie 1988: 75–81).

In the late 1960s and the 1970s immigration was increasingly a subject of
public concern. More control-oriented, restrictive policies displaced a largely
permissive immigration policy (Fielding 1993: 43; Hollifield 1992: 66–73). The
change to a restrictive regime and the reassertion of state control in the 1970s did
not radically change the understanding of immigrants overnight. Many of them
were still mostly categorized in the first place as guest workers. The restrictive
policies were motivated by changes in the labour market and by a desire to pro-
tect the social and economic rights of the domestic workforce (Blotevogel et al.
1993: 88). but political rhetoric started to increasingly link migration to the
destabilization of public order (Doty 1996; Marie 1988; Ugur 1995). Despite
decisions to halt labour immigration, the immigrant population continued to
grow as a result of family reunions. As a result, public awareness of the immi-
grant population increased (King 1993a). The temporary guest workers became
more and more permanent settlers who could not easily claim for themselves that
they were never going to return home. In a sense they became permanent guests
(Sayad 1991, 1999).

During this period, migration policy was not a central issue in the European
integration process (Korella and Twomey 1995; Koslowski 1998). The free move-
ment of persons was not a priority in the development of the internal market and



the free movement of workers from outside the member states – i.e. third-country
nationals – which migration dominantly refers to today, was an even more marginal
issue (Ugur 1995).

One of the most significant decisions of this period was Council Regulation
1612/68 which distinguished between the right of free movement of nationals of
member states and the right of free movement of nationals from third countries
(Ugur 1995: 967). According to Mehmet Ugur this decision is important because
it laid the foundation for the development of ‘fortress Europe’ in the area of immi-
gration policy in the 1980s and 1990s (Ugur 1995: 977). The Council resolution
made clear that the free movement of persons in the internal market would be a
prerogative for nationals of member states (Verschueren 1991). The Paris Summit
of 1973 confirmed the idea that citizens of member states can benefit from
special rights. At the Summit it was also decided that the European Community
(EC) should formulate common legislation for foreigners (Etienne 1995: 148).
A first important step in the development of common positions on migration was
the adoption of the action programme in favour of migrant workers and their
families in 1974. The increased interest in the question of migration in the EC was
related to its enlargement to the United Kingdom, Ireland and Denmark (Callovi
1992: 355–356).

In the EC migration was mostly considered in the context of social and
economic rights and the construction of an integrated labour market in which work-
ers could freely move between member states. However, in the mid-1980s, the
focus began changing. Immigration started being increasingly politicized through
the question of asylum, or more precisely through the (con)fusion of immigration
and asylum by presenting asylum as an alternative route for economic immigra-
tion in the EU (den Boer 1995). This moulding together partly explains why asy-
lum so easily connects to illegal immigration today. For example, the section on
Eurodac – a database of fingerprints from asylum applicants – in the Austrian
Presidency work programme (July–December 1998) explicitly makes a connec-
tion between illegal immigrants and asylum: ‘In recent years the steep rise in the
number of illegal immigrants (and therefore potential asylum-seekers) caught has
revealed the increasing need to include their fingerprints in the system …’
(Statewatch 1998).

This change took place in the context of a significant Europeanization of
migration policy since the 1980s. Policy coordination and development were
institutionalized in European inter-state co-operation, the European Union, and
European transnational co-operation between functional organizations such as
the police. First, migration became an important issue in intergovernmental fora
in Europe such as Trevi, the Ad Hoc Group on Immigration and the Schengen
Group (Bigo 1994, 1996b; Collinson 1993b). Most of these fora were not part of
the European integration process in a formal sense. They pre-structured, however,
the development of migration policy within the European Union through the
development of transnational and intergovernmental policy networks that were
interested in a co-operative regulation of immigration, asylum and/or refuge
(Bigo 1996b: 112–145, 196–208). These networks played an important role in
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stimulating the gradual incorporation of migration and asylum policy into the
constitutional structure of the EU. Following on from the Single European Act
(1986) and the momentum developed in the Schengen Group, the Treaty on
European Union (1992) introduced a Third Pillar on Justice and Home Affairs in
which migration was an explicit subject of intergovernmental regulation within
the European Union (Sayad 1994). Soon, dissatisfaction with the intergovernmental
approach of the Third Pillar emerged. Moving migration-related questions from
the Third to the First Pillar became one of the key issues for the Intergovernmental
Conference reviewing the Treaty on European Union (Commission of the European
Communities 1996). In the Treaty of Amsterdam (1997) the sections of the Third
Pillar relating to immigration and asylum were communitarized (den Boer 1997;
Duff 1997; Kostakopoulou 2000). 

At the start of the twenty-first century policy priorities in the area of migration
policy in the European Union were grouped under four headings. They are set out
in the EU Presidency Conclusions at the Seville European Council of 21/22 June
2002. The first focuses on combating illegal immigration. It includes visa regula-
tions, readmission agreements, expulsion and repatriation policies and trafficking
in human beings. The second area emphasizes the need to improve the manage-
ment of external borders. Under this heading the creation of a European police
force, the construction of networks of immigration liaison officers, the develop-
ment of a common risk analysis model, and the question of burden-sharing are
discussed, among others. The third heading links immigration policy to the
European Union’s external relations. It focuses on the integration of immigration
policy into the Union’s relations with third countries. This policy seeks to use all
appropriate instruments of the European Union’s external policies in the combat
against illegal immigration. One also seeks to deploy these instruments to ensure
the co-operation of countries of origin and transit in the readmission of illegal
immigrants and asylum seekers. The final heading expresses a need to develop a
common policy on asylum and immigration. The key issue here is the develop-
ment of common standards and procedures in dealing with asylum applications
(European Council 2002).

The securitization of migration

Common regulations on migration in Western Europe have emphasized the need
for restrictions of population flows (e.g. Alaux 1991; Kostakopoulou 2000; Miles and
Thranhardt 1995; Soulier 1989; Ugur 1995). For example, the Dublin Convention
limits the ability of states to pass the buck in the case of application for asylum.
It sets out criteria – for example, place of entrance and family links – determining
the state that must process the asylum application. In a way the convention
improves the situation for asylum-seekers. It seeks a quicker and more determi-
nate procedure to deal with the request of asylum, thus reducing the time an asylum-
seeker has to spend in reception and/or detention centres. But this interpretation
neglects the fact that the Dublin convention is heavily over-determined by a policy
aimed at reducing the number of applications. Making it impossible to submit

The EU, migration and insecurity 67



applications for asylum in different member states reduces the chances of being
accepted, which is expected to deter some refugees from seeking asylum in Western
Europe (Bolten 1991). The restrictive and control-oriented basis of the Dublin
Convention is further highlighted by the development of Eurodac (Brouwer
2002).

There are many more examples of the restrictive and control-oriented impera-
tive that drives European migration policy.3 Among the most visible are the
coordination of visa policy in the Union and the coordination and facilitation of
so-called readmission agreements. The latter are agreements with neighbouring
countries about the readmission of illegal immigrants found on the territory of an
EU member state (Lavenex 1998). After the Amsterdam Treaty the Commission
became more actively involved in migration and asylum questions. The Tampere
European Council (December 1999) that focused on the development of an Area
of Freedom, Security and Justice led to the formulation of a number of initiatives
in the area of immigration and asylum. It partly focused attention on measures
protecting immigrants and refugees, such as the need for policies that support the
integration of immigrants and refugees, standards guaranteeing an adequate pro-
tection of the rights of asylum-seekers, etc. However, on balance initiatives that
focus on controlling and limiting immigration and asylum still prevailed, which
confirmed the general trend in Council meetings (Peers 2002). The political fall-
out of the violent attacks in the United States on 11 September 2001 have
reinforced rather than qualitatively changed the framework that connects internal
security to asylum and immigration (Brouwer and Catz 2003; den Boer and
Monar 2002). Besides terrorism, the growing political discourse on illegal immi-
gration and human trafficking is another sign of the importance of security frame-
works in the area of immigration and asylum.

These institutional developments shaped and were shaped by changes in the
framing of migration. In the 1980s policy debates framed migration largely neg-
atively by playing out three themes: the protection of public order and the preser-
vation of domestic stability, challenges to the welfare state, and questions about
multiculturalism and thus the cultural composition of the nation. Migration-
related issues were increasingly integrated into discourses and policies arranging
domains of insecurity. Asylum and immigration was not simply a problem but
was progressively more part of policy frameworks that focused on dangers to
society (Bigo 1994, 1996b; den Boer 1994, 1995). The Europeanization of migra-
tion and asylum policy was both subjected to and implicated in the production of
these developments. One of the best examples is the 1990 Convention Applying
the Schengen Agreement of 14 June 1985 which connects immigration and asy-
lum with terrorism, transnational crime and border control (Bigo 1996b; Lodge
1993; Verschueren 1992). It places the regulation of migration in an institutional
framework that deals with the protection of internal security.

The development of internal security discourses and policies in the European
Union is often presented as an inevitable policy response to the challenges for
public order and domestic stability that arise from abolishing internal border con-
trols, and, in the case of migration, from the increase in the number of (illegal)
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immigrants and asylum-seekers (e.g. Lodge 1993). In this understanding the security
problem triggers the security policy. The problem comes first and the policy is an
instrumental reaction to it. Previous chapters have argued that such an under-
standing severely underestimates how institutionalized policy frameworks, expert
knowledge and political discourses impact on the definition itself of a policy ques-
tion. The policy developments that claim to respond to a security problem that
arises in the context of the European integration process actively inscribe security
connotations into immigration and asylum. Among others, Virginie Guiraudon has
argued extensively that in the migration policy domain at the European level in the
1990s ‘“Solutions” had been devised before “problems” had been defined. The
solution was police cooperation and reinforced controls’ (Guiraudon 2003).

The security framing of migration is a structural effect of a multiplicity of prac-
tices and the process has included multiple actors such as national governments
from the right and the left, grass roots, European transnational police networks, the
media, etc. Interpretations of how this structural effect has been produced by the
political, professional and social actors involved focus on the power relations
between these actors and the predispositions that structure their practices. This
approach has been used to great success by among others Didier Bigo and Virginie
Guiraudon (Bigo 1994, 1996b, 2002; also Favell 2000; Guiraudon 2000b, 2003).
This chapter tries to add to these analyses a more general thematic unpacking of
the logic of securitization of immigration and asylum in the European Union and
of how the European integration process is implicated in its reproduction. More
specifically it unpacks how the securitization of immigration and asylum and the
implication of the European integration process in it work across three themes:
internal security, cultural identity and the crisis of the welfare state.

Internal security

The securitization of the internal market is the key dynamic through which the
European integration process is implicated in the securitization of migration. The
assumption is that abolishing internal border controls and facilitating trans-
national flows of goods, capital, services and people will challenge public order
and the rule of law. This link has been constructed so successfully that it has
obtained the status of common sense.

The Single Europe Act (SEA) defined free movement in terms of the abolition
of internal border controls: the internal market is ‘an area without internal frontiers
in which the free movement of goods, persons, services and capital is ensured in
accordance with the provisions of this Treaty’ (SEA, Art. 13). In the wake of the
SEA, EC policies quickly linked the downgrading of internal border control to the
necessity of strengthening external border controls. The reasoning can be summa-
rized as follows: if we diminish internal border controls then we must harmonize
and strengthen the control at the external borders of the European Community to
guarantee a sufficient level of control of who and what can legitimately enter the
space of free movement (Anderson 1996: 186–187; De Lobkowicz 1994). For
example, Art. 7 of the Schengen Agreement of 1985 states:
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The parties shall endeavour to approximate as soon as possible their visa
policies in order to avoid any adverse consequences that may result from the
easing of controls at the common frontiers in the field of immigration and
security.

Those who feared that the development of the internal market would lead to a
clamp-down on international free movement warned that a fortress Europe was in
the making (Bigo 1998; Ireland 1991). For example, an evaluation of the member
organizations of the European Consultation on Refugees and Exiles concluded
in 1989 that ‘we are heading in the wrong direction, motivated by a fortress
mentality, and distracted from developing an appropriate response to the global
dimensions of the problem’ (Rudge 1989: 212).

The link between diminishing internal border controls and strengthening exter-
nal border controls rests on the double assumption that control of the illegal
movement of goods, services, and persons happens primarily at the border, and
that the free movement of persons is constituted by abolishing border controls.
Although these assumptions are shared by many, they are contestable. For
example, personal identity controls increased in the wake of the abolition of inter-
nal border controls in some countries of the European Community. Were border
checks being replaced by an increase in random identity controls across the
national territory (Bigo 1996a; Ceyhan and Tsoukala 1997)? It is not very clear
either that the majority of illegal immigrants are smuggled into a country. Staying
in a country after a visa has expired is a common form of becoming an illegal
immigrant (Salt 1989). Further, border controls are not necessarily the main
obstacle to the free movement of people in modern societies. The granting of
work permits, residency permits and providing access to welfare provisions and
social assistance are undoubtedly more important instruments for controlling,
improving or limiting the free movement of people (Ceyhan 1998; Crowley 1998;
King 1997). Finally, given the high number of people and goods passing borders,
it has become impossible to check systematically and consistently everyone and
everything crossing borders (Bigo 1996a).

Irrespective of these reservations, border controls have played a key role in the
spill-over of the socio-economic project of the internal market into an internal
security project. This spill-over has been formalized most explicitly by the intro-
duction of the Third Pillar on Justice and Home Affairs in the Treaty on European
Union (1992), the incorporation of the Schengen Agreement in the acquis commu-
nautaire after the Treaty of Amsterdam (1997), and the Council and Commission
action plan on how best to implement the provisions of the Treaty of Amsterdam in
an area of Freedom, Security and Justice (Statewatch 1999).

Linking internal and external border control is not sufficient to make the issues
of border control and free movement a security question. This linkage has to be
framed in terms of internal security rather than control of the labour market, for
example. A key element in this process was the identification of a particular side-
effect of the creation of the internal market. One expected that the market would
not only improve free movement of law-abiding agents, but would also facilitate
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illegal and criminal activities by terrorists, international criminal organizations,
asylum-seekers and immigrants.

The institutionalization of police and customs co-operation, and the discourses
articulating this particular side-effect, produced a security continuum connecting
border control, terrorism, international crime and migration.

[T]he issue was no longer, on the one hand, terrorism, drugs, crime, and on
the other, rights of asylum and clandestine immigration, but they came to be
treated together in the attempt to gain an overall view of the interrelation
between these problems and the free movement of persons within Europe. 

(Bigo 1994: 164)

Immigration and asylum have a prominent place in this construction (Kumin
1999; Webber and Fekete 1996). For example, in his introduction to a short
overview of the European initiatives on asylum in 1989, Philip Rudge concluded:

To an alarming degree decision making in the area of asylum is moving away
from the traditional human rights and humanitarian field of policy-making. It
is increasingly the subject of fora dealing with terrorism, drug trafficking and
policing on the one hand, and with economic streamlining on the other. 

(Rudge 1989: 212)

The security continuum is an institutionalized mode of policy-making that
allows the transfer of the security connotations of terrorism, drugs traffic and
money-laundering to the area of migration. After the terrorist attack on the US of
11 September 2001, such a transfer has become extremely explicit, both in public
discourse and in European legislative initiatives. For example, in the wake of 11
September 2001, the spokesman for the UK Home Office did not hesitate to use
national security language in his reaction to a court decision that ruled that fining
lorry drivers £2000 for each illegal immigrant which is found in their truck was
unlawful and amounted to ‘legislative overkill’ (see also chapter 1). 

A good illustration of how anti-terrorism initiatives connect refugee questions
to internal security agendas are Article 16 and 17 of the Council Common
Position on Combating Terrorism of 18 December 2001.

Article 16
Appropriate measures shall be taken in accordance with the relevant provi-
sions of national and international law, including international standards of
human rights, before granting refugee status, for the purpose of ensuring that
the asylum seeker has not planned, facilitated or participated in the commis-
sion of terrorist acts. The Council notes the Commission’s intention to put
forward proposals in this area, where appropriate.

Article 17
Steps shall be taken in accordance with international law to ensure that
refugee status is not abused by the perpetrators, organizers or facilitators of
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terrorist acts and that claims of political motivation are not recognised as
grounds for refusing requests for the extradition of alleged terrorists. The
Council notes the Commission’s intention to put forward proposals in this
area, where appropriate.

(Council of the European Union 2001)

The security continuum has also been extended from the development of the
internal market to the enlargement of the European Union to Central and Eastern
European countries (Kostakopoulou 2000: 512–513; Lavenex 1999). For example,
the special European Council meeting in Tampere (15–16 October 1999) on the
development of an Area of Freedom, Security and Justice emphasized that the
candidate member states must take on the Schengen acquis (para. 25).

The security continuum emerged first of all from professional and political
co-operation in the area of internal security in Europe. In the context of quasi-formal
and informal ‘clubs’ on terrorism and drugs – including the Bern Club, Trevi and
the Police Working Group on Terrorism – the Schengen negotiations and the 1992
project of the EC yielded a network of security professionals. They produced and
distributed internal security knowledge that articulated a continuum between bor-
ders, terrorism, crime and migration. This explanation does not have to draw on
conspiracy theory or the rational calculation of interests. These actors are security
professionals who are trained to identify and deal with challenges to public order
and the rule of law. Their training pre-disposes them to defining security questions
while their professional status gives these definitions authority (Anderson and den
Boer 1994; Anderson et al. 1994; Benyon 1994; Bigo 1996b; Guiraudon 2000a).

According to Didier Bigo, this network is operating as a bureaucratic field that
has moved beyond the control of the individual organizations and actors. Although
it largely originated in the self-interested action and routines of bureaucratic
agents – especially the police and customs – it is functioning as a semi-autonomous
structure, simultaneously constraining and empowering the agents enacting it.
Thus, the network is not an aggregation of self-interests; it functions as a separate
‘entity’ which exists independently of the individual practices and beliefs (Bigo
1996b). This bureaucratic network, the knowledge it produces, and the field of
struggle and domination in which it exists, play a key role in the Europeanization
of Justice and Home Affairs and in the institutionalization of an internal secu-
rity field in Europe. It structures the setting in which bureaucratic and non-
bureaucratic agents struggle over issues such as the definition of immigration and
asylum policy, the distribution of resources and the identification of insecurities
in the EU today.

Cultural identity

The Europeanization of migration policy is not only a technical and professional
issue, however. It is also a hot political issue. It is part of a political spectacle in
which the criteria of belonging are contested. The political spectacle refers to the
creation and circulation of symbols in the political process. Politics emerges in

72 The EU, migration and insecurity



the spectacle as a drama in which meaning is conferred through evoking crisis
situations, emergencies, rituals such as consultations or elections, and political
myths. It structures processes of role-taking by the actors and legitimates politi-
cal decisions often through the evocation of threats or reassurances (Edelman
1967, 1988). The protection and transformation of cultural identity is one of the
key issues through which the politics of belonging and the question of migration
are connected.

Migration policy, at whatever level it is developed, has to address the reality that
European countries have become countries of immigration. Immigrants, asylum-
seekers and refugees are present and are challenging the myth of national cultural
homogeneity. They are a multicultural presence in everyday practices, and are
indicative of the fact that cultural identity is not constant but variable (Cesari 1997;
Martiniello 1997).

The political rendering of cultural identity involves a mixture of issues, includ-
ing multiculturalism, European identity, nationalism, and xenophobia and racism.
But the key element is that the cultural mixing resulting from migration is politi-
cized on the basis of the asumption that multicultural developments challenge the
desire for coinciding cultural and political frontiers (Martiniello 1997: 14). In this
dynamic, cultural identity is not necessarily securitized through a radical dis-
course of a dawning cultural war (Huntington 1996) but also by less dramatic pre-
sentations of migration as a challenge to the vaguer notion of social and political
integration of society (Heisler and Layton-Henry 1993). Discourses representing
migration as a cultural challenge to social and political integration have become
an important source for mobilizing security rhetoric and institutions. Forms of
new and radical conservatism, which include the clash of civilization discourses,
articulate a dream of cultural, spiritual and/or racial unity which is threatened
by factors such as cultural decadence and a dawning cultural war. For them,
migration – and supporters of a liberal multiculturalism – threaten the rescue of
the national tradition and the protection of Western civilization (on radical con-
servatism: Dahl 1999; Habermas 1989; McCormick 1997). Also the extensive
media coverage of immigrant involvement in riots in urban ghettos, the political
rendering of these riots as manifestations of incivility, and the political revival
of the notion of a dangerous class help create the ground for reifying cultural
danger (Rey 1996). The supporters of a more liberal migration policy in the EU
also share the assumption that migration challenges the viability of traditional
instruments of social and political integration, most notably, nationalism. The dif-
ference is that they see this as a chance for changing societies rather than a threat
to the tradition that has to be neutralized (e.g. Habermas 1992; Soysal 1994;
Weinstock 1997).

The European integration process is involved in the development of and the
struggle against the representation of migration as a cultural danger. Three themes
are central. The first is the cultural significance of border control and the limitation
of free movement. The second is the question of integration or assimilation of
migrants into the domestic societies of the member states. The third is the relation-
ship between European integration and the development of multicultural societies.
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First, border control and by implication the internal security problematic created
in the EU has a cultural dimension. Although it is often suggested that external
borders have been fortified for all so-called third-country nationals, this is not what
has happened in practice. Border control is polysemic; individuals crossing borders
are often differentiated according to more than one criterion (Balibar 1994: 339).
The EU’s external borders, for example, have been more ‘real’ for most non-OECD
nationals than for members of OECD countries.

[W]ithin Europe, there is now a widely held view of cultural closeness and
similarity between all the ‘nations’ of western Europe, a commonality which
is constructed and legitimated by means of signifying and naturalising differ-
ence in relation to the population of the peripheries of the world economy who
‘for their own good’ are requested to remain ‘where they naturally belong’.

(Thränhardt and Miles 1995: 10)

This differentiation is confirmed in the list determining the third countries whose
nationals must be in possession of a visa for entering member states of the
European Union. Moreover, by linking illegal immigration and asylum-seekers
one inevitably envisages and singles out third-world nationals simply because
many asylum-seekers arrive from these countries. They are easily pictured as cul-
turally (and sometimes as racially) different. To some extent, the cultural impli-
cations of border controls are an indirect consequence of the cultural origins of
asylum-seekers and therefore the cultural effects are not necessarily intended. For
example, the cultural consequences of border closure result partly from class
interests and shifts in the labour market. When Western markets seem to demand
skilled labour, the restrictive policies target primarily unskilled and semi-skilled
migrants, who tend to belong to non-OECD countries (Miles 1993: 179–180).
One has to be cautious about this latter argument, however. Some economic sec-
tors in particular regions and cities depend on unskilled labour and on the illegal,
and therefore cheaper and more flexible, employment of immigrants (Morice
1997; Vidal 1999). But the fact remains that the regulation of asylum and the
mediation of immigration through the labour market has cultural effects.

Some argue that, in addition to cultural criteria, racism also plays a role in the
regulation of inclusion and exclusion of migrants (e.g. Sivandan 1993). While
nationalism is a cultural discourse, racism is a biological discourse that unifies
a community in the name of somatic or biological criteria such as skin colour,
height, facial characteristics, etc. (Miles 1989; Wieviorka 1991). The argument is
that the European integration process has developed a European-level form of
racism – Euro-racism (Pieterse 1991; Sivandan 1990: 153–160; Webber 1991).
However, as Miles (1994) and Wieviorka (1994) have argued, such claims are
problematic. Given the diversity of racist practices in different member states and
their difference with the racial effects of the European integration process it is dif-
ficult to argue that a specific form of racism exists that is present in all member
states. Also national policies against racism and xenophobia, and the historical and
political context in which racism and xenophobia have emerged, differ considerably
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across the Member States. For example, there is no agreement if the European
policy initiatives against racism and xenophobia should follow the British model
of race relations. This model is contested partly because some argue that it insti-
tutionalizes racial differentiation, but also because the British model differs from
methods of tackling racism and xenophobia that have been developed in other
member states (Miles 1994; Wieviorka 1994).

There is, however, a more indirect connection between migration policy in the
EU and racism and xenophobia. Emphasizing restrictions and control implies
a negative portrayal of groups of migrants. Such a policy risks sustaining public
expressions of racism and xenophobia in the present political context. The tar-
geted groups often have an explicit link to Europe’s colonial history and/or have
traditionally been subjected to racist stereotyping. So irrespective of initiatives to
combat racism and xenophobia such as the creation of a European Monitoring
Centre on Racism and Xenophobia (Official Journal 1990, 1995, 1996, 1997), the
EU is indirectly implicated in the rise of racist and xenophobic reactions to
asylum-seekers and immigrants. This view, however, does not imply that the EU
is actively implicated in the formation of a European-wide specific form of
racism, as the Euro-racism argument seems to suggest.

A second theme that introduces the question of migration and cultural identity
into the EU is the integration of immigrants into domestic societies. For example,
discussions and proposals about the promotion of integration of immigrants
(Commission of the European Communities 1998) and rules on family reunion
(Commission of the European Communities 2000) illustrate the concern with
integration of immigrants in the European Union. But the need to integrate immi-
grants has also been used to justify a restrictive migration policy (Bigo 1996a;
Ugur 1995).

A policy of integration may be part of progressive multiculturalism, which
supports the integration of immigrants by granting them political rights as a
means to create a genuinely multicultural society. But emphasizing the need to
integrate immigrants can also directly or indirectly confirm a nationalist desire
for a culturally homogeneous society, identifying immigrants as the obstacle to a
successful realization of this desire (Blommaert and Verschueren 1992, 1998).
Integration policies often, at least indirectly, uphold the assumption that a cultur-
ally uniform society existed before migration started, irrespective of whether the
policy expresses a desire for re-establishing the forgone homogeneity. As a result
pro-integration projects position migrants outside the national or European social
formation of which they are a constitutive part. Migrants emerge as late ‘arrivers’
who disrupted a culturally homogeneous space, irrespective of their contribution
to the creation of the society as it exists today. Therefore projects supporting the
integration of immigrants risk confirming the notion that the different life-style
and culture of the (non-integrated) migrants are potentially destabilizing to the
social formation (Miles 1993: 175–185).

The third and related theme in the European integration process that impacts
on the development of and the struggle against the representation of migration as
a cultural danger is the development of multicultural and non-racist societies in
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Europe. In the EU this theme plays an important role. The development of a
common migration and asylum policy is presented as an instrument for dealing
with the rise of racist, xenophobic and extreme nationalistic practices in Europe
(Guiraudon 1998b; Ireland 1995). The European Parliament, later followed by the
Commission and the Council, has for a long time cautioned against the revival of
racism, xenophobia and extreme forms of nationalism (European Parliament 1991).
Anti-racist and pro-migration movements have organized themselves across
national boundaries in the EU. They act in the European political space so as to
be in a better position to support rights for immigrants and asylum-seekers and to
articulate their support for a multicultural society at the level of the EU (Ireland
1991; Kastoryano 1997).

The politicization of a multicultural and non-racist EU articulates a specific
fear of (a possible revival of) the European past. Wæver has argued that the secu-
rity identity of the European integration process is based on a fear of the return
of the balance of power system which fragmented and ruled nineteenth-century
Europe and culminated in the First and Second World Wars (Wæver 1996). The
debates about multiculturalism are based on a variation of the fear of the return
of the old Europe. They articulate a security identity that rests on the fear of the
revival of extreme nationalism, racism and xenophobic reactions which destabi-
lized the domestic and European political space in the first half of the twentieth
century. The peculiar characteristic of the contemporary dynamic is that this haunt-
ing past is reactivated via a politicization of immigration and asylum. 

The migration policy developed in the EU is ambivalent in the way it deals with
this fear. On the one hand, the Europeanization of migration policy indirectly sus-
tains nationalist, racist and xenophobic reactions to immigrants. It portrays immi-
grants and asylum-seekers primarily in negative terms. They are presented as an
acute problem challenging societal and political stability and the effective work-
ing of the internal market. In doing so, the EU feeds the idea that immigrants and
refugees do not belong to the European communities, that they are a serious bur-
den for European societies, and, therefore, that they should be kept at a distance.
It is a policy that confirms nationalist and xenophobic positions and to that extent
undermines the initiatives for the institutionalization of a more inclusive multi-
cultural Europe which would provide extensive political, economic and social
rights to immigrants and refugees. On the other hand, the EU also campaigns
against the revival of nationalism, racism and xenophobic reactions. Furthermore,
European integration is in essence a multicultural project supporting the cohabi-
tation of different nationalities in social, economic and political terms. The politi-
cization of migration has not only led to a restrictive migration policy undermining
multiculturalism in the EU. It has also contributed to making the question of
multiculturalism figure prominently in debates on European integration (Leveau
1998). Besides the policy initiatives for multiculturalism that are developed in the
EU,4 there is a flourishing intellectual debate on the relationship between
European integration and the creation of a post-national citizenship. A key ques-
tion in the latter context is the extent to which the European integration process
has created an opportunity structure for separating citizenship – or political
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identity – from nationality. The central issue is whether European integration
will create an opportunity for granting political rights on the basis of residence
independent of the nationality of the person (e.g. Close 1995; Ferry 1990, 1991,
1992; Habermas 1992, 1994, 1998; Martiniello 1995a,b; Meehan 1993; Soysal
1994).

A multicultural project, however, has its own dangers in the present European
context (Martiniello 1997). It always risks slipping into a reductionism that politi-
cizes migrants predominantly via their cultural identity. In other words, it feeds
the cultural reification of immigrants and asylum-seekers. This may turn out to be
problematic because the structuring of the political debates about migration in
cultural terms has played an important role in giving nationalist movements and
extreme right-wing parties and their ideas on immigration and asylum a promi-
nent place in the political field. Part of their success rests on a skilful mobiliza-
tion of nationalist, xenophobic, and racist feelings through the reification of a
burdensome and threatening cultural other. In addition, their ideas on immi-
gration and asylum have seeped into policy agendas because mainstream parties
from the left and the right countered by playing out security and migration themes
in their fight for the support of the people. 

Welfare

Belonging is not only mediated through cultural identity – or nationalism – and
through policing borders in contemporary West European societies. Access to social
and economic rights is also crucial in the governance and politicization of belong-
ing in welfare states. Immigration and asylum feature prominently in the contem-
porary struggle for the welfare state. More specifically, immigrants, asylum-seekers
and refugees are increasingly seen as having no legitimate right (which is different
from their legal rights) to social assistance and welfare provisions. 

As a result of successive economic recessions and the rise in unemployment
since the early 1970s, the struggle over the distribution of social goods such as
housing, health care, unemployment benefits, jobs and other social services has
become more competitive. Scarcity makes immigrants and asylum-seekers rivals
to national citizens in the labour market and competitors in the distribution of
social goods. This has resulted in an increasingly explicit assertion of welfare
chauvinism, or the privileging of national citizens in the distribution of social
goods (Brochmann 1993; Faist 1994: 61–66). For welfare chauvinists, immi-
grants and asylum-seekers are not simply rivals but illegitimate recipients or
claimants of socio-economic rights. Moreover, offering welfare provisions is pre-
sented as a magnet pulling migrants into the EU. Curtailing social assistance and
access to other social rights for immigrants and asylum-seekers can then be jus-
tified as an instrument for limiting the number of applications for asylum and
immigration.

(Discourses of welfare chauvinism have not been the only game in town, how-
ever. Despite heavily restricting labour migration in the 1970s, immigration has
continued in many West European countries on the basis of family reunification

The EU, migration and insecurity 77



and humanitarian principles, for example (Cornelius et al. 1994). Also the
relation between migration and welfare is rather complex, an analysis of which
would require breaking down both the specific nature of welfare systems in dif-
ferent states and different categories of immigration, as Andrew Geddes (2003)
has argued. But for the purpose of this section the central point is that the rendi-
tion of welfare chauvinism is a central development through which migration and
asylum is connected to domains of insecurity via the issue of welfare.)

Through the transferability of social entitlements for nationals of the member
states and the exclusion of third-country nationals from it, the development of
welfare chauvinism is mirrored in the coordination of social policy (Geddes
2000a,b). The positive spin-off of the internal market in the area of social entitle-
ments is, thus, largely reserved for nationals of the member states.

Given that employment is an important path to access social rights beyond the
right of social assistance, favouring nationals of member states in employment
also feeds into welfare chauvinism. For example, the Justice and Home Affairs
Council, after its meeting in Luxembourg (20 June 1994), stated that it approves
of temporary employment of foreigners:

only where vacancies in a Member State cannot be filled by national and
Community manpower or by non-Community manpower lawfully resident
on a permanent basis in that Member State and already forming part of the
Member State’s regular labour market.

(Quoted in: Ireland 1995: 262)

Access to social rights and the possibility of transferring rights between coun-
tries are key instruments of social integration of both the domestic society and the
EU and thus central to the politics of belonging in welfare states (Donzelot 1994).
Welfare chauvinism is a strategy of introducing cultural identity criteria in an area
in which belonging is determined on the basis of social policy criteria, such as
health, age, disability and employment. It is not surprising, therefore, to find that
support for curtailing social rights of immigrants often also implies support for
the idea that migration is a threat to cultural homogeneity.

Recent political conflicts around social rights of immigrants have often been
based on the claim that the willingness to share social goods distributed by
the welfare state needs a basis of common feeling. It is thus not surprising
that those political actors opposed to (further) immigration, and/or to grant-
ing certain social rights to immigrants, have tended to refer to the alleged
threat immigrants pose not only as economic competitors in the labour
market and for social policies (‘they take away our jobs and our benefits’) but
also as a threat to the cultural homogeneity of the national state.

(Faist 1995: 189)

Welfare chauvinism emerges under a radical or a more moderate form. In its
radical form, the socio-economic stigmatization portrays migrants as profiteers
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who try illegitimately to gain benefits from the welfare system of a community to
which they do not belong. They become ‘free-loaders’ illegitimately taking advan-
tage of a welfare system under pressure. They are represented as constituting a
strain upon the system itself. Such representations transform migrants from com-
petitors into people suspected of committing welfare fraud (Faist 1994: 61).
A more moderate version relates the necessity for controlling migration to eco-
nomic recession, which limits employment opportunities for migrants and pro-
portionally raises the costs of sustaining them. Here one seeks to curtail the social
rights of immigrants and asylum-seekers, not because they are free-riders, but
because a community should first and foremost provide benefits and welfare for
its ‘own’ people. In this view, shrinking resources create pressure for a redistrib-
ution of employment opportunities and social rights favouring the nationals of EU
member states.

The disqualification of migration in expressions of welfare chauvinism is given
a wider societal significance through the use of metaphors such as an ‘invasion’
or ‘flood’ of migrants and asylum-seekers. When the welfare system is domi-
nantly portrayed as being impossible to sustain in the near future these metaphors
portray immigrants, asylum-seekers and refugees as a serious threat to the sur-
vival of the socio-economic system. In the political spectacle these metaphors
help to dramatize the socio-economic problematic of the welfare state by framing
it in a security discourse. Experiences of economic and social uncertainty are
translated into opposition to and fear of immigrants and asylum-seekers. 

An alternative discourse has increasingly become part of the debate after the
publication of the UN Report on Replacement Migration (United Nations 1997b).
Demographic developments in the European Union show that the proportion of
active, working people will reduce dramatically over the next decades. As a result,
the welfare system will face an increase in demands while the contributions will
go down. The report predicts that to counter this trend, and thus to be able to
afford a decent welfare system, the European Union will need a massive immi-
gration of labour force over the next few decades.

The securitization of migration in the context of the debates about the future of
the welfare state is also embedded in a struggle for political legitimacy in and of
the post-war political order in Europe. Challenges to the welfare state, which
started to be the subject of turbulent debates in the 1970s (Held 1987: 221–264),
cannot be reduced to a question of economic recession or a breakdown of the spi-
ral between rapid economic growth and the creation of social rights. The crisis
is in essence a political crisis about the decline of the post-war technology of
integrating society and state by creating solidarity among the different classes
through redistribution, welfare provisions, and a generalized system of insurance
against accidents (Donzelot 1994: 185–263; Ewald 1996; Habermas 1973). Thus,
welfare chauvinism is not only a strategy in the socio-economic fight for the pro-
tection of social and economic rights for nationals of the member states. It is also
played out in a directly political struggle in which immigrants, asylum-seekers,
foreigners and refugees are constructed as scapegoats to remedy declining politi-
cal legitimacy. In the present political context, expressions of welfare chauvinism
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thus facilitate a connection between the socio-economic questioning of migration
as a financial and economic burden to challenges to the political identity of welfare
states and their governments.

That the Europeanization of immigration and asylum policy connects to the
struggle about the future of the welfare state is not surprising. The European inte-
gration project is steeped in the problematics of the welfare state. The key areas
of European integration – the development of the internal market and EMU – are
not just technical economic projects aiming at the development of an economic
level playing-field to improve the global competitiveness of European firms and
the attraction of its market for foreign investment. The integration project is
embroiled in the political game of preserving the legitimacy of post-war political
order and political regimes. The EU functions simultaneously as a scapegoat for
unpopular decisions and as a political attempt to sustain and redraw the relation
between economic growth and welfare provisions (Frieden et al. 1998; Leander
and Guzzini 1997).

In the EU, the restrictive immigration and asylum policy, the construction of
a security continuum, and the policy of favouring the free movement of nationals
of Member States in the labour market and social policy area at the expense of
third-country nationals are politically significant because they sustain the con-
struction of a scapegoat in a political and socio-economic struggle for the trans-
formation and conservation of the welfare state. However, it does not follow that
the construction of inimical relations between an indigenous population and
foreigners dominates the debate about the future of the welfare state in the EU.
Rather, the interpretation proposed here suggests that EU policies and politics
partly sustain expressions of welfare chauvinism and the potential and actual slip
from welfare chauvinism into a security framing of asylum-seekers, immigrants
and refugees in the political struggle surrounding the question of the future of the
welfare state.

Re-visiting the notion of societal securitization

Security knowledge traditionally accounts for insecurities by fixing existential
threats. These are both the vehicles for the perception and/or social construction
of insecurity and the issue that needs to be managed properly to reduce insecu-
rity. By means of threat identification security knowledge tends to fix domains of
insecurity around a threat that actively endangers a certain referent object. Hence
the idea that migration has opened up a societal security sector which is defined
by threats to cultural identity rather than the sovereignty of the political unit
(Wæver et al. 1993).

In the European Union migration and asylum are closely tied in with discourses
and policy measures that frame existential contexts in which the continuity of cen-
tral characteristics of Western European societies is the defining stake. Less clear
is whether migration and asylum primarily operate as threats to identity. First, they
do operate as vehicles that distribute fear and insecurity in policy domains but this
does not always imply that they represent a fixed existential threat that organizes
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the policy domain. For example, illegal immigration does indeed operate as an
existential challenge in the internal security field – it challenges the definition of
the EU as a legal space (Lindahl 2004) – but asylum enters this existential field
less explicitly as a threat. For example in the wake of the events of 11 September
2001 in the US, asylum was entwined with discourses of fear and security mea-
sures because asylum procedures were seen as one of the instruments terrorists
potentially use to move globally. The central vehicle of danger – i.e. the equivalent
of the concept of ‘enemy’ – is not ‘asylum’ but ‘terrorists’. However, discursively
and administratively asylum is nevertheless framed within an existential domain –
in this case, the fight against terrorism – that distributes and organizes fear and
insecurity by interrelating discrete phenomena in a way that allows connotations
of insecurity to be circulated between them. Seeking to define migration and asy-
lum as an existential threat risks reducing these complex processes through which
migration and asylum have become tied into existential contexts to a perceived,
constructed or objective threat of migration as a new ‘enemy’. Such an analytical
focus would reify migration and asylum as a driving vehicle of fear and insecurity
around which a societal security sector is constructed in the European Union. It
would thus unify the diverse ways in which different aspects of migration and asy-
lum have become related to security questions by representing them as constitut-
ing an overall threat to the European Union, and its member states and their
societies. Such an approach would not be able to account for the fact that in many
instances migration and asylum is not at all the issue that seems to systematically
arrange both discursively and administratively a domain of insecurity while never-
theless being inscribed with and therefore possibly ‘employable’ as a vehicle of fear
and insecurity.

It is equally difficult to justify that the defining stake in the securitization of
migration and asylum is cultural in nature. Migration and asylum are indeed
steeped in a debate about both the cultural identity of the nation and Europe (see
also chapter 7), and racist and xenophobic practices. But that does not mean that
the cultural (and racial) problematique defines the existential contexts within
which migration and asylum are located. Cultural and/or racial identity are an
important issue but migration and asylum are equally importantly tied in with
internal security questions focusing on illegal immigration, trafficking, terrorism,
border controls etc. as well as debates about the reformation of the welfare sys-
tem which is a debate about the continuation of post-Second World War social
and political contracts that defined the nature of Western European political com-
munities in the second half of the twentieth century. As a result, the existential
challenges related to migration and asylum cannot be accounted for in terms of
one dominant referent object.

What follows from the analysis in this chapter is thus that the process of secu-
rity framing migration and asylum is messier than the societal security concept
suggests. It operates in diverse places and through different methods which do not
seem to have resulted in the construction of a societal security domain in the
European Union that is primarily defined and driven by migration and asylum
posing a threat to cultural identity. Analysing the securitization of migration and
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asylum in the European Union as a question of how migration and asylum have
become an existential threat to a particular referent object, e.g. societal identity,
would produce a seriously distorted picture of the process.5

The analysis in this chapter unpacked this complexity of the security framing
migration and asylum and of the implication of the European Union in this
process by showing how it involves two interrelated but different kinds of politics
and three central thematic areas. The European integration process has con-
tributed most explicitly to the securitization of migration and asylum in the tech-
nocratic structuring of a European Union level domain of internal security. The
Schengen Agreements, the development of competences in Justice and Home
Affairs, and the creation of Area of Freedom, Security and Justice are among the
most visible developments that have integrated migration and asylum in a policy
domain that modulates central security questions in the European Union. It is a
highly politicized domain but it is dominantly shaped by professionals in Justice
and Home Affairs who mobilize and institutionalize security knowledge and
routines.

But the existential dimensions of the politicization of migration and asylum are
not limited to this dominantly technocratic process of institutionalizing an inter-
nal security field in the European Union. Union policy initiatives also feed into
and are inscribed by a political spectacle that interweaves migration and asylum
related developments with a politics of fear and insecurity. Migration and asylum
have been one of the important issues in a political spectacle in which political
parties, social movements, and professional and technocratic bodies struggle for
both the definition and mobilization of public opinion by not using simply a techno-
cratic language of efficiency and effectiveness but a dramatic existential language
of emergencies, fears, and crises. While technocratic politics are struggles
between professionals over proper policies on the basis of the authority to pro-
duce knowledge about phenomena and their regulation, the political spectacle is
a game in which the parties position themselves so as to be identifiable as having
the support of the people.

These two interrelated but nevertheless distinct political processes have played
out migration and asylum related themes in relation to three key societal ques-
tions: internal security, cultural identity and welfare. Each of these themes has
been politicized in existential terms. Together they identify some of the most cen-
tral questions around which the continuation of independent identity and func-
tional integrity of both the EU and its member states is politicized in the European
Union.
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Questions related to immigration and asylum, thus, circulate through and are
institutionalized in two politics working on the three societal themes. Immigration,
asylum and/or refuge exist as meta-issues within this grid and they emerge in it
as disturbing factors that easily become a source of danger, insecurity and fear.
As meta-issues (Faist 1994: 52), immigration and asylum are powerful political
categories through which functionally differentiated policy problems, such as
identity control and visa policy, asylum applications, integration of immigrants,
distribution of social entitlements, and the management of cultural diversity are
connected and traversed. 

Interpreting migration and asylum as meta-issues differs from understanding them
as an existential threat. They are not a single category identifying a single force
that threatens survival of a political community, whether defined in terms of iden-
tity or sovereignty. They exist more as floating signifiers that have been inscribed
with connotations of danger, unease and fear that can refer to different groups of
people (e.g. Turks in one country, Pakistani in another) and different social
dynamics related to migration and asylum (e.g. protection of national tradition,
urban violence, etc.). The way in which insecurity is inscribed into asylum-seeking
and migration, the kind of insecurities that it refers to, and the manner in which
asylum and migration related themes operate in domains of insecurity remains
complex and diverse and cannot be fixed into a sector that is defined by a particular
kind of threat to a particular referent object.

The Europeanization of immigration and asylum policy has made a distinct
contribution to this development. It has directly securitized immigration, asylum
and refuge by integrating migration policy into an internal security framework,
that is, a policy framework that defines and regulates security issues following the
abolition of internal border control. It has also indirectly sustained their securiti-
zation. The construction of the internal security field, the restrictive migration
policy, the privileging of nationals of member states in the internal market, and
policies supporting, often indirectly, expressions of welfare chauvinism and the
idea of cultural homogeneity as a stabilizing factor feed into the negative politi-
cization of immigrants, asylum-seekers and refugees as an illegitimate presence
and scapegoat. Such a negative rendering of migration and asylum-seeking at the
European level further bolsters domestic political spectacles in which immigra-
tion, asylum and/or refuge are often easily connected to security-related problems
such as crime and riots in cities, domestic instability, transnational crime and
welfare fraud.

This raises questions about how the development of a common immigration
and asylum policy feeds into the wider politics of belonging defined as the strug-
gle over cultural, racial and socio-economic criteria for the distribution of rights
and duties connected to membership of the national and European community. To
the extent that the Europeanization of immigration and asylum policy fosters
security framings of migration it sustains a radical political strategy aimed at
excluding particular categories of immigrants and asylum seekers by placing
them within existential contexts that regulate policy questions in terms of dangers
to the functional integrity and political identity of a community (for example,
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dangers to cultural values, insecurity of the provision of social assistance, public
safety, challenge to public health, etc.). Supporting the construction of destabilizing
factors and dangers in policies regulating membership of a community renders
the inclusion of immigrants, asylum-seekers and refugees in the EU more diffi-
cult and as argued in the previous chapter potentially radicalizes the method of
exclusion. These processes are highly relevant for the kind of solidarity, social
integration, cultural identity, civility and public order that is promoted in the
European Union. 
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6 Freedom and security in the EU:
A Foucaultian view on spill-over

In the 1980s, five member states of the European Community experimented with
how to abolish border controls between them. It resulted in the Schengen Agreements
of 1985 and 1990 (e.g. Meijers et al. 1991). One of the interesting aspects of the
Schengen process was that the participants increasingly sought to control rather
than facilitate free movement and to connect issues of border control, migration,
terrorism, etc. under a security umbrella (Bigo 1996b: 112–145). This development
was part of a more general spill-over in the European integration process. A radi-
cally speeding up of the institutionalization of the internal market through the abo-
lition of border controls gained as a political and administrative correlate a
Europeanization of the control of abusive use of free movement. The introduction
of the Third Pillar on Justice and Home Affairs in the Maastricht Treaty (1992),
the creation of Europol (1992, 1999), the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice,
the incorporation of the Schengen Agreements in the Amsterdam Treaty (1997),
and the creation of European databases and data-exchange systems such as the
Schengen Information System (SIS) in 1990 and Eurodac (2000) are among the
most visible examples of this spill-over of the internal market into an internal
security field.

The previous chapter unpicked some of these developments and placed them in
a more general political field in which migration and asylum are security framed
along three axes: the Europeanization of internal security, the development of
welfare chauvinism, and the political assertion of cultural and sometimes racial
identity. This chapter returns to the more specific issue of spill-over, i.e. the move
from an economic space to an internal security space. More specifically, it asks:
how do we interpret the nature and reach of this spill-over – of this construction
of a European modality of government that regulates free movement through the
administration of its dangers? The main purpose is not to provide a more detailed
presentation of the specific developments that made the spill-over happen. Rather
the chapter focuses on the relation between freedom and security in modern soci-
eties, which is at the heart of the spill-over. The chapter seeks to introduce concepts
for understanding how the European integration process, and more specifically,
the politicization and administration of the free movement of persons, modulate
relations between security and freedom.



It develops a Foucaultian conceptual framework that emphasizes the constitutive
role of technologies of government. This framework directs attention to how the
development and application of technological devices, such as European visa and
databases, professional knowledge and skills, and technocratic routines structure
the relation between freedom and security. As a result attention shifts from
agenda-setting to policy implementation. However, it does not conceptualize the
latter as simply implementation of a political decision but as decisions and
processes that are themselves constitutive of modalities of government. The con-
ceptual arguments are developed with special reference to the ‘securitization’ of
the free movement of persons, and more specifically migration and asylum, in the
European Union (EU). Examples will therefore mostly refer to this specific area
of free movement.

The argument starts from the observation that functionalist accounts presume
a deep structural relation between security and freedom that frames the relation as
both competitive and functional. This structure uses a negative concept of freedom
and combines it with an assumption that altruism in human beings is limited to
explain that reducing constraints upon freedom necessarily increases abusive use
of freedom that threatens the freedom of others. In line with the idea that insecu-
rities result from a political and administrative process of reconfiguring events
and developments, one needs to question the necessity of the spill-over. If inse-
curities are politically and administratively constructed, one cannot presume that
this tension between reducing constraints upon freedom and the use one will
make of this freedom is necessarily politicized in security terms. If security ques-
tions are ‘talked’ into being, it means that the deep structural framing of the rela-
tion between security and freedom becomes dependent upon the success of a
political discourse that presumes this relation. Such an interpretation takes the
analysis of security and freedom out of its deep structural functionalist presump-
tions. By mapping and tracing political discourses of security it shows that a
political act of securitization has taken place.

The chapter then goes on to question the discourse analytical interpretation of
this process of securitization. It develops the argument that a proper account of
the nature and reach of the spill-over needs to embed political speech acts and dis-
courses into the application and institutionalization of technologies of govern-
ment. Technology does not simply refer to a ‘device [i.e. a material or immaterial
artefact] in isolation but also to the forms of knowledge, skill, diagrams, charts,
calculations and energy which make its use possible’ (Barry 2001: 9). A Foucaultian
interpretation of modern arts of government provides an interesting framework to
do this. The Foucaultian framework embeds discourses in the application of spe-
cific technologies of government and provides conceptual tools that show how
modern technologies of government can bind freedom and security in different
ways. Deploying this Foucaultian lens to understand spill-over leads to the idea
that free movement in the EU is governed through a dual security technology.
A territorial-judicial technology that externalizes dangerous forms of free move-
ment coexists with a biopolitical and statistical technology that internalizes it in
a population. While the former renders the EU as a territorial and judicial identity
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through practices of border control, the latter identifies the Union as a population
through practices of monitoring and profiling ‘problematic’ categories of people.

Functionalist understanding of the spill-over

A functionalist account of the spill-over underlies many of the justifications for the
Europeanization of internal security policy (e.g. Anderson 1996: 186–187; Callovi
1992; Collinson 1993b: 110–115; Convey and Kupiszewski 1995; De Lobkowicz
1994). This account has two key characteristics. The spill-over is a rational out-
come of increased economic integration. The abolition of internal border controls
puts the onus of border control on the guardians of the external borders. That
means that Germany will control entrance to French territory at its eastern border,
for example. In that case it is beneficial for France to be involved in how Germany
performs its border control. Similarly, Germany has an interest in participating in
the regulation of French external border control. Co-operation in the area of polic-
ing and customs and harmonizing border control through shared visa require-
ments, for example, are rational policy choices for the member states. Border
control thus necessarily becomes a Europeanized policy concern when freedom
of movement is increased within the EU.

But this functionalist calculation only spills the internal market over into the area
of internal security because it is embedded in a structural logic that assumes that
increased free movement through abolishing border controls necessarily triggers a
security question (as also argued in chapter 5). The general argument runs as follows.
The construction of a space of free movement will facilitate criminal and illegal
activity. Therefore, absolute free movement has to be tempered to secure a safe and
lawful environment for the internal market. Reducing constraints upon free move-
ment thus seems to inevitably result in increasing demand for limiting individual and
corporate autonomy for security reasons. Currently the political encroaching upon
free movement as a way to tackle the threat of terrorism spells this out most sharply
(Brouwer et al. 2003). The assumption is that, by leaving free movement unchecked,
terrorists can move freely into and operate within the EU. They threaten to destabi-
lize European societies which encourage free movement by reducing impediments
to it. When they are successful Europeans will lose their freedom. Free movement
needs thus to be protected from its abusive and dangerous use.

Running through this argument is a particular understanding of freedom and its
relation to security. It conceptualizes the relation between security and freedom
as being simultaneously competitive and functional.

Freedom is a negative concept in the sense that it only exists through an
absence. Freedom is the absence of restraint. Human beings are free when they
can pursue their ends without impediments.

Its presence is said to be marked by the absence of something; specifically
by the absence of some impediment that inhibits the agent concerned from
being able to act in pursuit of his or her chosen ends.

(Skinner 2002: 187)
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For example, free movement increases in the EU when border controls that
restrain unimpeded free movement are abolished.

The problem, however, is that human beings have a limited altruism – which
sets the basis for theories of justice (Skinner 2002: 162). When human beings
relentlessly pursue their own ends, they are not concerned about how they may be
impeding the freedom of others. Moreover, there are bound to be people for
whom the domination of others is an end they wish to pursue.

This implies that the universal unrestrained pursuit of ends is not necessarily
desirable and actually not really possible. It will necessarily lead to the imposi-
tion of impediments upon the ability of some people to act in the pursuit of their
ends by other people. This is the basis for the demand for collective government.
People as a group or through their representatives need to create a condition
within which each of them can pursue their ends without encroaching upon the
ability of their fellow humans to do the same. This raises the question of the rela-
tion between freedom and duty and the nature of government that best guarantees
the ability of agents to pursue their own ends without restraints. These questions
are at the heart of political theory. But freedom is not only practically realized
through settling the relation between obligation and freedom. It also depends on
identifying what constitutes excessive freedom that endangers the practical exer-
cise of freedom for everyone and how to keep it at bay. If people desire to retain
an unconstrained ability to pursue their own ends – that is, if they want to remain
free – they must protect themselves, first of all, against the possibility of being
conquered or dominated by others (e.g. Foucault 1997: 77–85; Waltz 1954: 215).
This implies that they must identify the dangerous forms of freedom and decide
how to protect against them. Freedom is therefore always also a problem of defin-
ing a dangerous excess. It is the definition of this excess and its regulation that
partly constitutes the sphere of freedom. The problem of the practical realization
of freedom is therefore a question of the relation between obligation and freedom
and between security and freedom.

What emerges here is a structure in which the relation between freedom and
security is both competitive and functional. Security measures control the free-
dom of movement and therefore encroach upon the ability of people to pursue
their ends freely. On the other hand, security measures are a condition for free-
dom to be exercised universally within a community of people. It protects the
freedom of each against the danger of being dominated by the freedom of others.
It is therefore not surprising that when the reduction of constraints upon free
movement is accelerated and organized at a European level this process triggers
an increased demand for the development of a security policy that is capable of
identifying and managing the dangerous excess that necessarily will be produced
at the European level.

This framing of the problem of freedom as a problem of security is not typical
of functionalist explanations. It also runs through the political debates about the
reach and scope of the spill-over which focus on how to trade off security against
freedom and vice versa (e.g. in relation to 11 September: Apap and Carrera 2004;
EU Network of Independent Experts in Fundamental Rights (CFR-CDF) 2003).
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The central political questions are: What constitutes an acceptable balance between
the two? How much freedom do we wish to give up for how much security, and
vice versa? In relation to border controls, this question allows for a wide range of
answers, from libertarians arguing for opening borders with only limited flanking
measures to compensate for increased security risks to arguments that give prior-
ity to security over freedom. For example, civil liberty pressure groups often fight
against security policies because they impinge on individual freedom rights. They
oppose the majority of governments and important sections of the European
Commission that emphasize an increasing need to secure law and order at the cost
of individual freedom and privacy.1

Except for extreme libertarians who do not recognize the security question as
a legitimate constraint upon freedom and authoritarian conservatives that elimi-
nate universal freedom within a community for the purpose of establishing order,
unity and security, the various arguments share the assumption that security and
freedom are seen to be both competitive – the one encroaches necessarily upon
the other – and functional – security being one of the necessary conditions for the
practical realization of freedom.2

This political debate adds something to the functionalist account. It indicates
that, even if we accept a functionalist interpretation, it only tells part of the story.
It can explain why there is a spill-over, but it does not explain the outcome of the
political contest over what constitutes an acceptable balance or trade-off between
free movement and policing in the common market; it does not really explain the
scope and reach of the internal security field.3 This requires a more detailed
analysis of the political contest between a wide variety of actors which include
national governments, sections of the civil service, the European Commission,
the European Parliament, professional lobbyists, the media, and social move-
ments (Guiraudon 2003).

The political struggle between these organizations cannot be reduced to a ratio-
nal calculus of national interests that works within a general understanding of the
functional and competitive relation between security and freedom. This struggle
includes a complex mix of factional interests and political differences over what
constitutes an acceptable trade-off of freedom and security.

Politicizing deep structures: The question of securitization

Both the functionalist account and the wider debate about the trade-off between
freedom and security mostly accept or implicitly assume that reducing border
controls triggers an internal security question. If that were the case then the ques-
tion could be reduced to explaining the spill-over as simply a matter of the
Europeanization of the demand for and supply of internal security and the spe-
cific trade-offs that are institutionalized. But if one does not share the assumption
that there is a deep structural connection between increasing free movement and
rising security concerns another question emerges. Why were border controls
defined as a prominent security issue in relation to the creation of the internal
market?
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This is precisely the question that discursive approaches to security practice
have put on the research agenda under the label ‘securitization’ (Buzan et al. 1998;
Wæver 1995), ‘discourses of danger’ (Campbell 1992; Weldes 1996; Weldes et al.
1999) and ‘language games of identity and security’ (Fierke 1998) (see also
chapter 2). They argue that security questions are the outcome of a political
process of threat construction that transforms a phenomenon from a non-security
issue into a security question. Security questions are politically ‘talked’ into exis-
tence. Applying these approaches to the spill-over makes the Europeanization of
internal security a contingent rather than a necessary outcome of the creation of
the internal market. It is the outcome of a politically successful application of secu-
rity discourse to the area of free movement. This success is not guaranteed and
not irreversible; it depends on politically writing and speaking internal security
successfully in a European policy area.

Similar to the functionalist interpretations of spill-over these discursive
approaches focus very much on the agenda setting process. Why does an issue
become prominent on the integration agenda and how is it discursively framed?
Different from the functionalist argument, however, they do not make the secu-
rity definition of border control, migration, etc. an outcome of a deep structural
logic in which free movement has necessarily to be traded-off against internal
security. In contrast, they conceptualize the deep structural logic as a specific
rhetorical or discursive structure that is being applied to policy questions. In
a sense, one can say that they ‘surface’ the deep structure. The agenda-setting
process becomes a political contest of which rhetorical or discursive framings of
free movement dominantly define the Europeanization of the regulation of border
controls and migration (Buonfino 2004). In the wake of 11 September the compe-
tition between human rights discourse and security discourse is one of the most
visible (EU Network of Independent Experts in Fundamental Rights (CFR-CDF)
2003; Tsoukala 2004c). The tension between economic discourses emphasizing
the benefits of free trade and security policies clamping down on the opening of
borders is another classical example.

For the discursive approach, the political contest of the spill-over from eco-
nomics into security policy is not simply a debate about the legitimacy of the
Europeanization of internal security – that is, whether or not the security aspects
of border control should be Europeanized. The functionalist analysis focuses on
this aspect by explaining why it is in the interest of member states to pool sover-
eignty in the area of internal security. A discursive approach of security focuses
more explicitly on the discursive reframing of the internal market at the European
level as such. Its question is if one can show that security discourse significantly
frames policy concerns related to the creation of the internal market and which
phenomena are defined as endangering the realization of the free market in this
discourse (e.g. migration, drug trafficking, terrorism, money laundering).

By emphasizing the importance of security discourse, the discursive approach
makes an important conceptual contribution. It shows that spill-over cannot be
fully accounted for by rational justifications that pooling sovereignty in the inter-
nal security area is in the national self-interest once one speeds up the abolition
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of internal border controls. Its conceptualization of security makes it possible to
emphasize that the process is also one of competition between discursive fram-
ings of a policy issue.4 It also highlights the importance of looking at the specifics
of the way in which a policy issue is framed. There are important policy differ-
ences between discourses framing increasing free movement in terms of its dan-
gers to the internal market and those that present freedom as a path to prosperity.

Embedding discursive structures: Technologies of government

What discursive approaches often do not do very well though is to embed discourse.
They tend to present discourses and unpack their security dimensions. The power
effects of discourse are justified through a meta-theoretical position that argues that
language is constitutive of social relations and not just a mirror of a real or fac-
tual world (Diez 1999a,b). This position has been extensively discussed in social
sciences under the headings ‘the linguistic turn’, ‘postmodernism’ and ‘post-
structuralism’. Leaving the assertion of the constitutive power of discourse at the
meta-theoretical level has a serious weakness, however. It does not tell us any-
thing specific about how to conceptualize the embedding of this discourse in
particular social practice (Bourdieu 1982). In other words, it does not theorize the
power of language in relation to specific political processes. For example, what
discourse is important in the construction of the spill-over? Is it the political dis-
course of treaties, Council meetings, etc. or is the technocratic discourse of pro-
fessional lobbyists, custom officers, liaison officers, etc.? Different answers to
this question imply different understandings of the nature of politics in the EU
(Huysmans 1998a; 2002).

Often discursive approaches to security do implicitly embed discourse. They
tend to focus on statements by leading politicians, treaties and visible diplomatic
agreements. They seem to lend themselves more easily to the study of a highly
aggregated discourse that is expressed at the top of the political and bureaucratic
hierarchy and that is often heavily mediatized. The sociological field is therefore
one of professional politicians (Members of the European Parliament and gov-
ernments) engaging with bureaucratic elite (mainly the Commission) and the
media. Once this assumption is made explicit it triggers two questions: (1) is it
correct to assume that the power competition that underlies the process of securi-
tization is primarily driven by these actors?; and (2) how does one conceptualize
power relations between agents and the importance of discourse in the power
competition? Didier Bigo (1996b, 2000) and Virginie Guiraudon (2000a,b; 2003)
have raised these questions in great detail in the context of the construction of an
internal security field in the EU and the Europeanization of migration policy,
respectively. While Bigo embeds security discourse in professional agents by
using Bourdieu’s sociology of field and habitus, Guiraudon develops a more
rationalist political analysis that focuses on venue shopping.5 I have discussed the
importance and the implications of this move for the more discursive approaches
to security policy elsewhere (Huysmans 1998a, 2002). This chapter concentrates
on another way of embedding discourse.
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By focusing on political discourses these approaches mask the technical nature
of the implementation process and its constitutive importance. Taking the imple-
mentation process and the technological nature of the spill-over more seriously
opens a second way of embedding the discursive processes of securitization.
Instead of entrenching them in the competition between agents, it lodges them in
particular technological devices and the knowledge and skills required for their
use (Barry 2001; Walters 2002c). In this interpretation, the capacity of security
discourse to shape the government of the conduct of freedom is not simply a sym-
bolic capacity of discursively defining dangers for a community. It is also a tech-
nological and bureaucratic capacity of structuring social relations through the
implementation of specific technological devices (such as close circuit television,
electronic walls, fingerprints) in the context of specific governmental pro-
grammes (such as externalizing the dangerous excess through closing borders).
Technologies of border control – such as passports, visa, electronic fences, regis-
tration, work permits – are not simply instruments of controlling movement; they
also shape the particular modalities of conducting free movement (Torpey 2000;
Walters 2002c). They are not conceptualized as instruments simply implementing
an already framed policy. Rather they are themselves rendering the specific ways
in which free movement can be exercised within the EU and between the Union
and its external environment.

This technological approach conceptualizes the spill-over as a process of fram-
ing excessive and dangerous freedom in the development and implementation of
bureaucratic and other technocratic procedures and instruments. Although the
bureaucratic and technological processes and sites are not disconnected from dis-
courses of danger that emerge in the political struggle for the shaping of opinion,
they are semi-independent institutionalized sites that shape excessive freedom
and its regulation in the context of everyday professional routines. This work is
much more anonymous than the political discourse on unwanted free movement.
While the latter depends on its visibility within the public realm for shaping and
playing into opinions (e.g. in electoral campaigns or struggles for a bigger slice
of the budget within the cabinet), the technocratic processes – and struggles over
their institutionalization and implementation – are less spectacular and transpar-
ent. They most often have a much more direct bearing upon the practical conduct
of freedom, however. They refine categories and routines that shape and control
the conduct of freedom in very practical, direct and often secretive and anony-
mous ways. They implement and design the forms that contain specific ways
of classifying people and free movement, thus practically shaping what free
movement means.

One way of conceptualizing this technological embedding of the discursive
connection between security and freedom is by using Foucault’s genealogy of the
modern art of government (Foucault 1975, 1976, 1997, 1999, 2004a, 2004b) and
conceptual and historical analysis of people working in line with his approach
(Burchell et al. 1991; Dean 1991, 1994, 1999; Donzelot 1994; Ericson and
Haggerty 1997; Ewald 1996; Hindess 1996, 2001; Rose 1999). These works
interpret modes of governing that have developed in some Western states over the
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last four centuries. One of the most interesting aspects of Foucault’s approach is
that it unpacks specific technological devices (e.g. instruments of punishment,
statistical technologies of monitoring) of the exercise of governmental power in
the context of an analysis of the particular rationalities or matrixes of government
which they articulate and by which they are traversed. A rationality of govern-
ment makes a practice of governing intelligible by defining its objects of govern-
ing, inscribing them into an aggregating logic that identifies the dynamics within
which the object becomes an object of government; and delineating specific
methods of managing the conduct of freedom and thus of articulating governing
power. Walters and Bigo have proposed a similar approach. Walters has used it
to great effect to analyse the multiple meanings of borders in ‘Schengenland’
(Walters 2002b), the technology of expulsion (Walters 2002a) and the technolog-
ical constitution of Europe (Walters 2002c). Bigo and Guild (2003, 2005) have
developed a penetrating analysis of the governmental technology of the Schengen
Visa. Bigo (2002) also discussed the importance of technologies of government
in his critique of the governmentality of unease in the internal security and migra-
tion area. Also John Torpey’s (2000) genealogy of the passport which shows in
great detail how a technology of government shapes free movement and depends
on a bureaucratic and technological capacity to practically realize effective state-
craft and Mark Salter’s (Salter 2003, 2004) work on passports in international
relations need to be mentioned in this context.

This ‘Foucaultian lens’ differs from more discursive readings of Foucault’s
work which use it to introduce a discourse analysis that brings out the historically
specific nature of discourse and its constitutive role (Diez 1999a,b). The ‘Foucaultian
lens’ that is introduced here tries to move the analysis beyond simply focusing
on the location of discourse in a historical time and a competition between dis-
courses in that time. It seeks to embed discourse in technologies of government
that are practically realizing European security modalities of governing free
movement.

Later in the chapter, it is argued that embedding the discursive structure of free-
dom and security in this way brings out an important issue with regard to the
modalities of governing free movement of persons in the EU. It emphasizes the
importance of looking at how free movement of persons is not simply managed
through a territorial technique that externalizes the excess (border control) but
also through a biopolitical technique that internalizes the excess in the population
(databases and surveillance of the European population). In the latter process, the
modality of government does not primarily work upon a territorial space but on a
population.

The starting point for the Foucaultian approach to the question of freedom is
that the idea of freedom as an unrestrained practice is not simply a principle or
value whose practical realization is (one of) the defining purposes of modern pol-
itics (Heller 1991). It is also a technique of government or rather of governing
through the absence of political government. Freedom is a method of social prac-
tice that structures or governs social relations without political intervention. Let’s
try to explain this briefly. For example, abolishing border controls is an attempt
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to create the condition for free competition between societal and economic
interests across the EU. The assumption is that to optimize economic production
and consumption, to improve employment rates, and to reflect the diversity of
interests at the European level individuals and corporate agencies have to be
able to pursue their aims without being impeded by border controls.6 Common
European interests follow from the unrestrained competition between different
interests, as represented in corporate, social and political agencies. In that way, a
European space of governing exchanges and distributing values and interests is
created.

The autonomous, self-interested practice sustains a structure of interaction that
guarantees the free conduct of the individual agencies (e.g. the internal market).
This structure is (re)produced non-intentionally as an outcome of striving to max-
imize individual utility. It is beyond the grip of an individual agency. It should be
because otherwise social interaction would no longer be organized on the basis
of the conduct of freedom. The free individuals practising a maximization of their
self-interest are free because they are not free to control the collective dynamic
(e.g. demand and supply of labour ratios) within which they act. As a result the
social – the interactive relation between individual agencies – emerges as an
autonomous dynamic arranging social relations on the basis of the conduct of
freedom. Social relations are organized through the practice of freedom rather
than through sovereign intervention controlling the practical realization of free-
dom through law and order and the monopoly over the legitimate use of violence
(Dean 1999; Donzelot 1994; Ewald 1996; Rose 1999).

From this perspective, opening internal borders aims at creating a European
space of self-government in which individual agents and the social dynamic they
create govern themselves. As a consequence, the need for political authority and
intervention seems to disappear. They have been displaced by a self-sustaining,
and to an extent self-optimizing, conduct of freedom. But as briefly set out in the
first section of this chapter such a universal application of the unrestrained pur-
suit of interests ends up with a call for political intervention in the form of sanc-
tioning public duties and obligations because of the limited altruism of human
beings. This implies that a practical area of freedom is always constituted through
the definition and regulation of its excess. The government of excessive freedom
delimits the sphere within which practical freedom is realized. Doing this ‘cut-
ting’ work that draws boundaries between freedom and its excess is what defines
political practice. One of the key political tools here is security policy. Security
policy refers to those political and administrative practices that address excesses
(e.g. a sudden inflow of very large numbers of immigrants) endangering the
orderly conduct of freedom.

In the context of the creation of a European modality of governing free move-
ment in the EU this security work needs to be conceptualized through two tech-
nologies. The first is the most evident because it is directly related to the creation
of free movement by abolishing border controls. It makes borders an object of
European government. It discriminates between acceptable and excessive freedom
through a combination of territorial and juridical technology that externalizes
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dangerous free movement. It also stratifies acceptable free movement by delimiting
what kind of free movement is legitimate for whom. The second internalizes
dangerous excess through technologies of monitoring non-optimal developments
within a population.

Border control and the externalization of excess

Border controls are arguably the most politicized technology for protecting free
movement in the internal market. This does not mean that within the EU free
movement is constituted exclusively through abolishing internal border controls.
In the case of migration policy, for example, the regulation of residence, recogni-
tion of diplomas, de-coupling social security benefits from residence, etc. are at
least as important (Geddes 2000a). But it remains the case that the acceleration in
the construction of the internal market in the late 1980s and the 1990s put border
controls at the heart of political and bureaucratic practice. After all, the internal
market was defined on the basis of facilitating free movement of capital, services,
goods and people through abolishing internal borders (Single European Act,
Article 13).

In the area of immigration and asylum border controls consist of units, proce-
dures and forms that discriminate between those who can and cannot enter and,
more importantly, that regulate under which modalities the former can enter. For
example, some people enter as tourists on a tourist visa, others enter with a work
and resident permit, again others enter as asylum seekers, etc. Particular proce-
dures and forms are used to determine first whether persons can enter as a tourist,
an immigrant or an asylum seeker and, second, what kind of freedom of move-
ment they enjoy in the internal market. The free movement of asylum seekers, for
example, is impeded by strategies of expulsion, dispersal and detention (Schuster
2003). Immigrants usually benefit from being able to reside and work in a partic-
ular country but their free movement within the EU – that is, between the member
states – has not been a self-evident side-effect of the creation of the internal
market (Kostakopoulou 2002).

If this is how border control works, then the popular metaphor of the Fortress
Europe to describe the restrictive policies towards immigration and asylum in the
EU is misleading (Bigo 1998; Favell and Hansen 2002; Thränhardt and Miles
1995: 3). Despite the spectacular nature of electronic walls and fences (e.g. the fence
separating the Spanish city of Melilla from Morocco and the Mexican/US border
in California), of Italian coast guards chasing Albanian people-traffickers in the
Adriatic Sea, or of the EU’s attempt to set up a European border police force
(Commission of the European Communities 2002; European Council 2002), border
controls do not simply establish a wall to keep people out or to make entry more
difficult. Modern states use more sophisticated technologies that channel people
through particular procedures that determine both specific conditions of entrance
for different categories of people and the modalities of their free movement once
they are inside the territory of the EU. For example, the introduction of the con-
cept of safe third countries in asylum policy introduces a procedure through
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which one attempts to prevent asylum-seekers from entering the regular asylum
system without denying the right to seek protection from persecution.

It designates as safe those countries through which asylum seekers have
passed on their way to travel to another state. The consequence of being des-
ignated a ‘safe third country’ is that asylum seekers who can be shown to
have passed through such a safe country before arriving in a Member State
may similarly be returned to the safe country without a substantive consider-
ation of their application by the host Member State because the country of
passage is safe. 

(Guild 2002: 172)

Taking this technological nature of border control seriously thus moves the
analysis of border control away from asserting the creation of insiders and out-
siders to a more differentiated view of how specific forms of free movement are
shaped and regulated by the different technologies that are being used to exercise
border control.

Let us now turn back to security. In its security function border controls pri-
marily externalize excesses of freedom. Within the EU quite sophisticated tech-
nologies have been developed for this purpose. They include the harmonization
of visa policy, the introduction of carrier liability, the rise of detention, intensive
border patrols, readmission agreements, etc. They also target specific categories
of excessive free movement of people: illegal immigration, asylum-seekers, traf-
ficking in human beings, and terrorists. Some of the technologies are aimed at
controlling unwanted or not-yet-wanted persons who have entered the territory
of the EU (e.g. detention and expulsion in the case of asylum seekers). But the
primary objective of border control as a security technology is preventing the
unwanted or not-yet-wanted from arriving in the territory of the Union. An inter-
esting development is that there is an increased emphasis on policing the Union’s
borders at a distance:7 in embassies, at the check-in counter in airports, exporting
the Schengen acquis, etc. (Bigo 1996b: 327–343; Guild 2002; Lavenex 1999).

Most of these technologies of control categorize dangerous and/or disturbing
free movement in particular ways. First, they objectify the distinction between an
internal and an external domain of free movement, thus constituting the territory
of the Union as an object of European government. By externalizing excesses of
free movement the technology of border control makes the territorial identity of
the EU a political, that is, governmental, reality in relation to practices that take
place in its external environment. In visa applications, through identity checks on
the basis of DNA, fingerprints, or passports, and at the check-in at airports all
over the world one discriminates between excessive and acceptable free move-
ment of third-country nationals before they set foot on European territory or pre-
sent themselves at the territorial border.

Secondly, the technologies of border control inscribe the government of exces-
sive freedom within a legislative framework discriminating between legal and
illegal activity and between legitimate and illegitimate violence. The excess is
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objectified as illegal – or even criminal – entrance or as a threat to national security.
The latter is particularly visible in the way free movement, including for example
asylum, is tied to the question of terrorism which has gained momentum in the
policy reactions to 11 September 2001. However, the notion of the illegal conduct
of free movement remains a more widely used category. Despite the increasing
visibility of the question of terrorism in immigration and asylum policy, illegal
immigration, human trafficking and the role of criminal organizations remain
very prominent policy issues.

But the main point here is not about the relative importance of different policy
approaches to migration and asylum in the EU. The central concern is more con-
ceptual. To understand the nature and role of securitization – that is, governing
the conduct of freedom through objectifying and controlling dangers – in the
practical realization of free movement in the EU, one needs to move away from
an exclusive focus on the symbolic and discursive process. The political security
discourses are embedded within powerful technological processes that govern
everyday practices on the basis of routines, diagrams, technological devices such
as a visa, etc. This conceptual shift allows one to show that much of the practical
shaping of free movement does happen in the institutionalization and the practi-
cal, everyday enactment of procedures, routines, regulations and devices that cat-
egorize and control excessive conduct of freedom. Border controls are then much
more than the symbolic anchor point of asserting the territorial identity and polit-
ical legitimacy of the EU through a myth of control (Anderson 1996: 187), which
emphasizes the threatening character of some forms of transnational free move-
ment. They exist as specific routines, technological devices and knowledge that
shape a European space of free movement by externalizing and stratifying dan-
gerous, excessive use of freedom (Bigo and Guild 2003, 2005; Walters 2002b).
As a technology border control is embedded in the combination of territorial and
juridical methods of government8 that are central to sovereignty as a matrix of
government – that is, as a set of parameters that structure variations in the imag-
ination and application of what constitutes proper politics in terms of the creation
of political unity, a tension between political power and law, and a territorial split
between inside and outside (Huysmans 2003).

Governmental rationalities: Security and the optimal
conduct of freedom

The European modality of government that is constructed in the spill-over is not
simply one of practically realizing freedom through controlling excessive free
movement by this combination of territorial and judicial controls, however.
Drawing on Foucault’s analysis of governmentality introduces an analytical frame-
work that can bring out how biopolitical technologies of controlling excessive
freedom constitute a European population – rather than territory – and internalize –
rather than externalize – excessive freedom in this population (Foucault 1997:
193–212, 2004a,b). It is primarily a technology of monitoring a population and
profiling excessive freedom as an inevitable aspect of the population dynamic.
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The development of European databases – such as the Schengen Information
System9 and Eurodac10 – is a key technological device here. Foucaultian work on
governmentality provides a way of conceptualizing the specific characteristics of
this biopolitical technology, the governmental programme which it articulates and
its difference with the territorial-judicial technology of border controls.

Governmentality is the art of governing a population rather than a territory.
It shapes the conduct of freedom for the purpose of a stable, balanced develop-
ment of a population as a whole, that is, ‘a global mass affected by a whole of
processes that are proper to life’ (Foucault 1991: 99–100, 1997: 216, 218–219).
Issues like procreation and public hygiene rather than territorial integrity are its
main concern. At the micro-level, the dynamics of life are constantly changing
and are rather unpredictable. For example, between particular households average
age and levels of hygiene can differ quite dramatically and can change relatively
quickly. But at the level of a population as a whole the effects of such individual
differences and changes are often cancelled out against one another because of
opposite developments in different households. The conduct of freedom is there-
fore not rendered visible on the basis of anecdotal stories of individuals procreat-
ing and migrating, for example. Rather, to make anonymous and autonomous
processes of life visible – and manageable – in their globality a more sophisti-
cated technology is needed: statistics and probability calculations. They make it
possible to render social and biological developments visible in their globality
rather than through their representation in individual lives (does anyone have 2.1
babies?).

This biopolitical technology relocates the unrestrained pursuit of aims – that is,
freedom – from individuals to collective biological and social processes that con-
stitute a population. It is the collective dynamics of life measured by changes in
national, European or global mortality and birth rates, for example, that are to
develop in an unrestrained manner rather than individual pursuit of interests. In
this matrix of government the problem of excess does not emerge through the
assumption of limited altruism. Individual intentions and motives do not matter
as such. The dialectic of universal freedom producing domination and impedi-
ments upon freedom is shaped by social and biological life processes themselves
and the limits of the environment in which they operate. The notion of Malthusian
cycles, for example, shows how the excess of the collective dynamics is concep-
tualized in terms of seriously suboptimal developments of a population rather
than the pursuit of individual freedom resulting in domination. Unrestrained
developments of life processes can lead to overpopulation which depletes natural
and economic resources. A new balance results from increased mortality rates
which redresses the consequences of excessive procreation.

Governmental intervention in this ‘natural’, unimpeded development of popu-
lations is justified on the basis of a need to optimize them. It is a politics of
nurturing life in such a way that its excesses do not lead to suboptimal or self-
destructive developments. This governmental intervention seeks to ‘guide’ bio-
logical and social dynamics into a more optimal direction by working on the
conditions within which free individuals go about their lives and thus develop as
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a population. They intervene at the level of the determinants of the general
phenomenon rather than targeting the phenomenon itself (Foucault 1997: 219).
For example, mortality rates are not governed by killing people or obliging them
to live longer. Rather they are administered by providing a well-functioning
health service, by improving public hygiene, by improving infrastructure in cities,
etc. (Dean 1999; Rose 1999).

A contemporary example is the UN Report on Replacement Migration (United
Nations 1997a) that sees increased immigration into the EU as a way of retaining
productivity and social entitlements at an acceptable level when this has become
increasingly difficult because of an ageing European population. Here migration
is not evaluated on the basis of its legal status and a body of rules that draws sharp
distinctions between prohibited and accepted inflows of people. Instead, it is a
flow whose volume is either adequate or inadequate in moving the population
towards a more optimal age structure. The Report looks at how changes in the
total fertility rate affect developments in potential support ratio in the EU between
2000 and 2050. The total fertility rate (TFR) refers to the average number of
children per woman (e.g. 1.2). Potential support ratios (PSR) refer to the ratio
between persons of working age (15 to 64 years) and the older population (65 years
or older) (United Nations 1997a: 6).

This biopolitical technology frames migration in relation to different scenarios
predicting possible developments in a population that are evaluated in terms of
their distance – or deviation – from a certain norm. The latter identifies an opti-
mal development or favoured state of balanced equilibrium of a population. It
does not function primarily as a law-like rule determining which practices are
permitted and which are not. Individuals do not have to and actually cannot prac-
tice an optimal fertility rate of ‘2.1 children per woman that would ensure the
replacement of the parents’ generation’ (United Nations 1997a: 7).

In mapping populations and the life processes that constitute them two acts are
simultaneously performed. First, one tries to predict changes in PSR on the basis
of changes in TFR. Secondly, one judges – implicitly or explicitly – whether these
changes are positive or negative. The statistical mapping and probability calcula-
tions are integrated with normative judgement about the nature of the change.
Biopolitical technology thus identifies regularity and irregularity in terms of both
an ‘objective’ or ‘factual’ regularity represented through statistical techniques and
a ‘normative’ regularity identifying a need for governing developments deviating
from a certain definition of optimal life (e.g. a certain PSR). In the case of the UN
Report, it is clear that the expected decline in PSR is considered to be a problem
that needs to be addressed. It also points to ways of reversing the decline. The
obvious target is to improve TFR but, given the radical decline in PSR under the
different scenarios (defined in terms of different expected TFRs), it seems
unlikely this is possible. Hence the suggestion that one can use replacement migra-
tion as an instrument to create a more viable PSR. These statements are based on
a range of assumptions. For example, a declining TFR and PSR are seen as a neg-
ative development that risks undermining welfare provisions such as pensions. In
the context of governing overpopulation, however, a declining TFR would be seen
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as a positive development. The report on displacement migration also includes the
assumption that current welfare provisions are a positive development and need
to be financed on the basis of labour.

The first conceptual point that follows from this sketch of governmentality is that
these biopolitical technologies of government constitute a European population,
rather than territory, as an object of government. This population differs from the
population of European citizens, which is developed in the many attempts to
democratize the EU and to generate a European demos. These two populations
do not differ because they are made up of different individuals (e.g. immigrants
who are not considered to be full citizens of the EU are included in the former
but not necessarily in the latter). They are different because of the distinct nature
of the governmental technology that renders and regulates each of these popula-
tions. The population of European citizens is created by binding individuals into
a European polity on the basis of procedures granting them nationality of member
states and national and European citizenship rights. The biopolitical population is
generated on the basis of measuring collective manifestations of demographic
and other processes that take place within the territory of the EU, among the
citizens of member states, among people participating in the European labour
market, etc.

The other conceptual point is that biopolitical technology depicts dangerous –
in casu suboptimal – developments differently from security policies that seek to
regulate excessive freedom through a combination of territorial externalization
and judicial rules (Gordon 1991: 20). The latter form of security policy operates
within a legal framework that draws distinctions between legitimate/legal and
illegitimate/illegal free movement and on the basis of a territorial identity of the
EU that allows for separating internal and external free movement. In biopolitical
modalities of government security policy is a practice of identifying and moni-
toring irregular developments that may endanger an optimal regularity. Dangers
are constituted as a probability of suboptimal development generated from within
the social and biological dynamics of a population (e.g. because its TFR or PSR
falls below the level required to sustain the existing welfare system). The biopoli-
tical modality of government thus internalizes dangers into a population (Dumm
1996: 131; Foucault 1976: 182–183, 1997: 222). For example, immigration is
often not a danger in this rendering but an instrumental factor for addressing
suboptimal developments in the population such as the population support ratio
that is primarily affected by developments in the total fertility rate. It is not migra-
tion that is monitored but the reproductive dynamics of the European population.

Immigrants can become a danger to optimal developments within this technology
but for this to be possible they change from an environmental factor to an inter-
nal part of the population that is being monitored. They become part of a group
of people who are categorized as having a higher probability than others to
endanger the population dynamic of which they are part. The central instrument
is one of profiling those people within the population that are considered to have
a higher predisposition towards suboptimal or dangerous conduct of freedom, that
is conduct of freedom that risks to move social dynamics beyond the acceptable
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deviation from the norm (Bigo 2002: 81–82; Bonditti 2004). This perspective
helps to highlight, for example, that the politically controversial issues about the
creation of European databases like the Schengen Information System are not
limited to their impact on the protection of privacy but also to their categorization
of people in terms of the risk they pose for the optimal development of the pop-
ulation. Monitoring implies a process of discriminating people on the basis of
their risk of abusing free movement to commit or threaten national security, for
example. Assigning different levels of risk lodges degrees of ‘normality’ and
‘abnormality’ in the population. This does not necessarily result in a dichotomous
categorization of the normal versus the abnormal. More likely it constructs a
continuum within which cut-off points are identified on the basis of estimated
probabilities of manifesting dangerous excessive use of freedom. To unpack this
dimension one needs to look in detail at the method of profiling that is being
used in the different surveillance systems that have been set up to monitor free
movement in the EU.

Another characteristic of biopolitical security policy is that it seeks to control
excessive free movement over time rather than in space. It tries to predict which
people and developments in the population have a predisposition to endangering
optimal developments and practices and therefore are more likely to become dan-
gerous in the future. If these categories can be identified the risk of dangerous
developments can be monitored and prevented. It is a technology of surveilling
and controlling the future through the present – which is indeed at the heart
of probability calculations. In that sense, biopolitical technology lends itself
to be a temporal rather than spatial technology of governing insecurity (Bigo
2004, 2006).

This Foucaultian framework has important implications for how we research
the spill-over between freedom and security. When accounting for its nature and
reach one cannot stick to a deep structural assumption about a simultaneously
competitive and functional relation between security and freedom. Nor can one
simply move this deep structural framework to the surface of daily politics by
looking at how political speech acts, discourses of danger or language games
inscribe this structure in the political agenda of European integration. The
Foucaultian conceptual framework forces one to look more carefully at how the
relation between the conduct of freedom and security is rendered in the tech-
nologies that constitute a European modality of governing free movement
through security policy. It accounts for the development of the new European
modality of government that one refers to as Justice and Home Affairs, internal
security, or the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice through detailed sociolog-
ical and historical unpacking of the specific nature and reach of the connections
between security and freedom as it is embedded in technological devices such as
visas and databases and professional or technocratic routines, knowledge and
practice. It also opens up a more specific research question about the nature
and reach of the spill-over: how and to what extent is the spill-over constituting and
constituted by the development of a European security technology that governs
free movement through mixing issues of border control that are aimed at
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externalizing excessive free movement with biopolitical technologies that internalize
dangers to a European population? The political question for the EU then becomes:
what Europe, both in terms of its territory and its people, is being constructed at
this juncture?

The construction of insecurity: Modulating relations
between freedom and security

The governmental binding of freedom and security has been very visible in the
European Union and its member states after 11 September 2001. The degree to
which the fight against terrorism does and can infringe civil liberties and demo-
cratic principles of rule has structured many of the political debates on security
since the destruction of the Twin Towers in New York (e.g. Brouwer et al. 2003;
EU Network of Independent Experts in Fundamental Rights (CFR-CDF) 2003;
Tsoukala 2004a). But limiting the political importance of the relation between
security and freedom for the European Union to the fight against terrorism would
be a mistake. This relation goes to the heart of the European integration process
(and arguably to all modern understandings of politics, but that is beyond the scope
of this work). Was one of the central legitimizing discourses of European integra-
tion not the protection of the free world against authoritarian communism and
against a return of the nineteenth century balance of power system? Did the fight
against communism both internationally and domestically not raise similar ques-
tions about the infringement of security policy on freedom and democratic rule? 

The relation between freedom and security has become very directly institu-
tionalized within the heart of the European integration process by the creation of
an internal security field within the economic project of the internal market. This
spill-over has in the meantime resulted in the constitution of an Area of Freedom,
Security and Justice which has politically detached the internal security domain
from the Internal Market by codifying it as an autonomous element of the politi-
cal and legal identity of the European Union (Walker 2004). The Area of
Freedom, Security and Justice does no longer need to argue its case in terms of
flanking measures for the effective creation of the internal market. It can legit-
imize itself in its own terms, that is on the basis of the value of the creation of a
European area of freedom, security and justice for the people and territory of
Europe (Lindahl 2004). The security framing that is taking place in this internal
security domain has thus increasingly important bearing upon the practical
realization of the governmental, and thus political identity (or, more adequate,
identities (Barry 1993)) of the EU.

The interpretation of the relation between security and freedom developed in
this chapter has two general implications for the understanding of security fram-
ing in this context. First, the political and administrative construction of insecu-
rity and the contestation of such constructions never simply concern the definition
of security and insecurity (e.g. who or what is endangering whom) and the level of
insecurity that a political community is prepared to endure (e.g. enduring a risk of
nuclear war to secure territory against military intervention). The politics and
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governance of insecurity always frames a relation between security and freedom
rather than simply render one of the terms of this relation – i.e. security. By impli-
cation securitization is politically significant not primarily because it can legiti-
mate a politics of emergency and exception by reproducing existential contexts
but more generally because it is a governmental modality that practically realizes
freedom by modulating freedoms on the basis of managing existential dangers.
(This point of view was also implied, but not explicitly developed, in the analysis
of security framing in chapter 4.)

An important consequence of this bind between security and freedom is that
arguments in favour of freedom cannot in themselves challenge the political con-
struction of insecurity. Arguments for freedom against security, as civil liberty
movements and members of parliament among others have used to critique the
fight against terrorism as well as developments in the Area of Freedom, Security
and Justice, are implicated in a securitizing framing. Securitization is precisely
the construction of political and administrative domains in which freedom is ren-
dered in relation to and by means of questions of security. Arguments about an
acceptable balance between the two terms already operate within a securitizing
process, i.e. an existential contextualization of policy questions – like migration
and data protection – in terms of a fight against insecurities – like terrorism or
societal unrest. This does not mean that arguments for civil liberties are politically
unimportant in securitized contexts. It simply means that in so far that they are
used to protest against securitization they argue within the terms that define a
domain of insecurity. A de-securitizing (chapter 8) argument can never take the
form of simply valuing civil liberties above security policy. Securitization con-
sists precisely in framing political and professional debates around a relation
between freedom and security, which often takes the form of a trade-off between
them. Arguing for valuing one term of the relation above the other cannot tran-
scend a process of securitization since this form of argumentation is internal to
and constitutive of securitization. To argue from outside the domain of insecurity
one needs to draw on alternative relational bindings of freedom. Interesting but not
unproblematic candidates are the bind between freedom and equality and the bind
between freedom and justice. (Developing the nature and complexities of these
binds in terms of the history of Western forms of government and their relation to
security is beyond the scope of this work, however.11)

The second implication of this chapter’s analysis for the understanding of secu-
rity framing is that there are different techniques of binding freedom and security.
In other words, the relation between freedom and security, and thus the rendition
of domains of insecurity, can be constituted by implementing different modalities
of government. Drawing on Foucault’s work the chapter introduced the difference
between a juridical-territorial technique and a biopolitical technique of constitut-
ing and governing this relation. The first externalizes excessive freedom through
technologies of border control which combine a territorial rendering of the
EU with judicial distinctions between legal and illegal forms of free movement.
The second modality internalizes dangers through a technology that monitors
autonomous life processes in a European population in relation to norms that
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define its optimal developments and that profile categories of people according
to their probability of manifesting dysfunctional or dangerous behaviour. This
opened up a question about how the security framing of free movement of people
in the EU traverses and combines both modalities of governing insecurity and
freedom. The conceptual implication for the study of securitization is that the for-
mation of domains of insecurity can imply different rationalities of insecurity,
that is, different methods of instituting relations between freedom and security.
This reaffirms the importance of looking at the specific modalities of security
framing that are at play in the politics and administration of insecurity for under-
standing how migration and asylum are inscribed within existential contexts and
how these bear upon the identification of the European Union as a political space
(see also chapter 3). 

The answer to the latter question – i.e. the EU’s political identity – cannot eas-
ily be thought of in terms of a choice between a Europe of freedom and a Europe
of security. As has been argued in this chapter, the security Europe has been part
of the practical realization of the Europe of freedom. The political choice is there-
fore about both the place of the Europe of internal security and the specific
modalities of the security techniques it institutes in the practical realization of
freedom in the European Union. The challenge for critics of the dominant pres-
ence of security frameworks in the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice is to
shift the practical realization of freedom away from the overwhelming role of
security techniques. Such a move requires that freedom is paired to other politi-
cal principles than security, that the practical realization of freedom is not
mediated through the practical realization of security but through the practical
realization of equality or justice for example. Such a re-pairing is a complex prac-
tice, as can be glanced from the construction of justice in the Area of Freedom,
Security and Justice and from the coexistence of a juridical-territorial security
technique and a biopolitical security technique, which is closely related to the
development of the welfare state. 

104 Freedom and security in the EU



7 Migration, securitization
and the question of political
community in the EU

The transnational immigrants’ movements function as sanctions which force
western Europe to act responsibly in the aftermath of the bankruptcy of state
socialism. Europe must make a great effort to quickly improve conditions in
the poorer areas of middle and eastern Europe or it will be flooded by asylum
seekers and immigrants.

(Habermas 1992: 13 – emphasis added)

The use of one of the main metaphors that justifies restrictive migration policy in
a text that largely seeks to argue for rethinking nationalist grounds of political
membership, and, thus, for easing off exclusion of migrants is at first sight sur-
prising. Habermas uses the risk of a flood to dramatize and bring some urgency
to political debates. However, the stakes are different for him. Instead of translat-
ing the flood into a call for restrictive migration policies, he uses it to draw atten-
tion to a less managerial and more normative question about what is responsible
political practice. Given that Habermas’ text is in the first place concerned with
the possibilities of transforming West European political community into a post-
national community and with the normative basis of this transformation, the ques-
tion of responsibility is firmly linked to the question of the nature of political
community in which this responsibility is enacted.

The interesting point here is that this text shows the ambivalence surrounding
immigration, asylum and refuge on the West European political scene. Although
migration and asylum are often represented as managerial problems and a nui-
sance or even a threat, they also trigger contests of social and political responsi-
bility and of the nature of the political community in which this responsibility is
institutionalized and enacted. Immigrants and refugees are an important point of
reference in arguments for a liberal multicultural polity, a post-national republi-
can community and nationalist concepts of political community.

This chapter looks at how immigration and asylum raise questions of political
identity in the context of the European integration process. The emphasis is
on different frameworks of ethico-political judgement that structure migration
normatively (i.e. in moral terms) and politically (i.e. in terms of political identity).
Communitarian, utilitarian and republican notions of political community are



discussed. Although the analysis has direct relevance for asylum and refugees, it
is driven by reflections on immigration, especially in the next section and the
section on post-national identity. 

Opening up the perspective to these more general political and normative
questions is an important counter-balance to the strong focus on the nature of
securitizing processes in the previous two chapters. It helps to re-locate securitizing
processes within a wider debate about political order without implicitly giving the
impression that they are the key process in the institution of political community.
This chapter thus inverts the approach used so far. In the previous chapters ques-
tions of political community were raised in the context of an interpretation of
security framing. This chapter moves the political framing of migration and asylum
up-front and discusses how their securitization bears upon these normative
debates about political identity.

The chapter starts by setting out the inherently political quality of immigration.
Asylum is referred to more cursorily to indicate that it has a similar political
quality. The second section introduces a second background issue: European inte-
gration is a process of transforming political space. The main point is to show
how managerial approaches emphasizing the effective management of policy issues
seep into and are embedded within normative political contests of the transfor-
mation of political space and the allocation of rights and duties within this space.
This leads directly into the third section which locates immigration and asylum in
a debate on the transformation of concepts of citizenship in the European Union.
The concept of post-national citizenship illustrates well how immigration and
asylum are entangled in key normative and political questions in the European
Union, which often are hidden within managerial policy discussions. The next
section raises questions about the saliency of politicizing immigration issues for
the purpose of transforming the political in Western Europe. More specifically it
discusses limits of a politicizing migration in the name of a multicultural Europe
and contrasts it with the possible merits of a depoliticizing strategy that allocates
rights and values not on the basis of public debate but through bureaucratic
processes. The concluding section picks up how the understanding of security
framing presented in previous chapters bears upon this wider political and nor-
mative analysis. It cautions against over-optimistic evaluations of the capacity of
both public strategies mobilizing post-national citizenship and more technocratic
strategies of containing migration policy in secluded professional and expert-
driven arenas to produce a more permissive, less exclusionary migration and
asylum policy.

Migration and political identity

Immigration and asylum are often represented as a question of increasing or
decreasing numbers. They become a policy question when increases in the
numbers trigger challenges to economic, social or political objectives. Such a
functional and instrumental reading of the politicization of immigration and
asylum disconnects the policy process from political contexts in which the stake
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of the game is not the effective or efficient management of a phenomenon but the
mode of allocating values, rights and duties that define the good life in a political
community. Immigration and asylum are phenomena that often raise tough ques-
tions about the latter. Treating them mainly as a policy problem would hide the
inherently political nature of these phenomena.

Their political significance partly derives from being a conundrum for modern
identity politics, that is, politics defining who belongs to a political community in
what way. Which rights and duties are allocated to whom by political authority
and constitutional processes? On the one hand, immigrants live and work in a
country. They pay taxes and social security contributions. They consume. They rent
or buy property, etc. They are thus integrated into the social fabric of a country
through a complex network of social and economic relations. Similarly, refugees
are tied into national and international fabrics of rights and duties that define
limits and opportunities. On the other hand, immigrants and refugees remain
strangers. They originate from another nation and therefore are seen to import
‘strange qualities into it [the group], which do and cannot stem from the group
itself’ (Simmel 1964). They arrived late. The assumption is that the inhabitants of
the country already developed and internalized particular values, ways of con-
suming, etc. and that the stranger may introduce conflicting or challenging values
and practice that could change the pre-supposed national way of life. Arriving late
does not mean strangers cannot live within the community but it does imply that
their presence remains suspicious. They belong to a community by claiming rights
and fulfilling obligations defined and allocated within the community while at the
same time they belong to another country with another way of life. In that sense
one could argue that they defy the idea that a community has a straightforward
membership structure. They are a conundrum because they are both inside and
outside of the political communities where they live their lives (Bauman 1991;
Simmel 1964).

This undecided identity of immigrants – and of refugees – means that approaching
the phenomenon of immigration in utility terms – that is, as a resource requiring
efficient management – always risks to spill-over into political struggles over the
nature of a political community, including the regulation of membership and the
articulation of its values. For example, immigrants are often represented as a
labour force within a utility calculus. The calls for dramatically increasing immi-
gration rates in Western Europe to counter ageing population structures in the late
twentieth and early twenty-first century were justified on the ground that immi-
gration is needed to support existing welfare systems. Immigration is represented as
a solution to a socio-economic problem – financing welfare systems (United Nations
1997). But governments trod very carefully when mentioning that they were
encouraging, if not actively recruiting, immigrants. This was partly the result of
the highly sensitive nature of immigration and asylum following years of claiming
a need to limit and control immigration and asylum. However, there is also a more
general political reason why calls for mass immigration are often met with unease
among the political elite and the electorate: they have an inherent capacity of
introducing contestations of the nature of the national political community. 
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As Sayad (1991, 1999) has extensively argued, immigrants are essentially
caught in a nationality problematique (also e.g. Miles 1993: 211). Migrants are
simultaneously a non-national presence in the receiving national community and a
national absence in the national community from which they emigrated. Migrants
thus fall in the non-space between two national communities.1 They do not fully
belong to the political community in which they live and they do not live in the
national community to which they should fully belong. This abstractly formulated
identity of migrants is actually very concrete. National, European and inter-
national migration regimes partly manage precisely this peculiar position. But also
the immigrant’s self-identification is caught in this peculiar position. Immigrants
tend to internalize and collectively sustain a desire of return to the home commu-
nity but simultaneously distance themselves from this home community (Sayad
1991, 1999: 23–51). They thus tend to internalize an ambivalent identity of being
simultaneously permanent and provisional in the host country (Sayad 1991: 51). 

This paradoxical identity of immigrants makes it difficult to sustain a simple
self/other or in-group/out-group dialectic in the politicization of immigration.
Immigrants are not essentially others who belong elsewhere and from which the
so-called original inhabitants can distance themselves without problem. They are
part of the social fabric of the community, and therefore have contributed to shap-
ing it, while at the same time they do not fully belong to that fabric because they
are supposed to have arrived late. It is important to understand that the political
pull of immigration relies on this position in-between the host and the receiving
country. For example, Soysal’s argument that we are witnessing the development
of post-national citizenship in which rights within a community are no longer
clearly tied to nationality, develops from the observation that immigrants are not
nationals but nevertheless do enjoy a substantial range of citizenship rights in
West European countries (Soysal 1994).

Although the argument in this section is developed with explicit reference to
immigration rather than refugees, similar arguments can and have been made with
regard to the latter (e.g. Nyers 2006; Soguk 1999). For example, they claim par-
ticular rights within a country where they do not belong but by taking these rights
up they become part of the legal and social fabric of this country.

Because they are strangers rather than outsiders, the conundrum of member-
ship is not simply structured around the question of whether immigrants and/or
refugees do or do not belong to a given social, legal and political fabric of a
society. By essentially representing a nationality problematique membership
questions easily spill over into contests of the concept of political community
itself, i.e. of the political and moral way of life that identifies the community
where they reside, work and live.

Approaching immigration and asylum as a technical policy issue driven by the
demand and supply of labour, by demographic development, or by pre-defined
levels of tolerance is to some extent a method of containing these questions about
political identity. But technical approaches cannot neutralize the inherent capac-
ity of immigration and asylum to leak into the realm of moral and political debate
(Castels and Miller 1993: 231–259; Guiraudon 1998a; Sayad 1991: 304).
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Disagreement about what constitutes the good life in a community always risks
to seep through the calculus of optimal figures of immigration and refugees that
tend to hide the structures of subordination and domination, of definitions of
values, and of the distribution of rights. The regulation of asylum and refuge almost
necessarily raises questions about the significance of human rights in the self-
definition of the receiving society (e.g. Gowlland-Debbas 2000). Similarly, the
regulation of immigration tends to raise more general questions about the distri-
bution of social entitlements and political rights (e.g. Faist 1994; Soysal 1994).

Given this peculiar political quality of immigration and asylum, it is not sur-
prising that they have been a key phenomena – together with war and class dif-
ference – in the definition of modern political community and citizenship (e.g.
Habermas 1994: 33; Turner 1992: 33–62; Weber 1996):

Au fond, c’est tout l’entendement que nous avons de notre ordre social et
politique, ce sont toutes les catégories de notre entendement politique (et pas
seulement politique) qui sont en cause dans les ‘perceptions collectives’ qui
sont au principe de la définition donnée de l’immigré et du discours qui met
en oeuvre cette définition.

(Sayad 1991: 63)

Even in a context in which functional processes dominate the regulation of
migration and asylum they are appropriated by political forces – both pro- and
anti-migration – that introduce discussions about fundamental political values,
such as nationalism, multiculturalism, human rights, and social welfare in the policy
debate (e.g. Ireland 1991; Kastoryano 1997). As Legomsky states in his interpre-
tation of the significance of immigration law, politicizing migration and asylum
often put a political community to the test (also e.g. Guild 2004):

[I]mmigration laws are about as central to a nation’s mission as anything can
be. They are central because they literally shape who we are as a people.
They are central also because they function as a mirror, reflecting and dis-
playing the qualities we value in others. For both reasons, decisions on immi-
gration policy put us to the test as no other decisions do. They reveal, for
ourselves and for the world, what we really believe in and whether we are
prepared to act on those beliefs.

(Legomsky 1993: 335)

The political crisis of Europe

As highlighted in previous chapters, since the mid-1980s asylum and immigration
have become a prominent policy area in the European Union. Managing an expo-
nential increase in the numbers of asylum seekers and immigrants is one of the
elements that frames the political debates on asylum and immigration. This
‘number game’ takes place in a context in which the legitimacy and adequacy of
political communities as they evolved after the end of the Second World War is a
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defining political stake. Struggles for a more outspoken multicultural definition
of political community, political and economic challenges to the welfare state,
increasing prominence of internal security questions in political discourse and the
process of European integration have created a political climate in which the
transformation of post-war political community has become an explicit political
objective. 

Securitizing immigration and asylum in the European integration process is not
only political because security framing necessarily articulates concepts of political
community – as argued in previous chapters. Its political significance also follows
from taking place within this volatile political context. Hence the importance of
understanding how the European integration process is embedded within and
feeds into this process of transforming the post-war political community and its
regulatory mechanisms (e.g. neo-corporatist management of the economy). 

The purpose of this section is to introduce the idea that technocratic policies
and politics, which play an important role in the securitization of migration, flow
into or are entangled in struggles for the definition of proper ways of integrating
people into a community through the distribution and allocation of rights, duties
and values. This section develops a particular reading of how the European inte-
gration process questions the legitimacy and adequacy of national welfare states
while simultaneously reproducing a fundamental political tension that characterizes
modern political community. The next section returns more explicitly to the question
of how immigration and asylum partake in this process by looking at the concept of
post-national citizenship.

The relation between European integration and political legitimacy of national
governments and of the nation-state as a political community is inherently ambivalent
(Leander and Guzzini 1997). On the one hand, European integration is an instru-
ment for sustaining the economic basis of the welfare system which is a main
source of political legitimacy in post-war national welfare states. Milward argued
that European integration was a successful and incrementally developed answer
to overcome certain limits to the economic reconstruction process after the Second
World War (Milward 1984). Since the 1980s increasing the economic integration
process which culminated in the creation of the Economic and Monetary Union
has sought to improve economic performance in a period in which the financial and
economic basis of the welfare systems has been crumbling. In this sense European
integration plays a key role in sustaining one of the main sources of political legit-
imacy for national governments. On the other hand, deepening the European inte-
gration process pools national decision-making into a collective decision-making
process that may result in decisions that are not fully supported by particular
national governments and/or populations, consequently raising questions about
the political legitimacy of these decisions.

European integration has changed the political landscape. It has institutionalized
a peculiar political structure in which regions, nation-states and European Union
institutions are networked into a multi-level decision-making structure (Hooghe
1996; Marks et al. 1996). In this structure the nation-state is simultaneously
sustained (e.g. the Council of Ministers remains the key decision-making institution
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in the European Union) and transformed (e.g. rulings of the European Court of
Justice preside over national rulings). The integration process has also resulted in a
transnationalization of political struggles in Europe. For example, in their struggle
for achieving more rights and in response to European integration:

… the immigrants have not limited their political organizing to the national
and subnational level within each host society: they have demonstrated a
growing propensity to develop cross-national contacts and activities, stitching
together a continental organizational framework. Immigrants are thereby
becoming truly European political actors.

(Ireland 1991: 459)

European integration has provided those political forces seeking to transform
nationalist forms of political identity with an opportunity to significantly trans-
nationalize their political mobilization. Immigrant movements, for example, have
actively looked for support in the European Union to downplay nationalist criteria
for determining political identity and membership and to conceptualize non-
national or post-national criteria for citizenship such as period of residence within
the European Union (Kastoryano 1997: 62). The European Union generates to an
extent an attractive political sphere for post-national causes because it functions
as a political institution and reference point but without being based on and with-
out articulating too explicitly a desire for a Euronationalist identity (Ferry 1998;
Kastoryano 1998).

The central point is that the European integration process stands in an ambiva-
lent relation to the nation-state. On the one hand it sustains the national welfare
state in a globalizing economy by integrating it within a bigger regional political
organization. On the other hand, the integration process transforms the nature of
the political structure. It has displaced the monopoly of nation-states with a multi-
level structure of governance in which the location of allegiances and loyalties
and the location of political arenas is often not limited to the political institutions
of the nation-state. In such a context it is not really surprising that questions of
citizenship, the position of third-country nationals, the political definition of
borders and boundaries have become issues of debate within the European Union,
and, as argued in the previous section, immigration and asylum are easily politi-
cized in relation to these questions. But before taking up the latter point more
explicitly, a second step is required to understand the full impact of European
integration on questions of political identity and practice.

Besides a tension between two political levels that simultaneously complement
and compete with each other – the nation-state and the multi-level governance of
the European Union – the European integration process is characterized by a crisis
that derives from its anti-political nature (Ferry 1992). The integration process in
itself faces a crisis of the political which is mostly referred to as the question of
the democratic deficit (Beetham and Lord 1998; Weiler 1997b). It results from a
tension between on the one hand regulatory policies that administer policy areas
and are justified on the basis of technical and professional knowledge guaranteeing
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efficiency, effectiveness and reliability of the policy decision, and on the other
hand demands for democratic legitimization of policy decision on the basis of the
value preferences of citizens.

The most common interpretation of this phenomenon is that the far-reaching
functional process of integration has triggered a quest for a more political and
democratic European Union (Patomaki 1997). The discussions about citizen-
ship, democratic deficit, and legitimacy crisis suggest that there is a general
sense that further integration would require a real political integration resulting
in the creation of a European polity (e.g. Andersen and Eliassen 1995; Beetham
and Lord 1998; Chrysochoou 1996; Garcia 1993; Minkkinen and Patomaki
1997; Weiler 1997b). The argument is that integration cannot really progress
further unless it receives more explicit support from the European people which
requires the creation of a European democratic public sphere that facilitates the
expression of opinion on matters European. Therefore the political elite face
the question of a transfer of loyalty to the European level and a spill-over of the
functional integration process into the development of a European democratic
polity.

This neo-functionalist narrative embeds a tension inherent in modern liberal
democracy – instrumental rationalization versus democratic value determination –
in a linear and progressive understanding of time. The tension between rationaliza-
tion and democratic value determination are two different moments in a progressive
process of integration. In this rendition, a crisis of political identity emerges
almost inevitably from a progressing functional integration process:

… because the integration process has already gone so far, as symbolised by
the single currency and its indication of a singular space, the quest for nor-
mative justification is bound to go beyond the possibilities provided by the
Monnet method and functionalist thinking.

(Patomaki 1997: 199)

It is reasonable to assume that the deepening of the functional integration
process – with monetary integration and integration of justice and home affairs as
the latest landmarks – has played a role in intensifying the question of democratic
deficit in the European Union. However, the tension between functional processes
of social integration relying on professionalization and administration on the
one hand, and communicative processes concentrating on public deliberation and
decisions about the common good on the other are not typical of the European
integration process. It is a more general tension that defines imaginations and insti-
tutionalizations of modern, liberal-democratic political community (Beck 1992,
1993; Habermas 1973; McCormick 1997; Weber 1989 [1904–1905]).

On the one hand, modern liberal politics has incorporated the idea of democ-
racy thereby defining a deliberative politics in which the population provides the
final ground of the legitimization of authority and of value determination. In the
area of immigration and asylum policy, for example, restrictive and security policies
are politically justified by referring to a public opinion that feels insecure and
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demands reductions in the numbers of asylum seekers and illegal immigrants.2 On
the other hand, this deliberative understanding of politics coexists with a process
of rationalization in which expert knowledge and instrumental rationality provide
the ground for policy decisions. A good example is the securitization of asylum and
immigration on the basis of successful presentations of security knowledge in the
area of immigration by security professionals (see previous chapters). Another
example is the call based on demographic analysis for a dramatic increase in
immigration to offset the budgetary consequences of the ageing population in
Western Europe.

In modern liberal democratic polities technocratic government – in which
battles about the true nature of society, the best form of rule, etc. are neutralized
via or hidden behind so-called value-free expert knowledge and instrumental
cost-benefit calculations – has a problematic relation with democratic value deter-
mination – i.e. public debate about true and desirable constructions of a common
world in which both the ruled and the rulers participate. Does the legitimacy of
policies and policy-makers depend on effective and efficient policy delivery
grounded in ‘scientific’ knowledge or does it depend on democratic processes of
political deliberation in which ‘scientific’ arguments and utility calculations
become mixed up with emotions and value judgements? 

Given that this tension is inherent to liberal-democratic polities, the debates
about the democratic deficit and the political legitimacy of the European integration
process and its institutions are not just an outcome of a progressing functional
integration of Europe. They replay a more fundamental characteristic of modern
politics. Modern political practice is essentially torn between the ‘Iron Cage’ of
rationalization and the quest for value determination and democratic legitimiza-
tion. One of the consequences of this reading is that one avoids singularizing the
legitimization problems the European Union faces. They emerge as a particular
historical manifestation of a key issue of modern politics more generally (e.g.
Donzelot 1994; Held 1987). Instead of drawing sharp distinctions between the
European Union and its nation-states, this reading asks for a more differentiated
understanding of the political contest of the democratic legitimacy of the European
Union: What is specific about the legitimization problems of the European Union
in comparison with similar legitimization problems within Western European
welfare states?

More is at stake, however. The European integration process does not simply
manifest but also provokes the tension between a de-politicizing, functional logic
of instrumental necessity and the need for democratic value determination. The
largely functional and administrative nature of the European Union (Majone
1996) takes away significant policy-making powers from the exclusive remit of
nation-states. Growing interdependence and globalization justify the need to re-
locate the delivery of policies to a supra-national level. The logic is largely func-
tional and emphasizes the need for effective policy-making. In doing so, however,
it re-locates functional policy-making partly outside of what remains the primary
and most institutionalized sphere for providing political sense in modern soci-
eties: the nation-state. As a result the tension between functional policies and
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democratic value determination plays out as a tension between the nation-state
and the European Union; the former presenting itself as the primary realm of
value determination while the latter represents itself as the most effective location
for policy-making in certain areas. The tension between rationalization and
democratic politics thus seems to politically reinforce the tension between the
European Union and the nation-states as intertwined but also competitive loci of
political identity and sovereignty. 

In so far the integration process reproduces this double tension it will continue
to be seen as anti-political (Ferry 1992). It opens up fundamental questions con-
cerning the nature and place of the political by contesting the link between citizen-
ship and nationality, policy-making and the state, rule of law and politics,
authority and sovereignty, and the people and the nation (Guild 2004; Walker 2000).
But it does this largely as a technocratic entity that does not provide an alternative
institutionalization of democratic value determination. This makes the European
integration process anti-political for those who see the latter as the kernel of pol-
itics and oppose it to the depoliticizing nature of technocratic decision-making
(Ferry 1992; Habermas 1992, 1994; Weiler 1997a). Because of its tendency to
become anti-political the integration process always risks to constitute a political
crisis in its true sense, i.e. a crisis of the imagination and institutionalization of
the political in Europe (Walker 2000). What this reading of European integration
also shows is that technocratic processes, e.g. of securitization, are seriously
entangled with political contests of the nature and location of political commu-
nity in the European Union. Are the Europeanization of migration policy and
judicial co-operation indeed largely technocratic processes that consequently
shield these policy areas more effectively from democratic value determination
than they could domestically? Or, are these technocratic processes simultaneously
re-locating and reshaping the location and modalities of value determination too?
Or, is European integration an experiment in re-arranging the very nature of what
counts as political community?

Migration, multiculturalism, and post-national Europe

The Europeanization and securitization of immigration and asylum policy exist
within this volatile political context that is characterized by transformations of the
nature of political space and tensions between technocratic or managerial policies
and the politics of democratic value determination. The political implications of
the Europeanization and securitization of immigration and asylum policy mainly
trickle out of the managerial justifications. Europeanizing the management of
numbers, criminal activities, and border control related to immigration and asylum
slip into a political debate about the normative grounds and implications of these
regulatory policies. As has been argued earlier in the chapter, immigration and
asylum have an inherent capacity to articulate these political and normative issues
within managerial approaches. However, their political significance is more
prominent when the conceptualization and institutionalization of the political is
in transformation and a subject of political struggle.
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In this context the increasing Europeanization of migration policy which is
generally understood as restricting the rights of immigration and asylum (e.g.
Collinson 1993a; Lavenex 1998; Miles and Thranhardt 1995; Ward 1997) opens
a window of opportunity to test the political and normative significance of the
European Union. This is rendered even more significant in an integration process
that increasingly articulates respect for universal moral principles embodied
in human rights, democracy and free market as the kernel of its identity (Alston
et al. 1999). As a result, questions such as ‘How does the European Union recon-
cile its repressive migration policy with its political identity which rests on
the support for human rights and democracy?’ gain in political significance
(Gowlland-Debbas 2000).

Central to this question are debates about the viability and desirability of a
reformulation of the relationship between citizenship and nationality in the
European Union. They introduce concepts of European public identity and the
proper government of inclusion and exclusion (e.g. Guild 2004; Levy 1999).
Post-national citizenship is an important conceptual vehicle in this context. The
debate on post-national political identity combines a politicization of the European
integration process with the search for a more responsible policy towards immi-
grants, asylum-seekers and refugees. It supports a multicultural political commu-
nity in which economic, social, and political citizenship rights are granted on the
basis of residence rather than nationality (Habermas 1992; Martiniello 1995a;
Soysal 1994; Tassin 1992).

This section introduces the post-national logic of citizenship and political com-
munity and compares it with the utilitarian and communautarian rivalling logics.
The purpose is to lay the basis for a discussion of the viability of different strate-
gies for limiting the securitization of migration and refugees. 

Habermas’ work on post-national identity is central to this debate. His work
focuses on the possibilities of opinion- and will-formation through formal and
informal networks of communication in a transnational European political space.
It stresses the need to separate political culture from national culture through
establishing a democratic political culture with which citizens identify at the
European level. The nation can still be a reference point for cultural identification
but no longer for political identification. The European Union is the main locus
of this political identity. Consequently, in terms of national identity the Union
would be fragmented and thus multicultural, while politically it would be united
under a shared political culture (Habermas 1992, 1994, 1998). 

The European states should agree upon a liberal immigration policy. They
should not draw their wagons around themselves and their chauvinism of
prosperity, hoping to ignore the pressures of those hoping to immigrate or
seek asylum. The democratic right of self-determination includes, of course,
the right to preserve one’s own political culture, which includes the concrete
context of citizen’s rights, though it does not include the self-assertion of a
privileged cultural life form. Only within the constitutional framework of a
democratic legal system can different ways of life coexist equally. These
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must, however, overlap within a common political culture, which again
implies an impulse to open these ways of life to others.

(Habermas 1992: 17 – emphasis in original)

In a post-national Europe political integration is not based on national identity
but on reciprocating a democratic disposition. It is respect for and enactment of
the democratic values and rules of the political game which determine political
participation (Ferry 1990, 1991). Cultural identity is not a criterion for membership
of the European political community. One only has to participate in the common
political culture which is a deliberative, pluralist culture of argumentation and
persuasion. This opens the possibility to use residence combined with a recipro-
cation of democratic disposition as the criterion of European citizenship. Such a
post-national political space would facilitate making immigrants and refugees
formal members of the political community. If they have lived in a particular
political community for a certain time they have a right to participate as actively
as anyone else in the construction of the world the people of the community hold
in common.

Post-national citizenship does not just refer to the need to create a multi-
cultural Europe, however. It combines the search for a multicultural identity with
a transformation of political practice itself.3 Post-national citizenship aims at dis-
placing passive citizenship with active citizenship. Instead of defining citizens as
objects of care-taking or passive recipients of rights and duties, the post-national
position argues for defining citizens as active political subjects who can bring
influence to bear on public life and who participate in the constitution of a polit-
ical space. This republican ideal of citizenship emphasizes civic engagement and
active political deliberation as essential conditions for the development of public
identity, effective political agency, and a vibrant democratic political culture
(Turner 1992).

For republicans the political is not a sphere which is simply instrumental for
obtaining other ends – such as capital accumulation, welfare provisions or social
assistance – or which is external to the identity of the citizens. Rather, politi-
cal activity is valued as such and is a key dimension of the public identity of
individuals in a democracy (Benhabib 1996: 172–220; Mouffe 1993; Passerin
d’Entrèves 1994).

This republican imagination of the political differs considerably from utilitar-
ian and communitarian political rationalities. A utilitarian logic defines criteria of
belonging on the basis of performance. One receives benefits in relation to what
one has delivered. Immigrants or refugees can legitimately claim benefits if they
have contributed to society (for example, if they have paid taxes or if they are
employed). This logic underlies among others the legitimacy of guestworkers’
claims of social provisions. They have contributed to the social security system
(for example, pension contributions) and therefore they can claim particular
benefits. On the other hand, if one has not delivered (for example, unemployed
second generation immigrants) the rights could be reduced or denied. 
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Nationality does not play a central role in utilitarian mediation of inclusion and
exclusion (at least in principle). Membership follows from one’s utility. Such an
approach is depoliticizing membership and reproduces functionalist imaginations of
political community. Inclusion and exclusion of immigrants and refugees, of the
healthy and the sick, of the have and have-not is not regulated via a harsh battle for
power, a clash of different views of the true society, or emotional and ritualized
rhetoric of belonging. Rather, it is done by means of ‘neutral’ calculations of costs
and benefits embedded in a morality of matching the levels of giving and receiving.
This utilitarian rationality is in contemporary Europe over-determined by communi-
tarian logic. Nationality remains a central criterion for access to rights and security
of residence in the member states. Increasing articulations of welfare chauvinism
make this explicitly visible. It melts questions of social solidarity and redistribu-
tion of welfare provisions with privileging nationality (see also chapter 5). Socio-
economic rights are first and foremost delivered to nationals of member states of the
European Union (Brochmann 1993: 103; Ceyhan 1998; Faist 1994: 61–66). 

According to communitarian logic belonging is regulated on the basis of an
equality of condition, especially cultural equality. For communitarians individuals
are not just atomic agents integrated into society via utility calculations. They
form a community because they share an identity, or more precisely, the identity
of individuals is constituted in and through the national community; identity is not
something individual but derives from being born and/or socialized in a cultural
community. Immigrants can only become full members of the community through
naturalization and cultural integration. 

In the EU this logic of belonging certainly over-determines the utilitarian one
at present. The concept of third-country nationals whose freedom of movement is
seen as problematic for the project of the internal market is a good indication of this.
They are not fully included in the internal market and are not granted European
citizenship because they do not have the nationality of one of the member states.
As a result the internal market faces a peculiar challenge. Should border controls
by retained for third-country nationals? But how does one distinguish between a
third-country national and a national of one of the member states without check-
ing identity of everyone? Another issue of interest to this discussion is that there
is a certain tension within the communitarian logic between nationality and
Europeanness. Is European identity just a sum of national identities? Or, does
it imply self-contained and specific identity claims? The concept of European
citizenship as developed in the Treaty of the European Union (1992) attempts to
moderate this tension by constructing an indirect form of European citizenship
which limits European citizenship to nationals of the member states (Behnke
1997; Martiniello 1995b; Meehan 1993; Rosas and Esko 1995).

These different ethico-political positions intertwine debates about rights of
immigrants and refugees and the regulation of population flows with competing
imaginations of the political identity of the European Union. As argued in the pre-
vious section, European integration oscillates uneasily between intergovernmental
procedures and multilevel governance and between technocratic decision-making
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and democratic political legitimacy. As a result the European integration process
regularly triggers political crises about the location and nature of political com-
munity (as for example after the French and Dutch ‘no’ in the referenda on the
European Constitution in Spring 2005). The formulation of European citizenship
and the link between cultural identity and political identity is one of the central
themes through which the ethico-political, philosophical debates on post-national
citizenship integrate immigration and asylum issues into the political debates
about the tension between intergovernmental and multilevel forms of government
in the EU. 

As shown, while culture is a thoroughly political category in communitarian
approaches – cultural identity is the basis for political identity – post-national
approaches seek to radically separate national cultural identity from political cul-
ture. From a post-national perspective, constitutional principles and democratic
predispositions are the basis for political membership rather than national or
European cultural identity. As a result European integration is a problem for com-
munitarian approaches, especially since there is not a European cultural identity
that could function as the equivalent of national identity. The creation of the
European Union as a European polity depends on whether a European cultural
identity can be created and on sorting out how national political identities can be
integrated into this European cultural identity. Immigrants and refugees emerge
in this context as a complicating factor that further diversifies the question of
cultural identity. Securitization is then a strategy of cultural discrimination that
firmly places culturally different immigrants outside or in the margins of national
communities and the European Union.

For post-national approaches the non-existence of a culturally defined European
demos is precisely what is interesting about the European Union. It makes the
Union a structure of opportunity for creating political identity on the basis of legal
and ethico-political principles rather than cultural identity. Such an approach
allows for a more relaxed attitude towards the culturally different immigrants and
asylum seekers. The principle of discrimination shifts from national cultural iden-
tity to internalization of democratic constitutional dispositions. Securitization
turns from a cultural process into a process that separates those accepting the con-
stitutional identity of the European Union from those who endanger it. The crite-
rion is not cultural but political. The dangerous immigrants and refugees are those
who support a political project that seeks to undermine liberal-democratic consti-
tutional principles. The post-national position thus supports a concept of political
community that reduces the grounds for the securitization of cultural identity. As
a strategy for limiting the securitization of immigration and asylum in the EU, it
targets only one of its elements. As argued in chapter 5, securitization of migra-
tion and asylum is primarily connected to the creation of a European internal
security field in which the securitization of cultural identity is subordinated to
protecting public order and safety.

Utilitarian logic shifts the question of European political identity from the
oscillation between intergovernmental and multilevel government to the tension
between depoliticized, technocratic regulative governance and democratic political
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legitimacy. Utilitarian positions easily support a de-politicized form of government
based on utility calculation done by experts. It differs from the republican vision of
government that is central to the post-national position (at least in its Habermasian
form). The latter seeks to create politically active European citizens who decide
what the preferred migration policy is on the basis of both value and utility argu-
ments. Utilitarian securitization of immigrants and refugees is first of all a de-
politicized technocratic process. For republicans securitization is only a legitimate
strategy in so far actively engaged citizens have significantly contributed to securi-
tizing policy decisions. This difference between politicizing and de-politicizing
practices bears also upon the question of adequate strategies for limiting securitiza-
tion of immigrants and refugees. The next section focuses on this issue by dis-
cussing the politically complex relation between politicization and de-politicization
as two political strategies for the construction of a multicultural political Europe.

Politicizing or de-politicizing migration in the European Union?

The post-national position favours a strategy of simultaneously politicizing
European integration and migration. Arguments and strategies for a more per-
missive migration and asylum policy are integrated in a search for constituting a
post-national political identity of the European Union. Such politicization func-
tions in a political field in which relations of power have already been drawn.
Virginie Guiraudon has argued that the current structure of the political field sug-
gests that strategies of politicization may not be the best method for the purpose
of institutionalizing a more permissive migration policy. De-politicizing immi-
gration and asylum by moving them out of the public debate and into bureau-
cratic, more technical arenas, may be a more effective strategy. This section
introduces Guiraudon’s argument to indicate that politicizing immigration and
asylum may be counter-productive if one seeks to limit the impact of security
framing.

Politicizing immigration and asylum widens the scope of the political debate.
This implies a change in the actors and the processes involved. More specifically,
it refers to expanding the participation in the debate on migration beyond clien-
telistic networks and bureaucratic politics to larger constituencies. This often
develops through an increased use of emotional language by politicians and by
appealing to issues of wider significance such as national identity (Guiraudon
1998a: 289). For example, the political contestation of Muslim girls wearing a
veil in French schools involved a considerable widening of what may have
seemed to be only a local decision.

When two girls who wore Islamic veils in a Creil high school in 1989 were
expelled, the case was redefined as an issue about cultural rights, secularism,
French national identity, and the future of the public school system; and it
involved every national political group during two months of intensive media
coverage.

(Guiraudon 1998a: 289)4

Migration, political community and the EU 119



Widening the scope of the political debate can transform immigration and
asylum into symbols that expand materialist utilitarian question of economic costs
and benefits immediately into wider public debates about political legitimacy,
national identity, crisis of the welfare system, etc. (Guiraudon 1998a: 289).

One of the consequences is that the balance between domestic beneficiaries – for
example, the industry employing immigrant – and cost-bearers of immigration –
for example, the unemployed who are competing with the employed immigrants –
may be disrupted because non-cost bearing actors who oppose immigration on
symbolic grounds – for example, the extreme right – enter the political game. This
is one of the arguments which leads Guiraudon to conclude that moving from a
closed, rather de-politicized political arena of bureaucratic politics to an open
arena in which a wide range of political actors enter and drive the debate and in
which electoral concerns start playing a crucial role will not enhance the chances
to improve the rights of immigrants, asylum seekers and refugees in contem-
porary Europe:

… whereas Garry Freeman would argue that the beneficiaries of immigration
outweigh in resources the cost-bearers, I would argue that there are non-cost-
bearers who will oppose immigrant rights on symbolic grounds, which is one
reason why an expanded scope of debate will not result in more rights for aliens.

(Guiraudon 1998a: 289–290)5

The media which play a key role in the construction of political questions
and in mediating between politicians and the public often casts immigration and
asylum in a stereotypical way and emphasizes its disrupting consequences (Bigo
2002; Guiraudon 1998a: 290). They tend to highlight the involvement of immi-
grants and refugees in violence and other forms of illegal or illegitimate practices.
In a context of stereotypical media coverage and with an electorate that seems
to be rather receptive for xenophobic arguments, electoral concerns push many
politicians to support a restriction of migration. Expanding the scope of the debate
also allows participation of political actors, in this case especially anti-immigration
parties and movements, who do not have immediate access to the restricted policy
venues of more technocratic decision-making (Guiraudon 1998a: 290–293).

The structure of the political field and the domination of stereotypical and neg-
ative representations of migration in this field make an intensified politiciza-
tion of immigration and asylum a high risk strategy if the objective is to improve
the rights of immigrants, asylum seekers and refugees. Guiraudon suggests
de-politicizing immigration and asylum by moving the discussion of alien rights
to more technocratic and ‘restricted loci of debate’. 

The main relevant ‘policy venues’ can be found in the executive realm
(administration and government), and the judicial sphere (national and European
courts, administrative and constitutional courts, as well as bodies with overseer
power such as the Council of State in France).

(Guiraudon 1998a: 293)
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This is an argument for ‘multiculturalism by stealth’ that relies on retaining
migration debates as much as possible within the more hidden, closed sphere of
judicial and bureaucratic decision-making (Guiraudon 1998a: 293–304). Mehmet
Ugur’s interpretation of the Europeanization of migration policy seems to confirm
this point of view. The positions of the European Council are generally more
restrictive than the proposals from the more technocratic Commission and the
more secluded political debates in the European Parliament (Ugur 1995).

Contrasting this suggestion with the post-national republican strategy brings
out that Guiraudon’s tactical choice is also an ethico-political choice. The differ-
ence is not simply one of politicizing versus de-politicizing migration and asylum
for the purpose of improving alien rights and more permissive migration policies.
Guiraudon’s suggestion is also a choice for a more technocratic political identity
of the European Union, at least in the area of migration and asylum policy. It
suggests that retaining technocratic policy-making at the European level may be
the best chance for extending alien rights and for a more permissive migration
policy, both nationally and in the European Union. If this is correct it means that
the post-national strategy of strongly interrelating the search for more permissive
migration policies with the creation of a European sphere of democratic value
determination may be self-defeating.

However, from the analysis of security framing developed in previous chapters
it follows that locating migration and asylum in more technocratic arenas is not
necessarily a solution. Technocratic arenas and networks have played a very signif-
icant role in the securitization of migration and asylum in the European Union, as
argued in chapter 5. In such a context, it is far from clear that multicultural and
permissive approaches to migration stand a better chance when migration policy
is de-politicized by locating it within the more technocratic arenas of the European
Commission. Didier Bigo’s work is most instructive in this debate. By showing how
the restrictive migration policies are entangled with the technocratic construction of
an internal security field in the European Union, his analysis raises some serious
questions about the argument that the more narrowly defined policy venues of
bureaucratic politics enhances the chances to improve the rights of migrants
(Bigo 1996b).6

Irrespective of this more specific point, Guiraudon’s analysis raises an impor-
tant general issue about politicizing and de-politicizing strategies for developing
a more post-national, multicultural Europe. The post-national position implies a
further politicization of immigration and asylum because they incorporate the
struggle for rights for immigrants and refugees in a struggle for the transforma-
tion of the European Union into a republican democratic political space. By
pointing out that politicization of immigration and asylum necessarily takes place
in an already heavily pre-structured field of power relations and already entrenched
stereotypical representations Guiraudon’s analysis cautions against normative
celebrations of the mutual politicization of immigration and asylum and European
political identity which often rests on an ethico-political concern about democra-
tizing the transnational political space in a multicultural way. She draws attention to
the fact that post-national imaginations do not escape the sociological reality of
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the political field in which the political capacity and significance of immigration
emerges and in which they intervene.

Back to securitization

This chapter looked at how immigration and asylum are embedded in contests of
the formation and transformation of political space, the allocation of rights and
duties, and the political value of nationality that are born out of the integration
process. The chapter started by introducing two general elements: (1) the inher-
ently political nature of asylum and immigration, which was argued primarily in
reference to the latter; and (2) the way in which the European integration process
has opened up a crisis of the location and nature of political community. The
latter is driven by a tension between technocratic policies and political value-
determination and the coexistence of national and European levels of govern-
ment. Then the chapter discussed how the political potency of migration and
asylum plays out in debates about the political identity of the European Union.
The Habermasian vision for a post-national Europe was the main point of refer-
ence. In particular two issues were looked at: (1) the relation between cultural
identity and political citizenship; and (2) possible consequences of politicizing
migration and asylum for the improvement of alien rights and for a more permis-
sive migration policy, which lead to the conclusion that instituting intense
processes of democratic value determination at the European level may reinforce
restrictive migration policies. The former suggests that connecting migration and
asylum to the plea for the creation of a republican European political space would
lead to more relaxed attitudes towards immigrants and asylum-seekers because of
its de-coupling of cultural and political identity. The latter, on the other hand, led
to the conclusion that making migration and asylum a vehicle for the creation of
a more outspoken European political space, whether republican or not, draws
it out of the more secluded political and technocratic discussions but does not
necessarily facilitate permissive migration and asylum policies.

The analysis of security framing developed previously bears on this analysis in
two ways. First, it highlights that politically neutralizing cultural criteria for citi-
zenship does not necessarily lead to less exclusionary migration and asylum poli-
cies. As has been emphasized in previous chapters, security framing of migration
and asylum is not dominantly a cultural process. Although insecure cultural iden-
tity is an important stake, the nexus between migration and insecurity is mediated
by a much more complex range of questions. They include the relation between
security and freedom, utility arguments about welfare and redistribution, territor-
ial and legal identity of the European Union, optimizing populations, etc. Seeking
to limit the securitization of migration and asylum, which is a radical form of
exclusionary policy (chapter 4), by means of working on the cultural framing
of migration and asylum is not sufficient. Instituting a post-national political
community can still drive the securitization of migration and asylum via bio-
political politics seeking to optimize certain populations and via legal and
geographical identity politics that seek to sustain sovereign claims by means of
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border controls, identity controls, and judicial distinctions between legal and illegal
free movement.

Secondly, the interpretation of security framing developed in previous chapters,
also cautions that de-politicizing migration and asylum by trying to contain polit-
ical debate within technocratic political arenas will most likely not reduce exclu-
sionary and restrictive policies. Security framings of migration and asylum are not
primarily structured in the political spectacle and public sphere. They are highly
technocratic processes. Security knowledge and professional security routines as
well as political struggles of security professionals that largely take place in the
more secluded technocratic arenas have played a central role in the securitization
of migration and asylum in the European Union. Multiculturalism by stealth will
not work through de-politicization alone. What de-politicization does is to con-
tain the battle over migration and asylum policy more exclusively within political
and professional fights in the more secluded technocratic arenas of politics.
Security professionals have been relatively successful in connecting migration
and asylum to a variety of domains of insecurity which provides them with polit-
ical and professional leverage in technocratic decision-making on migration and
asylum.

Summarizing the chapter in this way brings out the more general point that it
seeks to make for the study of security framing. In this chapter, the question of
insecurity and security policy only emerged in the background of a discussion of
political framings of the nexus between migration and political identity; certainly
unusual for a book whose primary interest is the conceptualization of security
framing. But in doing so it sought to address one of the consequences of devel-
oping disciplinary specific knowledge. Security studies focuses on understanding
security questions. As a consequence it always tends to reproduce a security
focused understanding of politics and policies. It unpacks the nature and con-
struction of domains of insecurity; it shows how phenomena are regulated and
politicized within these domains; it introduces the political significance of secu-
ritization by showing how security framing renders more general political ques-
tions of inclusion and exclusion, of the practical realization of freedom, etc.
However, mostly it does not locate the process of security framing within a wider
range of practices through which these general political questions are politicized.
Re-locating the question of migration and asylum from a security context into a
context in which the question of the nature and location of politics is debated in
the more general terms of different ethico-political frameworks of European
political identity is one way of lightening the heavy security load that security
studies reproduces in its discussions of politics. It is a way of introducing that
securitizing processes are not only politically significant because they sustain
certain ways of modulating the nature and location of political community. Their
political significance also needs to be evaluated in terms of their place in and con-
tribution to a much wider political context in which the question of the nature of
political space and citizenship is transforming and contested.7
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8 De-securitizing migration:
Security knowledge and
concepts of the political

The securitization of immigration and asylum has triggered protest and sharp
criticism from people who do not wish to associate the good life with policies
nurturing insecurity towards strangers. Human rights, the memory of xenophobic
and racist violence in European societies in the Interbellum, the protection of civil
liberties, etc. arouse strong feelings of unease and resistance when security policies
and apparatuses are too unambiguously introduced in the regulation of migration.1

These feelings are echoed in the discomfort some security analysts express when
they write about migration and security (e.g. Bigo 1996b, 2002; Cesari 1997; den
Boer 1998; Huysmans 1995, 2002; Wæver et al. 1993). What emerges from these
experiences is that ‘what may appear as naked survival is always in its roots a his-
torical phenomenon. For it is subject to the criterion of what a society intends for
itself as the good life’ (Habermas 1972: 313).

This chapter develops in greater detail this insight. More specifically it develops
how security knowledge inherently re-iterates particular views of the legitimate
scope and form of politics – ‘politics’ understood here as the struggle over com-
peting opinions of the good life and the authoritative allocation of values, rights
and duties. The starting point is that once one accepts that representing immi-
grants and refugees in existential terms is implicated in the definition and regula-
tion of the good life, ethico-political questions can no longer be subsumed under
an instrumental interpretation of security policy. The idea that security policy is a
reaction to pre-given existential threats (e.g. an expected increase in immigrants
from Eastern Europe) transfigures into an ethico-political question about how
security policies articulate and impose certain modes of organizing political
community. 

Instead of drawing on normative frameworks to argue for the ethical and
political value of open borders, for example, the chapter presents a more political
reading of the issue at stake. Its question is not ‘what would a good life look like
that would be more open for immigrants and asylum seekers?’ It is not an exer-
cise in normative theory (e.g. Gibney 1988, 2004). Rather it draws attention to the
fact that security knowledge and practice is traversed by and inscribes into social
relations concepts of the political, i.e. a particular modality of organizing political
community. Security practice is not simply a practice about the good life but it



also necessarily articulates notions of the nature of political life within which the
good life is shaped. This brings us back to the ideas developed in chapter 3 and to
Rob Walker’s (1990, 1997) insight that concepts of security and insecurity are
bound to certain imaginations of the location and nature of political community.
This chapter develops this idea by showing how the rendition of existentially dan-
gerous situations derives its political saliency from a Schmittean logic of the
political. The chapter concludes that a normative political project of facilitating
de-securitization from within the production of security knowledge requires that
one integrates a more pluralistic understanding of the political in security knowl-
edge. In other words, the proposal is to produce security knowledge that lets secu-
rity practice emerge within a wider and pluralist political scene.

For the security analyst who is uneasy with and critical about the securitization
of immigration and refuge, this reading of security framing raises two issues.
Both relate to a more general question of how to make the self-reflective moment
of realizing that one’s own security knowledge also articulates contexts of ethico-
political judgement shine through one’s writing and speaking about security
practice. The first question is how to analyse securitizing practices without implicitly
re-iterating a Schmittean rendition of the political. The answer is to frame inse-
curity in a knowledge that draws on alternative understandings of the political.
The second question is what concepts of the political would such an alternative
security knowledge draw on if its normative political interest is to moderate the
securitization of migration and asylum. The concluding section will briefly return
to these questions but the main purpose of the chapter is to articulate in detail
where these questions come from and how they are – or should be – central to
security knowledge.

To bring out the ethico-political questions more forcefully in the context of
security studies and to develop key elements of a mode of security analytics that
could internalize this self-reflective moment within the production of security
knowledge, the chapter starts from an ethico-political reading of the concept of
de-securitization (Wæver 1995). This is a central concept in the study of security
framing, but which has not been discussed so far in this book. It is also a key
inroad into a political reading of security knowledge (see also Williams 2003) that
is central to this book and that this chapter seeks to develop in more detail.

De-securitization

If insecurity is politically constructed, the political content of security studies
changes. The question of how to politically render phenomena like migration dis-
places the traditional security question of how to improve security in the face of
a threat. Focusing on security framing thus introduces for security experts the
question ‘to securitize or not to securitize?’ It opens up the option to develop
security knowledge that frames immigration and refugees in a way that facilitates
a political de-securitization of migration. De-securitization refers to a process of
unmaking the fabrication of domains of insecurity. 
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For Ole Wæver (1995), who coined the concept, de-securitization introduces
an alternative agenda for security studies: the study of the unmaking rather than
the making of security problems. It is first of all an analytical concept that follows
from understanding security questions as being created in processes of securiti-
zation. If particular phenomena are securitized, they might also be de-securitized
at some point. Migration, for example, was securitized earlier in the twentieth
century. But, in the 1950s and 1960s it was not securitized in most countries – at
least not in the sense of being rendered in an existentially dangerous way. Hence
the question: how do problems de-securitize?

Why should we be interested in studying processes of de-securitization? One
of the reasons Wæver suggests is that a security approach can be an ineffective
way of dealing with a policy question:

Viewing the security debate at present, one often gets the impression of the
object playing around with the subjects, the field toying with the researchers.
The problematique itself locks people into talking in terms of ‘security’ and
this reinforces the hold of security on our thinking, even if our approach is
a critical one. We do not find much work aimed at de-securitizing politics
which, I suspect, would be more effective than securitizing problems. 

(Wæver 1995: 57)

A more explicit example of this reasoning is Deudney’s argument (1990) against
linking environmental degradation and national security, that was introduced in
chapter 2. For Deudney, defining environmental problems from a security perspec-
tive is in some cases outright counter-productive. One of the reasons he gives is that
a security approach has a short-term horizon while environmental degradation
seems to require a longer-time horizon (Deudney 1990: 467). Another reason is that
the ‘us-versus-them’ groupings which security policies encourage ‘match very
poorly the causal lines of environmental degradation’ (Deudney 1990: 468).

Applied to the area of migration and asylum, de-securitization then becomes
a question of whether security policy is an effective way of managing an influx of
immigrants and refugees. For example, if the policy objective is to reduce illegal
immigration would restricting immigration by increasing policing of borders and
making it more difficult for outsiders to obtain a visa be an effective policy
option? Or, would it lead to an increase of illegal immigration because it becomes
more difficult for immigrants to legally enter the European Union?

However, in Wæver’s quote the issue of effectivity is only half of the story. The
concept of de-securitization also seeks to address the problem that security stud-
ies ‘locks people into talking in terms of “security” and this reinforces the hold
of security on [their] thinking, even if [the] approach is a critical one’ (Wæver
1995: 57). In other words, security studies tend to re-iterate and reinforce securi-
tization because they pre-dispose the interpreter to use a security lens for reading
political and social situations. For Wæver the concept of de-securitization
expresses his unease with this inherent tendency of security studies. It suggests
that the concept does not only refer to issues of policy effectivity but also carries
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an ethico-political meaning. It connotes unease with defining political questions
through a security lens. This political sensitivity comes out well in Wæver’s work
on securitization but he has not really elaborated on what is at stake in such an
ethico-political understanding of the concept of de-securitization. 

This chapter seeks to do precisely the latter. It defines de-securitization as a
critical strategy that tries to re-locate the question of migration to a context of
ethico-political judgement in which one does not seek to found the political on
the basis of existential insecurity. This definition follows from the assumption
developed in chapters 1 and 3 that security knowledge re-iterates particular con-
cepts of the political, or, in other words, particular understandings of what counts
as political. It is a strategy of re-framing security questions by applying under-
standings that are less prone to instituting the political relations between people
and the governance of these relations on the basis of existential dangers. Securitizing
migration is thus not first of all questioned because it is an ineffective way of
dealing with the question of migration but because one cannot ethically justify the
specific organization of political community articulated in the securitization of
migration. This definition of de-securitization seeks to contribute to re-locating
the contest of the right and good regulation of migration to a context of ethico-
political judgement that allows discussing security questions in relation to immi-
grants and refugees without reifying them as existential dangers. The argument of
this chapter is that this requires security knowledge that can contribute to unmak-
ing concepts of the political that found political community and practice through
the rendition of existential threats.

Analytically speaking, the concept of de-securitization does then not imply a
request to study historical processes of de-securitization. The form of security
knowledge proposed in this chapter remains centred on how security questions are
fabricated, rather than de-fabricated. The question is what kind of knowledge do we
wish to produce as security knowledge rather than how do we analyse histories of
de-securitization? The interest in relocating migration to another context of ethico-
political judgement, thus, arises in the context of the politics of the production of
security knowledge rather than the histories of unmaking security problems. 

The next sections introduce Carl Schmitt’s work to demonstrate how ethico-
political choices are tied into political renderings of insecurity. An analysis of
Schmitt’s work is instrumental for bringing out how rendering existential domains
of insecurity sustains particular concepts of the political. The analysis works at two
levels. First, it illustrates what it means to bring out concepts of the political in
security knowledge and what de-securitization as an ethico-political strategy for
the production of security knowledge means. Secondly, it also demonstrates how
rendering questions of political community on the basis of existential dangers risks
being invested with a radical conservative concept of the political.

Friend/enemy and the political

In this book, the concept of security framing or securitization mainly referred to
the manufacturing of domains of existential insecurity. Fabrications of existential
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insecurity can be a strategy of political legitimization and of sustaining a political
unity between people with a diversity of opinions. Schmitt’s understanding of the
political significance of enemies is a radical take on these issues. It is radical in
terms of the concept of politics that it implies (a radical conservative notion of
politics). But it is also radical because it moves the question of political legiti-
mization from electoral politics and competition between politicians to the legiti-
mization of conceptions of political practice and authority, i.e. concepts of what
makes political practice and authority different from economic or moral practice
and authority, for example.

In Schmitt’s political realism the enemy defines the essence of the political.
‘The specific political distinction to which political action and motives can be
reduced is that between friend and enemy’ (Schmitt 1996 [1932]: 26). Confronted
with an enemy political authority obtains its most fundamental capacity to inte-
grate free individuals, who have different opinions of what is right and wrong,
into a political unity. Authority becomes constitutive of political order by defining
what is right and wrong, what is permitted and forbidden. In extreme conditions,
like war, criticizing official policy and the way the rule of law is implemented
becomes increasingly difficult. The unity of the people is not just pre-supposed –
‘we are a nation’ – but it is actively constructed by reducing the plurality of opin-
ions in the public sphere. For example, Jonathan Steele characterized New York
eight months after the attack on 11 September 2001 as follows: ‘What a sad place
New York has become. A vibrant, disputatious town with a world-wide reputation
for loud voices and strongly expressed opinions is tiptoeing around in whispers’
(Steele 2002). Politicizing existential threats also facilitates introducing laws that
otherwise would be met with fierce resistance (for example, the introduction of
anti-terrorist laws that impinge on civil liberties in the wake of the destruction on
the Twin Towers (Statewatch 2001: 13–16)).

Recognizing an enemy as an existential threat is for Schmitt – at least in his
The Concept of the Political – the ultimate political practice. It makes political
acts different from economic, cultural, or moral acts. The political is a particular
sector of human practice that differs from other sectors because it defines social
relations on the basis of the opposition between friend and enemy. It coexists with
other sectors that are defined on the basis of another opposition. For example, the
moral sector relies on distinguishing good from evil. The essence of cultural prac-
tice consists of separating the beautiful from the ugly. The core of economics is
the distinction between profitable and unprofitable. 

This understanding of the enemy implies that one’s enemy does not necessarily
have to be evil or ugly. One can love one’s enemies in the cultural, economic or
moral sector while fearing and fighting them in the political one (Schmitt 1996
[1932]: 25–26). For example, some anti-immigration parties sometimes claim
that they do not hate Muslims or that they do not consider Muslims to be evil.
However, they want them to return to an Islamic country because they challenge
Dutch, British or Belgian values and thus threaten the cultural cohesion of the
national communities. According to this claim, they are enemies of the host
culture but this does not necessarily require a negative moral or emotional valuation.
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It just requires that they should not be where they are, i.e. inside the national
community.

In The Concept of the Political Schmitt introduced an additional understanding
of the political significance of the enemy. Besides constituting a sector of human
activity, he states that the friend/enemy differentiation also refers to the ‘utmost
degree of intensity of a union and separation, of an association and dissociation’
(Schmitt 1996 [1932]: 26). Here it seems that the political transcends the sector
specific logic of a functionally differentiated society by giving issues a constitu-
tive bearing upon the community as a whole, including the other functions such
as economics and aesthetics. If the friend/enemy opposition unites a community
and separates it from others to the utmost degree, it implies that other functional
relations such as economics and morality are subjugated to political relations. In
other words, rather than constituting another sector of human activity, the enemy
creates a hierarchy in which other human activities are subsumed within a
concern for the unity of the community as a whole. Plurality of opinion in
the public space, economic competition, aesthetic differences can be limited
because of the need to affirm the unity of the community and to protect its sur-
vival. An enemy has the capacity to unite the functionally fragmented society of
the liberal state. 

Schmitt, thus, introduces two concepts of the political, both of which are
brought into existence by the enemy. As Derrida states it:

This fundamentalist stratification makes the political at once both a regional
stratum, a particular layer, however grounding the layer is, and the supple-
mentary or overdetermining determination cutting through all other regions
of the human world or of the cultural, symbolic, or ‘spiritual’ community. 

(Derrida 1997: 125)

Meier argues that the second definition of the political was introduced in the
second edition of The Concept of the Political in reply to Strauss’s criticism of
Schmitt’s concept of the political, thereby suggesting that that is how Schmitt
ultimately defines the political2 (Meier 1995: 20–22). It might be preferable, how-
ever, to retain this ambivalence in Schmitt’s notion of the political and thus of the
the political meaning of the friend/enemy distinction. The reason is not simply
that it is textually more correct to retain the ambivalence but also that it is more
useful. It helps to clarify and to retain an important ambivalence in the concept of
securitization and de-securitization in Western political communities. On the one
hand, making and unmaking existential insecurities refers to a politics of shifting
the regulation of phenomena from one functional sector to another. De-securitizing
migration then refers to removing the regulation of migration from the political,
i.e. security sector, by locating it in another policy sector. For example, migration
can be regulated economically by subjecting the regulation of migration to fluc-
tuations in the labour market. Alternatively, refugee flows can be approached
from a human rights perspective that would sustain a policy determined by a fair
application of the Geneva Convention and national asylum laws. 
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On the other hand, de-securitization can also imply dissolving relations of
enmity as the foundation of political unity. In this modality de-securitization
unmakes politics that identify the political community on the basis of expecta-
tions of hostility. Instead of simply removing policy questions from the security
sector and plugging them into another sector, de-securitization turns into a polit-
ical strategy that challenges the fundaments of the Schmittean political realist
constitution of political community.

While the sector-specific understanding of de-securitization is about the proper
way of regulating migration, the latter constitutional reading is about challenging
a particular conceptualization of the political that grounds political unity and
order in an existential threat. In this latter modality de-securitizing migration is
not simply about creating an opportunity to regulate migration on the basis of
human rights, for example, but is about creating an opportunity to incorporate the
question of migration in the quest for an alternative understanding of political
community. 

While the rest of the chapter focuses on the constitutional modality of securi-
tization and de-securitization, it is important to retain the idea that securitization
(and de-securitization) can slip from a sector specific logic into a constitutive
political logic and vice versa. Even when securitization locates itself into
a particular functional sector, the security sector, it retains a capacity of trans-
cending the functional, sectorial differentiation of social relations by associa-
ting a community to the utmost degree on the basis of rendering an existential
threat. It explains to some extent the ambivalent political status of security prac-
tice in liberal democracies. In liberal democracies there is always a fear that
overdoing security policy will undermine the defining characteristics of liberal
democracy, and pave the way for an authoritarian form of politics. For example,
such a shift can be observed in the reaction to the terrorist attack of 11
September in the US. On the one hand, dealing with the terrorist threat is an
activity of security professionals. They wage the war in Afghanistan, they col-
lect intelligence on the financial and organizational terrorist networks, etc. On
the other hand, 11 September seems also to have sparked a situation in which the
need to re-affirm American unity has reduced the space for critique and thus
pluralism. In addition it seems to have justified exceptional reinforcing of exe-
cutive political power and it changed how the US defined itself and its relation
to others.

Schmittean political rationality

In its constitutive Schmittean rendering, securitization thus refers to a political
technique (i.e. a method of doing politics) with a capacity to politically integrate
a society by staging credible existential threat in the form of an enemy. But how
does this integrative force work? What is the Schmittean logic of political identi-
fication articulated in security practices? The immediate and most common
answer to this question is to interpret the friend/enemy distinction as a particular
manifestation of an in-group/out-group dynamic (also chapter 4). The identity or
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unity of a group is created and re-enforced when its members are competing with
another group of people. This dialectic relation between in-group and out-group
turns existential when the out-group transfigures into an enemy. Expectations
of violence and the need to secure the survival of the in-group rationalize and
re-enforce bonding between the members of the in-group (Sartori 1989; Strong
1996: xxiii–xxiv).

This is a familiar story that has been repeated from classical realists such as
Herz to post-structuralists like Campbell (1992):

... families and tribes may overcome the power in their internal relations in
order to face other families or tribes; larger groups may overcome it to face
other classes unitedly, entire nations may compose their internal conflicts in
order to face other nations.

(Herz 1950: 158)

In this reading the process of political identification remains largely a formal
scheme that could be empirically applied to the securitization of a variety of areas.
In the case of migration in the European Union immigrants and refugees emerge
then as the outsiders against which the European Union constitutes itself as a
unity. For example, in the first months of 2002 several member states and the
European Commission argued for improving coordination and harmonization of
migration and asylum policy within the European Union in the wake of spectac-
ular results for anti-immigration parties in the French presidential elections and
the Danish and Dutch general elections.

The dialectic itself and its empirical variations, however, do not tell us much
more about the context of ethico-political judgement than that security practice
integrates – or, identifies – people by separating friends from enemies. This element
has already been extensively dealt with in the rest of this book. To bring out in
greater detail the context of ethico-political judgement that is invested in a
Schmittean construction of enemies, we need to turn to an as yet under-articulated
plane that exists between the formal dialectic scheme and its empirical variations
and from which the latter derive their political significance. It is the plane of polit-
ical rationality, of the ethical and political principles defining objects, rules of
action and modes of relation to oneself. This plane does refer neither to the specific
empirical rendering of the friend/enemy distinction (such as Christian versus
Muslim or barbaric versus civilized) nor to the dialectical form of in-group/
out-group relations. Rather the plane of political rationality refers to the ethical
and political dimensions of the symbolic and technical order within which the
Schmittean modalities of associating a community to the utmost degree on the
basis of rendering existential insecurity emerge. It refers to the specific political
culture – that is, the modalities of political and ethical valuation of relations to
oneself and to others – and the political sociology of insecurity – that is, the
modalities of mobilizing and institutionalizing the integrative force of insecurity, in
this case, of the enemy – that is invested in Schmittean political realism. To bring
out these political modalities that are inscribed in Schmitt’s concept of the enemy

De-securitizing migration 131



requires a detailed interpretation of Schmitt’s political theory and the existential
political project it articulates.

Neutrality, rationalization and the liberal state

Following Weber’s understanding of modernity, Schmitt, like so many of his con-
temporaries, struggles with the question of how to render moral and political
agency in increasingly rationalizing liberal societies (McCormick 1997: 1–117).
His concept of the political is based on a radical critique of both the notion of liberal
politics and the increasing rationalization of life, which he shares with radical
conservatives and Marxists (Dahl 1999; McCormick 1997).

One of Schmitt’s political targets is the liberal concept of the value-neutral
state, i.e. the idea that one can ‘reach common agreement through debates and
exchange of opinion’ rather than through a struggle over the content of values and
beliefs (Schmitt 1996 [1929]: 137). At its heart the liberal project aspires to con-
struct a neutral sphere where politics can be practised without slipping into a war
between different political doctrines (Schmitt 1996 [1929], 1996 [1932]: 70–72).
To that purpose the liberal state conceptualizes politics as a procedural practice in
which struggles over the value content of decisions are subordinated to adequately
following decision-making procedures, such as parliamentary debates and voting
procedures (Schmitt 1985 [1923]: 34–35). Prioritizing the formalization of
politics – i.e. procedures that administer political contestation and the formation
of compromises – seeks to prevent the parties from settling their differences by
violent means. For Schmitt, the European liberal state is a specific political man-
ifestation of the modern striving for a neutral central sphere. The central sphere
refers to the intellectual sphere in which the European mind ‘has found the center
of its immediate human existence’ (Schmitt 1996 [1929]: 131) and from which
‘the state derives its actuality and power’ (Schmitt 1996 [1929]: 136). The violent
theological disputes and struggles in the sixteenth century triggered a search for
a central sphere in which there would not be violent conflict over beliefs and in
which one could reach common agreement through reasoning. For Schmitt this
desire for a neutral sphere is an illusion. In his concept of the political he seeks
to reinstate an understanding that ‘real’ politics takes place when this illusion falls
apart and when liberalism has to defend itself against its challenger for what it is –
a political doctrine that incorporates certain value judgements.

This interpretation presents the liberal state as the political face of a more general
development in modern societies: an increasing rationalization. Rationalization
refers to a process of systematization and formalization based on the pursuit for a
methodical organization of life for a particular purpose (Weber 1989 [1904–1905]).
In this process the form of social practice dominates over the value content it
expresses. Two institutions embody this development most explicitly in modern
societies: bureaucracy and the market. Bureaucrats are trained to follow particular
procedures. The ethical value of bureaucratic practice does not primarily depend
on the moral meaning of the outcome of their practice but on the correct and
efficient implementation of standard operating procedures. The first concern of
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bureaucratic practice is not whether it contributes to the creation of a multicultural
society, whether it sustains the protection of human rights, or whether it limits
immigration for the purpose of guaranteeing employment for national citizens,
for example. Rather, its main concern is following institutional procedures regu-
lating the implementation of political decisions. 

The market is the other great institutionalization of rationalizing processes in
modern societies. The market is a technical, rational formal device that displaces
clashes between different opinions over values – over whether it is right or wrong
to encourage or discourage immigration – with the value neutral application of a
system of exchange regulation. For example, regulating immigration by means of
the labour market seeks to optimize the movement of people for economic growth
and market stability by making migration dependent on changes in demand and
supply of labour rather than religious or cultural values.

In Schmitt’s Weberian conceptualization rationalization, thus, transforms a
sphere of struggle between subjects over values into a neutral domain of objects
that regulate and are regulated according to institutionalized technological and
rational procedures. Furthermore, in its Weberian rendering rationalization also
emerges as a social process that escapes individuals. Societal developments are
determined by the impersonal, value neutral technological developments and
formal applications of instrumental reason. These systemic processes lead to a
loss of individual capacity to change the economic market and the bureaucratic
administration of life. As a result society emerges as an iron cage that transforms
life in a morally and politically neutral system. Responsible human decisions are
neutralized by the systemic functioning of rationalized structures and procedures.

Within this understanding of modern liberal societies, the question of value
determination – of recovering political and moral agency – is a major concern.
How to recover a capacity to determine what is right and wrong in terms of
common values one wishes to pursue in an increasingly formal and procedural
world? (McCormick 1997: 1–117). The representation of existential threats (i.e.
enemies) plays a key role in Schmitt’s attempt to recover political and moral
agency that decides on what is right.

The limit of normal politics

For Schmitt, enemies are politically significant because they disrupt the pursuit of
normal – that is, procedural – liberal politics and the expansion of societal ration-
alization. They create an emergency that requires exceptional political action to
assure the survival of the community. When war looms parliamentary procedures
have to give way to executive decision-making. 

Granting emergency powers to the executive branches of government in itself
does not necessarily conflict with a liberal understanding of politics. Liberalism
recognizes that in specific situations the rule of law can be postponed for a spe-
cific period of time to deal with an exceptional problem (e.g. war, severe eco-
nomic crisis, or fundamental crisis of welfare provisions) (Neocleous 1996a: 21).
However, Schmitt – especially in The Concept of the Political and Political
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Theology – does not interpret emergency action along these functional, instrumental
lines (McCormick 1997: 121–156). Instead of postponing normal methods of rule
for the purpose of countering a severe economic crisis or an enemy, Schmitt’s
concept of the enemy is firmly based in a political project that seeks to break
away from the liberal neutralization of the political sphere. In his understanding,
the primary significance of enemies is not that they legitimate a change from pro-
cedural to executive policy-making but that they challenge the scope and concept
of liberal politics itself. The underlying idea is that the liberal concept of politics
is challenged when it can no longer present itself as a value-neutral application of
universal procedures of decision-making. Liberalism reaches its limit when it has
to present itself as a substantive political doctrine that defends particular concepts
of good and right practice (Dyzenhaus 1997: 218–258). 

One way of unpacking this interpretation of the political significance of
enemies – and thus of existential threats – is to start from Schmitt’s interpretation
of the political nature of war. Schmitt reverses the famous Clausewitzian dictum
that war is the continuation of politics by other means. For Schmitt, war – either
civil war or international war – is the condition of the political.

For only in real combat is revealed the most extreme consequence of the poli-
tical grouping of friend and enemy. From this most extreme possibility human
life derives its specifically political tension.

(Schmitt 1996 [1932]: 35)

The notion of ‘real combat’ does not necessarily refer to the actual fighting. It
is rather the idea that war is really possible – and, the fact that this possibility is
ever present (an enemy can always pop up) – that introduces the political moment
in the procedural liberal state.

War is neither the aim nor the purpose nor even the very content of politics.
But as an ever present possibility it is the leading presupposition (die als
reale Mögelichkeit immer vorhandene Voraussetzung) which determines in a
characteristic way human action and thinking and thereby creates a specifi-
cally political behavior (Verhalten).

(Schmitt 1996 [1932]: 34)

As Derrida has argued, ‘real possibility’ for Schmitt does not mean the possi-
bility of actualization, of a potentiality becoming act. Rather it refers to ‘the pas-
sage to the limit, the extreme accomplishment, the éskhaton of an already real
and already present possibility’ (Derrida 1997: 124). Thus war does not become
political in the act of fighting but rather when the possibility of war becomes
extremely prominent in politics. Liberal politics faces its limit not when having
to engage with the enemy on the battlefield but when politics becomes deter-
mined by the possibility of war. This is an important distinction because it
demonstrates that the challenge to the liberal state does not necessarily follow
from an actual invasion. Being successful in making the possibility of war the
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defining condition of politics at a particular point in time is sufficient. In other
words, instead of a physical challenge to the liberal state, a symbolic strategy that
successfully puts the possibility of war as a priority on the political agenda can
move liberal politics to its limit.

For Schmitt the political significance of this passage to the limit of liberal
politics is not simply a question of agenda setting. The political significance of
enemy construction is more radical. It creates a situation in which the normal way
of agenda setting (e.g. through elections, parliamentary debates, consultation of
civil society, etc.) itself is questioned. At the limit the everyday political routine
collapses. The passage to the limit is a passage to a situation in which the normal
rules cannot tell one how to go on – or at least are presented as such.

The enemy thus creates a radical open condition that allows for creating new
rules and a new understanding of political community. This condition is the
authentic political condition, for Schmitt. Political moments emerge when com-
peting concepts of what constitutes a political community and of how to rule
it clash with one another. War between opinions of what constitutes political
community – e.g. between communism, fascism and liberalism – is thus the con-
dition of the political.

This understanding of the political as a move from normal to exceptional
politics defines the political problematique of securitization, as defined by Wæver,
Buzan and their colleagues at COPRI. Securitization is a process or act of asserting
existential threats which legitimates a shift from normal to exceptional politics
(Buzan et al. 1998: 23; Wæver 1997: 48–49, 2000: 251). The concept of securi-
tization thus identifies the political stake of security policy along Schmittean lines
as a move from normal liberal-democratic to exceptional politics. (This does not
imply that they are Schmittean in the sense of endorsing that it is the preferable
concept of the political. However, it does mean that they use a Schmittean scheme
to conceptualize the political meaning of securitization. Using Wæver’s concept
of securitization as a lens for understanding security practice implies that one
‘sees’ politics in a peculiar way: as a question of the legitimacy of exceptional
politics and of opposing liberal-democratic politics to authoritarian sovereignty.)

Sovereignty and the imperative to decide

Before continuing, let’s briefly summarize where we’re got to so far. The Schmittean
concept of the enemy refers to a force that creates a passage to the limit for lib-
eral politics. Enemies create the condition for a new political truth to be created.
New rules about right and wrong can be decided. In this condition, the liberal
state has to defend itself as a representation of political doctrine rather than as the
institutionalization of a value-neutral sphere.

This political moment which creates an unfamiliar situation in which one does
not know how to go on is also a moment of radical unease. The Schmittean
existential moment is a sudden rupture, a sudden temporal discontinuity which
generates a key political force in the Schmittean universe: horror (Bohrer 1978).3

Horror follows from a sudden expectation of a real and unexpected possibility of
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violent death (for example, the image of a nuclear Armageddon or the radical
collapse of the rule of law in civil war) (McCormick 1994: 627).

In Schmitt’s vitalist intellectual universe (see next section), horror is not a neg-
ative political force that leads to political passivity, to political paralyses, how-
ever. On the contrary, it is a creative political force. It generates the most authentic
political practice: the political creation ex nihilo.

Security is relinquished not because war would be something ‘ideal,’ but
because it is necessary to return from ‘splendid vicarage,’ from the ‘comfort
and ease of the existing status quo’ to the ‘cultural or social nothing,’ to the
‘secret, humble beginning,’ ‘to undamaged, non-corrupt nature’ (93) so that
‘out of the power of a pure and whole knowledge ... the order of the human
things’ can arise (95).

(Strauss 1996: 104 – the numbers between brackets
refer to the pages in Schmitt’s The Concept of

The Political from which Strauss quotes.)

As a passage to horror, the passage to the limit articulates a moment in which a
new truth can be created, in which new rules about right and wrong can be
decided out of nothing. Routines, normal procedures and understandings of good
and evil fall apart and a radical decision becomes imperative.

This political codification of the enemy implies a specific concept of executive
decision-making: Decisionism. It refers to ‘a reduction of the state to the moment
of the decision, to a pure decision not based on reason and discussion and not jus-
tifying itself, that is, to an absolute decision created out of nothingness’ (Schmitt
1985 [1922]: 66). It is the political rationality of an absolute sovereign authority,
or what Schmitt called in his earlier work a sovereign dictatorship (Schmitt 1928).
The power of the sovereign is absolute in a double sense. It is unlimited in scope
and time and it creates order out of a normative vacuum, that is, a situation in
which constitutional authority and general rules do not mediate social relations.
This interpretation of sovereignty mirrors Schmitt’s interpretation of Hobbes’
Leviathan in his work of the late 1930s (Schmitt 1996 [1938]). 

Hobbes’ Leviathan presents an argument for the creation of a secular and
rational absolute power – the Leviathan – in reaction to the religious wars. In this
reading, Hobbes’ main problem was the chaos following from the religious wars that
were radical normative conflicts over differences in values and beliefs. Hobbes’
solution to this was to install an absolute political authority that could sanction
violence. Its primary justification was the creation of a modus vivendi. Peace
rather than religious identity was the primary source of legitimation. Religious
and value disputes were largely moved to the private sphere (Dyzenhaus 1997:
85–97; Williams 1998, 2005). As Dyzenhaus (1997: 88) remarks, while this
interpretation emphasizes that Hobbes’ figure of the sovereign solves a problem
of too much normativity, Schmitt reads the sovereignty as a solution to too little
normativity in the liberal state. The Schmittean sovereign is a figure of govern-
ment which creates a normative order in a situation in which there is no concept
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of the good, of what is right and wrong. Schmitt also regrets the privatization of
the struggle over values in Hobbes. For him, it is Hobbes’ main weakness – it is
the back door through which liberal politics enters. Value pluralism is nurtured
in the private sphere and enters the public sphere via interest representation and
civil society. The Schmittean sovereign does not move value questions to the
private realm but publicly decides what counts as right and wrong (Schmitt 1996
[1938]: 53–64). The sovereign has the absolute power to limit the conflict
over values and to keep conflict over values out of both the public and the pri-
vate sphere.

In decisionist interpretations, sovereign power is never simply an answer to an
external condition of radical violence. ‘Sovereign is he who decides on (über) the
exception.’ This opening sentence of Schmitt’s Political Theology is usually inter-
preted as making it clear that sovereignty cannot be reduced to being an instru-
mental reaction to an objective crisis condition – such as a looming civil war. The
sovereign is sovereign because ‘he’ can decide that an exception exists. Sovereignty
is not a tool or a reaction but a decision. Authority becomes self-referential in this
form of decisionism: the sovereign has the authority to decide because ‘he’
decides. Political agency thus grounds itself in a decision that decides that a deci-
sion is needed. This self-grounding through an assertion of one’s power to decide
is the authentic political moment; this is what defines the essence of the political
in decisionism.

In so far that the political is grounded in the exception a peculiar problem arises
for Schmittean government: how does one institutionalize a political order on the
basis of by definition short-lived extreme experiences? Authentic political self-
realization faces what seems a contradictory requirement: the institutionalization,
routinization of what by definition is an exceptional situation. According to John
McCormick, the Schmittean answer consists of reproducing the ever-present real
possibility of violent death (and thus of the horror on the basis of which the polit-
ical community is integrated and the leadership founded) by replaying the
Hobbesian myth of dangerous man and the state of nature. It leads to a symbolic
and technological strategy of institutionalizing a politics of fear. Political legiti-
macy and cohesion depends on a procedural and symbolic re-iteration of the real
possibility of war, civil and/or international.

This definition of the political also separates authentic political experience
from everyday political practice. In Schmitt’s rendering this separation seems to
express a dislike for, or devaluation of the political significance of everyday, often
routine, practices such as refugees being obliged to use vouchers for their shopping,
locals lobbying for a playground, refugees applying for asylum, etc. This opposi-
tion between everydayness and the exception is politically also over-determined
by the opposition between the masses and the elite. Making the exception the key
political moment goes hand-in-hand with an elitist concept of political practice
in Schmitt. While the masses and ordinary politicians dwell in their everyday
practice, only those who have the capacity to make the demanding but necessary
decisions that the emergency calls for have access to the authentic political
experience.4
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Political vitalism

This view of political agency and the critique of the liberal state from which it
emerges do not simply reflect a particular political philosophy and position. They also
mirror a much wider cultural and philosophical critique of rationalization. It is useful
to spend a little bit more time with Schmitt, before concluding, to bring out that fully
understanding the ethico-political orientations that are inscribed in political realist
notions of securitization often requires unpacking some of the wider cultural and
philosophical perspectives these concepts mirror – or translate – in the political realm. 

Schmitt’s decisionism mirrors a vitalist philosophical critique of liberal moder-
nity. This critique supports a way of life that is not mediated by reason. For vital-
ism, authentic human practice consists of creative acts of will. Reasoning about
proper practice within a framework of pre-given rules is seen as caging or taming
human creativity by imposing formally defined procedures and categories of
thinking. For example, trying to deter immigrants from illegally coming to the
UK via France, the British government could negotiate with the French govern-
ment that they should close the Sangatte refugee centre in Calais and patrol the
entrance to the Eurotunnel more heavily. Such negotiations do follow particular
rules of what is considered to be a proper way of negotiating. The British nego-
tiators will not stand up at some point and start beating up their French colleagues.
Alternatively, people can make life very difficult for these immigrants by refus-
ing to sell them goods, by throwing petrol bombs at refugee centres, etc. Instead
of reasoning, engaging with immigrants becomes a test of the will to express
one’s conception of the right and good life against official state policy.5

Most of people’s everyday life, however, is caught within a network of neces-
sities and following routines (going to work to earn money to be able to pay the
bills, for example). Factories quite strictly regulate what employees are expected
to do when and where. In such an understanding of life, authentic expression of
human practice – the capacity to create something out of passion – emerges only
in those exceptional circumstances when people break through the formal disci-
plinary schemes that define routines. Typically these situations are boundary con-
ditions in which the normal rules defining what would be the proper way of
dealing with the issue at hand do not apply. In relation to Schmitt, the most impor-
tant boundary conditions are ‘unique moments of existential peril that become a
proving ground for individual “authenticity”’ (Wolin 1992: 432). The ultimate
boundary situation is the real possibility of death. It is in the face of death that the
living are called upon to make a decision, to create their life in an authentic, that
is non-routinized way. The real possibility of death thus becomes paradoxically
the source of authentic life (Wolin 1992: 430–435).6

Against the background of a rationalizing society such a vitalist position
appears as irrational and subjective. The rationalizing society is characterized by
an expanding formalization and objectification of life based on universal rules and
procedures, which apply to everyone indiscriminately. In such a structure, indi-
vidual ethical decisions are irrational when violating the formalized procedures
and rules. Let’s assume that an immigration officer would accept the asylum
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applications of refugees, despite the fact that everything indicates that they are
economic rather than political refugees, because she believes that it is her moral
duty to help these people to improve their living conditions. Although maybe an
ethically justifiable practice, from the perspective of the bureaucratic structure it
is subjective and irrational. Moreover, it undermines the ‘objective’ nature of the
asylum procedure by making asylum depending on the ethics of the individual
who deals with the file. In this example, the alternative to the powerful process of
rationalization is an erratic individual acting on the basis of passions, desires and
personal values that cannot be rationally grounded and that can swing unpre-
dictably from one position to another (Schmitt 1986 [1925]). One way of reading
Schmitt is that he attempts but ultimately fails to move out of the modern impasse
between rational formalism (represented by liberal proceduralism) and irrational
subjectivism (represented by vitalist ethics) – a conundrum at the heart of Weber’s
rendering of modernity (McCormick 1997). The moral and political question aris-
ing from this ambivalent kernel of modernity is always the same: how to lead
history, that is how to render moral and political agency powerful, in a society
dominated by a process of rationalization and how to give history content in the
face of expanding processes of formalization while grounding it more thoroughly
than in an individual, irrational deed of creativity? Can decisionism ground sov-
ereign authority ultimately in something else than the mere individual and erratic
capacity and will to decide the exception?

As McCormick’s study of Schmitt’s work brilliantly shows, Schmitt was well
aware of the fact that aesthetic vitalism was as such not a really powerful politi-
cal force in the struggle against the increasing rationalization of society. In his
analysis of political romanticism Schmitt argues how this position leads to polit-
ical passivity (Schmitt 1986 [1925]). Individuals ascribe values and meaning to
situations based on passions and feelings about what is right and wrong. They
ascribe particular meanings to situations and people without giving them direct
political bearing upon the collectivity as a whole. They may say that war is bad
in the morning and feel that it is good in the afternoon. Any of these ideas remain
grounded in the particular situations and feelings the individual experiences. The
refusal to generalize systematically and consistently from a particular view of
what is right and wrong prevents the romantic from being politically significant.
For example, we might feel like burning a few books we have just finished read-
ing because they are offensive or bad. But, as long as we do not claim – and start
mobilizing other people in support of the claim – that similar books should be
banned from public libraries because it may corrupt the values of ‘our’ commu-
nity, not many people would give a toss.

The originality and also the scandal (Bürger 1986)7 of Schmitt’s political real-
ism is that he derives a positive theory of the political from this vitalist critique of
the enlightenment – especially so in Political Theology and The Concept of the
Political. In doing so he politicizes a particular aesthetic critique that tries to
counter the domination of universal principles (Dahl 1996: 31). Different from
applying universal rules (such as the Geneva Convention on the Status of Refugees)
to particular situations (a refugee entering France), aesthetic judgement consists of
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deriving universal rules defining what is right and wrong from particular positions.
Only the particular situations and values are given and the universal rules have to
be derived from them. 

The political move consists of translating this individualist aesthetic judgement
of philosophical and cultural vitalism into a political judgement that has the
capacity to construct a political order through the authoritative allocation of what
counts as right and wrong for a group of people. Following from the analysis in
the previous sections, it should be clear that in Schmitt’s realism the enemy is the
pivotal force that establishes this transformation. The enemy triggers the bound-
ary situation – the sudden encounter with the real possibility of violent death (of
individuals and the community) – in which authentic creation becomes possible.
The sovereign allocates rules of right and wrong on the basis of ‘his’ courage and
capacity to decide in the face of the abyss. Thus the individualist aesthetic judge-
ment becomes political when the individual can speak authoritatively for the
political community because of his/her capacity to face the moral abyss. The sov-
ereign’s legitimacy, and, thus authority, to allocate new rules of right and wrong,
derives from cultivating a capacity to deal with the real possibility of a moral and
existential vacuum – which obviously implies cultivating the real possibility of
such a vacuum.

In essence the enemy creates the authentic political moment by radically chal-
lenging the constitutional order. In this moment the authentic forces of life, which
are irrational forces arousing passion rather than reason, can emerge and take on
political significance (Neocleous 1996b: 51).8 In line with this concept of the
political, Schmitt strongly criticizes the political significance of liberal, universal
ideals, like universal peace, or the idea of humanity. Universal ideals cannot give
rise to an authentic form of the political. They try to eradicate situations in which
the rules do not provide an adequate answer. In Schmitt’s view liberalism tries to
subsume the whole of politically significant life under universal rules that set out
what is right and wrong for all human beings. It does not leave room for political
creation and creativity.

One can also see now that moral agency in Schmitt’s political realism relies on
an individual ethics rather than a social one. Instead of socially agreed rules, the
parameters of social and political life are imposed on the community by the deci-
sion of the heroic political authority with the courage to confront the extreme
peril that the community faces.

‘Decision’ thus provides a quasi-heroic alternative to the abyss of ‘meaning-
lessness’ that threatens to overwhelm a Dasein permanently awash in radical
historical flux. It signifies a voluntaristic transcendence of both ‘existential
contingency’ as well as the indecisiveness of the ‘They.’ For once the inau-
thenticity of all traditional social norms has been existentially unmasked, the
only remaining basis for moral orientation is a decision ex nihilo, a radical
assertion of will; a will, moreover, that is pure and unconstrained by the
impediments of social convention.

(Wolin 1990: 39)
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So far so good; but this recovering of the political moment of constituting unity
by allocating values is in itself very formalistic. This decisionism does not give
any guidance about what would reasonably count as right and wrong. ‘The indi-
vidual’s [the stateman’s, the sovereign’s] personal judgements become parameters
for social and political life’ (Dahl 1996: 32).9 It is literally a political translation
of the erratic vitalist individual.

From vitalism to nationalism

Although decisionism is a formal scheme defining how political order is consti-
tuted, Schmitt’s theory is not really value empty. In Political Theology and The
Concept of the Political he supports the affirmation of nationalism. His work
favours an affirmation of das Volk, of the cultural unity of the people. Against the
formal abstractness of rationalization and technology, Schmittean political real-
ism strongly affirms the need for spiritual value determination. In Schmitt this
affirmation of the spiritual may have a strong theological basis, as Meier (1995)
argues in his meticulous analysis of Schmitt’s political theology,10 but it finds its
political content in the nation and the radical conservative celebration of Kultur
which signifies ‘the profound spiritual superiority of German Innerlichkeit or
inwardness’ (Wolin 1990: 24–25).

In Schmittean decisionism the political significance of existential threats
derives from a vitalist understanding of political life. Political life refers to acts
of pure will, personified in authentic, passionate leadership. Schmitt tries to
transcend the inherent subjectivism and irrationality of this position through the
reification of a cultural community. The subjectivism of the leadership is
grounded in a unity between the leader and the people in whose name the leader-
ship enacts the historical destiny of the nation.11 This relates Schmittean political
realism firmly to the conservative revolutionaries who sought a violent, revolu-
tionary political re-appropriation of a cultural tradition embodied by the people
(Das Volk) in the context of an increasing societal rationalization.12 They reified
a community desiring its cultural affirmation in a hostile environment populated
by other people who are ‘in a specially intense way, existentially something dif-
ferent and alien, so that in the extreme case conflicts with him are possible. These
can neither be decided by a previously determined general norm nor by the
judgement of a disinterested and therefore neutral third party’ (Schmitt 1996
[1932]: 27).

Security knowledge and de-securitization

The extensive discussion of Schmitt’s political theory serves a double purpose.
First, it illustrates what it means to say that the rendition of existential insecurity
incorporates the rendition of concepts of the political. Schmitt’s work is an excellent
and also politically pertinent illustration (e.g. Behnke 2004; Lindahl 2004) of how
existentially insecure conditions take on specific political meaning by being inte-
grated into an authoritarian and conservative vision of the political that combines
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a sophisticated cultural, philosophical, and political critique of liberal-democratic
politics. The central point for the purpose of this chapter is not so much that secu-
ritization is necessarily inscribed by a Schmittean political rationality, although it
is indeed the case that Schmitt’s understanding of sovereign authority and politi-
cal community articulates one of the most pertinent political rationalities on the
basis of which the politics of insecurity and security policy shift from their func-
tionally specific terrain to a politically constitutive practice. Rather the extensive
unpacking of Schmitt’s work and of the political meaning of his concept of the
enemy served a more formal purpose. It showed how the political rationality of
security framing cannot be grasped by simply stating that it reinforces political
unity, radicalizes inside/outside distinctions, or moves us beyond normal politics.
It requires a much more detailed unpacking of the specific modalities of political
and ethical life that are politically mobilized through existential insecurity. The
wider cultural, philosophical and political critique of the liberal-democratic state
and of modern life towards the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the
twentieth century are central for understanding what kind of political rationality
is invested in security politics and policy that are framed in a Schmittean scheme
and whose essence is conceptualized as a move from normal to exceptional poli-
tics. Such a conceptualization of insecurity connects the construction of enemies
and insecurities to a particular political culture – that is, modalities of political
and ethical valuation of relations to oneself and to others – that translates the val-
uation of passion and the individualist ethics of the vitalist critique of modernity
into a vision of the political. It also introduces a specific political sociology of
insecurity – that is, certain modalities of mobilizing and institutionalizing the
politically integrative force of insecurity, in this case of the enemy. Through ren-
dering existentially insecure situations – among others by playing on the myth of
a Hobbesean state of nature – fear is mobilized as an instrument to break through
the formalism and neutrality of the technocratic and pluralist political sphere of
liberal democracy for the purpose of reasserting authoritarian sovereignty.

The second purpose of unpacking Schmitt’s political theory was to make it pos-
sible to further clarify the ethico-political conceptualization of de-securitization
and its implications for security knowledge. De-securitization was defined as a
critical strategy that tries to re-locate security questions to a context of ethico-
political judgement in which one does not seek to found the political on the basis
of existential insecurity. What does such a re-location of insecurity mean? The
common strategy is to transfigure security questions into non-security questions
by shifting the policy framework within which migration and asylum are gov-
erned. Trying to shift the language used to define migration and asylum and the
institutional instruments for the regulation of migration and asylum from dis-
courses of danger and policing to the protection of human rights and/or the eco-
nomic validation of free movement are the most typical examples in this policy
area. It is a strategy of ignoring or denying the security significance of the problem
at hand, or, at least of asserting that security policy should not have priority and
that security language should be played down. For security studies this implies that
one gives up producing security knowledge in the area of migration and asylum.
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As a politics of knowledge, de-securitization consists then in de-legitimating the
ethical, political and/or scientific validity of security knowledge for understanding
migration and asylum.

This interpretation of de-securitization assumes that security practice and
knowledge is functionally specific. It is one among many policy approaches. The
analysis of Schmitt’s work, however, shows that securitization can be politically
constitutive in the sense that it is a particular strategy of politicizing the nature and
location of political community and practice itself. Security policy and political
discourses of danger are then not simply a functionally differentiated form of
governing social and political problems. They turn into a political strategy that
inscribes authoritarian concepts of the political in liberal-democratic communities.
In such a situation, the politicization and governance of migration and asylum
transfigures into a contestation of rival concepts of the location and nature of polit-
ical community. De-securitization can then not be limited to contesting the moral
or instrumental validity of security as a functionally specific policy approach to
migration and asylum. It has to tackle the question of the political itself. 

In this conception de-securitization refers to a strategy of framing security
questions within a conceptualization of politics that neutralizes the exceptional
political status of security questions, which is central to the Schmittean rendering
of the political constitutive significance of existential insecurities. This form of
de-securitizing security knowledge does not play down the security modalities of
a policy question. It is not a strategy of shifting the language and knowledge away
from security and towards human rights, for example. Rather it is a strategy of
contextualizing security issues within a more pluralist and everyday understand-
ing of politics. De-securitizing security knowledge then becomes possible. It is a
knowledge that unpacks security questions and their political construction but in
such a way that it works against giving the security questions the political consti-
tutive status they have in the Schmittean logic. Security questions should only
appear as problems similar to all problems a political community has to deal with.
That means that fear of the enemy and of other objectifications of existential
insecurity cannot define the essence of political practice. Political community
and identity cannot be defined ultimately through the way it handles security
questions.

A possible starting point for such a form of de-securitizing security knowledge
would be a political sociology of everydayness which represents immigrants and
refugees in the complex daily mediations they are involved in and the many dis-
courses of danger and existential fear that are part of it. Contextualizing immi-
grants and refugees, internal security practice, and discourses of danger in a wider
and more ordinary social, economic and political problematique de-dramatizes
security questions. For example, one way of representing suburban riots would be
to explain these riots as the outcome of the incivility and cultural difference of
migrants. Another way of representing the same riots is to contextualize them in
a more complex story about the deterioration of life in suburbs as a result of ghet-
toization, unemployment, etc. and about the multiple and creative ways in which
one gets on with daily life in these suburbs. The latter narrative would show that
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although suburban life definitely has its specific characteristics and that there are
severe problems, including security problems, it is also similar to life outside of the
suburbs in the sense that it is not only about violence but also about non-violent
creativity and routinization of daily practices.13 In addition, the security dimen-
sions of the suburbs would be dealt with in relation to other policies; for example,
attempts to re-construct the city as a space for families rather than offices, or
attempts to re-invigorate or reformulate the welfare state.

Ultimately this means that de-securitization as a strategy of knowledge produc-
tion leads to a less discipline specific knowledge. It does not ignore security prob-
lems but it moves away from singling out security practice in its analysis of social
and political developments. For example, discourses about an invasion or flood of
illegal immigrants can be integrated in a story that also looks at the vulnerability
of illegal immigrants, their life stories, the problem of an ageing population in
Western Europe, the reformation of the welfare state, and global and local struc-
tural inequalities. 

As Claudia Aradau (2004b: 400) aptly remarked, such an analysis has to include
the specific power relations that are at play and structure the contexts within which
migration and asylum are politicized and governed. It cannot treat the plurality of
everyday practices and conflicts as an ‘uncorrupted life that either precedes or
confronts strategies of power’ (Aradau 2004b: 400). The notion of the everyday
does not refer to a realm beyond power relations. 

The key point for this chapter, however, is that this form of security knowledge
intends a de-securitizing effect by demonstrating how security issues are inte-
grated into complex, everyday practices that are constantly negotiating how to go
on despite conflicts and relations of domination and subordination. It neutralizes
the exceptional political status of insecurities – the Schmittean passage to the
limit – by drawing on a concept of the political that defines politics as the art of
the possible in relation to plural everyday negotiations, fights and mediations of
insecurities, conflicting claims of interest and values, etc.

144 De-securitizing migration



9 Conclusion: The politics of
framing insecurity

The lead question of this work was ‘How does one conceptualize the politics
of insecurity as a contested process of framing political and social relations in
security terms?’ The book has tackled this question from two angles: conceptual
developments in security studies in the 1990s and the securitization of migration
and asylum in the European Union. This chapter highlights some of the main
conceptual themes that run through the book and shows how they are partly borne
out of and bear upon the understanding of the securitization of migration and asy-
lum in the European Union. Three terms organize this overview: insecurity, poli-
tics and security knowledge. The first section returns to the idea that insecurity is
an outcome of a process of framing that integrates social and political relations on
the basis of security rationality. The bifurcated notion of politics as both political
spectacle and technocratic politics is the focus of the second section. The final
section discusses how I have sought to retain a claim of expert knowledge for
security studies while nevertheless incorporating the inherently political nature of
security knowledge.

Insecurity

With many works in the social sciences and political theory this book shares the
assumption that reality is not simply a natural given but is shaped by human
beings in a meaningful way. This general social constructivist premise implies
that human practice cannot be fully understood on the basis of instinct, con-
straints posed by the natural environment, etc. Human practice makes the world
intelligible and embeds this intelligibility in technological and social institutions
and processes. Human beings interpret their environment, history and humanness
and they shape their identity, societies and natural environment on the basis of
these interpretations (e.g. Berger and Luckmann 1966).

While social constructivism functions as the philosophical basis of this book, it
has not been the object of discussion. The book does not seek to make a difference
at the level of the philosophy of social constructivism or the meta-theoretical
debates in international relations. Its main purpose is to intervene at the analytical
level by developing specific concepts for unpacking the nature and modalities of
the political construction of insecurities.



The starting point for the book was the assumption that insecurities emerge
from framing certain developments and events in a security way. Security prac-
tice makes phenomena intelligible as insecurities and thus as objects of security
policy. Unpacking the security-ness of security practice in the context of migra-
tion and asylum policy in the EU has been one of the main purposes of the book.
What makes a restrictive migration policy a security policy rather than economic
policy? What is specific about framing these policy issues in terms of security?
How does it differ from human rights or aesthetic framings? 

The nature and legitimacy of modulating events, like the arrival and presence
of immigrants, in this way remains often politically contested. Hence the idea of
‘the politics of insecurity’.

This focus on the nature of security framing partly sprang from looking at
less conventional security questions, at least for security studies in international
relations. The consequences of security definition are more readily visible in
policy areas such as migration and asylum or the environment. Prioritizing security
knowledge in the regulation of these policy areas is less self-evident than apply-
ing it to military affairs. Defining asylum and migration as a security problem
remains often contested by those who wish to prioritize alternative forms of
policy framing (e.g. human rights in the case of asylum, demographic and labour
market fluctuations in the case of migration). The question of the meaning of
security, of what applying security policy and knowledge to migration consist
in and how they change the political modulation of migration, arises almost
inevitably. It is a central issue in the political contest.

The concept of ‘framing’ also implies a particular approach to explaining such
changes in policy definition. How comes that security policies and language
started to play such a prominent role in the construction of the internal market and
the politicization of migration and asylum? A common answer is to refer to shifts
in popular and/or elite perceptions, possibly combined with identifying ‘objec-
tive’ dangers of abolishing internal borders. In the area of migration and asylum
the legitimacy of these accounts tends to be explicitly contested, not simply by
arguing that they misperceive the nature and severity of the migration problem but
also on normative and political grounds that defining migration and asylum in
terms of security and administering them by means of security policy can have
detrimental consequences for the construction of multicultural societies, develop-
ments in the labour market, the production of welfare, and the moral status of the
European Union in the world. 

These latter arguments interpret problem definition as a political choice rather
than simply a response to perceptions or realities. In addition they indicate that
problem definition is not a matter of simply introducing a different language but
also of governing policy issues through different institutional techniques that relate
to different policy tradition (e.g. legalistic human rights approaches versus polic-
ing borders, crime and public safety). They thus introduce a far more complex
understanding of framing, indicating the constitutive role of language, the struc-
turing effects of technological applications and developments, the importance of
changes in the power position of security professionals in a policy area, etc.
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This understanding of insecurity as a practice of framing is not specific to this
book. It has been central to social constructivist and post-structural developments
in security studies, and international studies more generally, in the 1990s (see
especially chapter 2). The concept of security framing in itself is therefore not the
central conceptual contribution of the book to security studies and the under-
standing of the securitization of migration and asylum in the EU. Rather its con-
tributions follow from more specific moves within this general constructivist and
post-structural framework. I present the most important ones below. They are
organized in terms of three key concepts that the book introduced: ‘security ratio-
nality’, ‘domains of insecurity’ and ‘security techniques of governing freedom’.

Security rationality

The concept of ‘security rationality’ draws attention to the importance of the
categories of intelligibility that are invested in and traverse security practice.
Security rationalities define the meaning of security. They define the logic of
security practice, of how security practice modulates objects of government, inte-
grates fragmented events and developments, and introduces specific technologies
for governing freedom (see especially chapter 2).

Why use ‘security rationality’ when existing concepts like ‘rhetorical structure
of security’ (Buzan et al. 1998; Wæver 1995); ‘discourses of danger’ (Campbell
1992, 1998); and ‘language games’ (Fierke 1998) convey a similar idea? The latter
are too closely related to the linguistic turn in security studies. They have done
excellent work in introducing the idea that security language is not simply an
instrument for describing dangerous events. It is a socially instituted structure that
invests certain meanings into this reality. Linguistic practice turns from description
(e.g. ‘the apple falls from the tree’) to performative act (e.g. ‘I baptize you …’,
‘I promise …’) that modulates social and political relations. Understandably these
approaches tend to over-emphasize the importance of linguistic practice.

I introduced the concept of ‘security rationality’ to retain the idea that framing
consists in investing a politically and socially instituted historical structure of secu-
rity meanings while detaching it from its linguistic focus. The concept refers to
the Foucaultian notion of inherited governmental rationalities that are embedded
in governmental knowledge, skills, technologies, etc. As a result the focus shifts
from language to categories of intelligibility – or logics of practice – that traverse
both linguistic and non-linguistic governmental practices as well as artefacts such
as VISA and databases that institute domains of insecurity (see especially
chapters 3 and 6). 

In the book different elements of the logics of security practice have been
introduced (especially chapters 4, 6 and 8). They defined specific meanings of
security framing that were relevant for understanding the securitization of migration
and asylum in the European Union. In this concluding chapter I would like to briefly
return to two of them. The first is a specific definitional move which conceptual-
izes insecurity in existential terms. Insecurity does not simply refer to unease:
for example, unease with urban violence, unease about terrorism, unease about
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migration, unease with multicultural neighbourhoods, unease with xenophobia,
unease with open borders, etc. This book proposed a concept of security framing
that draws attention to existential dimensions of security practice. Framing inse-
curity invests political and social relations with a more outspoken existential
rationale that connects or networks these different and often fragmented mani-
festations of unease and their administration into a more global practice of admin-
istering and protecting the political independence and functional integrity of a
political community. 

To some extent this emphasis on the existential dimensions springs from work-
ing within security studies in international relations – rather than criminology,
for example. But the need to draw out a difference between governing unease and
a more existential understanding of insecurity also springs from developments in
the European integration process. Unease with open borders, terrorism, uncon-
trolled labour migration, asylum, human trafficking, and cross-border criminal
activity have been integrated into an internal security field. Around these differ-
ent forms of unease codified texts (i.e. Agreements, Treaties, etc.) and institu-
tional practice (e.g. Europol, Schengen Information System) have constituted a
governmental identity of the European Union. This identity was initially based on
governing dangers to the functional integrity of the internal market. More
recently, also the protection and assertion of a territorial-juridical identity and a
European citizenry has become central to this process.

Retaining a distinction between the government of unease and the government
of existential contexts is important to draw attention to the possible transforma-
tion of the government of unease into more integrated renditions of a dangerous
‘environment’ that constitutes political communities as communities of insecu-
rity. The internal security field and the codification of the Area of Freedom,
Security and Justice have integrated a range of policy issues – including migra-
tion, border control, terrorism, border-crossing crime – as dangers to the func-
tional integrity of the Internal Market and the member states of the Union. Both
have played a vital role in transfiguring the governmental identity of the European
Union.

The second element that I want to briefly return to is the relation between free-
dom and security. This relation is central to both the formation of the European
Union and the current political debates about emergency legislation in the wake
of the violent attacks on 11 September 2001 in the US. That security policy bears
upon freedom (e.g. civil liberties) and that increasing freedom (e.g. abolishing
border controls) triggers security questions is often part of political common
sense. One of the aims of the book has been to make this political common sense
into an explicit analytical question. The main argument is that security framing
modulates a relation between freedom and security rather than one of the terms
of this relation, i.e. security. This conceptual move implies that security rational-
ity is always also a rationality of the practical realization of freedom. The politi-
cal construction of existential contexts thus does not consist simply in modulating
and governing dangers. It actually consists in structuring and administering the
practical realization of freedom by governing its dangerous excesses. 
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What is the difference? In the former case, which is closest to how social
constructivist analysis has approached security framing, the analysis focuses on
processes of threat definition, discrimination between threats and the formation
and implementation of methods of dealing with them. Those who oppose the secu-
ritization of migration and asylum in the name of guaranteeing certain kinds of
free movement or those who contest the legitimacy of emergency legislation in the
name of civil liberties are in this view not part of the process of security framing.
Attempts to reframe migration and asylum in terms of rights of free movement
rather than insecurity then become de-securitizing moves that aim at shifting the
definition and regulation of migration and asylum away from security approaches.

This interpretation cannot be sustained, at least not in the form of a simple
opposition between securitizing and de-securitizing strategies, if one accepts that
security framing does not simply govern threats or relations of insecurity but that
it modulates and administers a relation between freedom and insecurity. In this
latter understanding, security framing is not opposed to freedom. It is a particu-
lar method of practically realizing freedom by governing dangerous excesses of
unlimited pursuit of aims. If this is indeed the case then de-securitizing moves
cannot be made simply in the name of freedom because securitizing moves are a
strategy of governing freedom. De-securitizing requires something else. It needs
to shift the fault-line that organizes the political and administrative field from a
tension between security and freedom to an alternative rendition of freedom. An
example of this is politicizing freedom through claims and regulations of justice
rather than insecurity. This concept of security framing makes the relation between
supporters of security policy and those who criticize securitization by arguing for
a more balanced approach to the trade-off between security and civil liberties or
between free movement and the protection of public order more ambivalent. In so
far the critics of security policy prioritize the relation between security and freedom,
rather than the relation between freedom and social redistribution, or freedom and
development, as the defining stake in the political battle over the practical real-
ization of freedom, they sustain a political field in which freedom is heavily
politicized as a question of controlling its dangerous excesses.

Conceptualizing security framing in these terms introduces techniques of gov-
erning freedom as a central analytical question for security studies. It implies that
if one wants to understand security framing one needs to understand the specific
rendition or rationality of freedom that it implies. Chapter 6 contains the most
detailed illustration of this argument. In it I argued that security rationalities
differ according to their specific conceptualization of freedom. I contrasted a
juridico-territorial rendition of freedom and insecurity with a biopolitical rendi-
tion and indicated how these bear differently on the formation of the governmen-
tal identity of the European Union.

Domains of insecurity

The second key concept that specifies the notion of security framing is ‘domains
of insecurity’. The need to introduce this concept sprang from a difficulty in the
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analysis of the securitization of migration and asylum in the context of the
European Union. Although it was clear that security approaches increasingly
impacted on migration and asylum policy in the 1980s and 1990s, it was difficult
to grasp this as a straightforward process of securitization, as understood by
Buzan and Wæver. Although security language was being used, especially in rela-
tion to the so-called flanking measures of economic integration, it was difficult to
justify that migration and asylum were governed as central existential threats. Speech
acts explicitly defining migration as a major security threat to the European
Union did not play a central role in the securitization of the Internal Market. For
example, the Schengen Agreements include migration related issues as a major
issue of concern. However, their ‘securitization’ seemed to result from being
listed together with border control, international crime, etc. in an institutional
process dominated by Home Office officials and policing and customs concerns
rather than from explicit speech acts defining migration as a major security threat
to the European Union (see especially chapter 5).

This observation made it difficult to argue that threat definition is the heart of
security framing. I needed a concept that would draw attention to a more messy
process of technological, institutional and linguistic intertwining of various pol-
icy issues that facilitate the circulation of security skills, knowledge and techno-
logy between them. The concept of ‘domains of insecurity’ was introduced with
that purpose in mind. It is an analytical tool that emphasizes that security fram-
ing is a multidimensional process of interconnecting diverse policy issues through
institutional codifications (such as the Area for Freedom, Security and Justice),
the application of certain skills and routines, the use of particular technologies,
and the dominance of particular policy orientations and methods (especially
Justice and Home Affairs ministries in the case of the Europeanization of internal
security).

This concept differs from the concept of ‘security sectors’ that has played such
an important role in widening security studies (Buzan 1983, 1991). Sectors are
primarily defined in terms of the nature of threat relations. For example, the mili-
tary sector focuses on military threats to states while the societal sector focuses
on socio-political processes such as European integration and migration that
threaten the cultural integrity of a society. The notion of ‘domains of insecurity’
draws attention away from such classification based on the identification of dif-
ferent kinds of threats and referent objects. Instead it emphasizes the importance
of looking at security framing as a multidimensional process in which various
policy questions are knitted together by means of security technologies, skills,
expert knowledge and discourses. Speech acts of insecurity are less important in
securitization than various social and political processes that govern migration
and asylum on the basis of logics of insecurity (i.e. security rationality).

Techniques of government

‘Techniques of government’ is the third central concept that is used to specify the
notion of security framing. It reinforces the Foucaultian interpretation of security
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framing in two ways. First, it conceptualizes security framing in terms of methods
of governing freedom through governing its dangerous excesses. I have already
referred to this in the sub-section on ‘security rationality’. There is no need to
repeat what was said there, except maybe that it focuses attention on the relation
between freedom and security and on the importance of unpacking different logics
and technologies of rendering freedom for understanding security practice.

The concept of ‘techniques of government’ also made the state, and thus the
notion of political community more generally, into a question rather than a given
in security studies. In security studies the state is often taken as a given. It is the
primary referent object of security policy – that which needs protecting first and
foremost. It is also seen as the institutional locus where security policy is formu-
lated. Deepening the concept of security by prioritizing alternative referent
objects challenged this prioritizing of the state mainly on normative grounds.
Why should the protection of the state prevail over the life of individual human
beings or the protection of a sustainable environment? Why should security stud-
ies prioritize knowledge about threats to and defence of the state? For deepeners
the state is not the only security game in town and raising competing security
claims demonstrates that one cannot take state-centric perspectives for granted.
They emphasize that producing state-centric knowledge is both an analytical and
normative choice.

The concept of ‘techniques of government’ seeks to open the question of polit-
ical community in a different way. For deepeners the concept of ‘state’ refers to
a particular security logic that prioritizes national defence of the territory and
citizenry of a state. By shifting referent objects they draw attention to competing
methods of organizing insecurity, such as human security. The problem is that it
fixes the state as a name for one particular security method. Although such a
move makes it clear that one should not take state-centric security knowledge for
granted, it does not really open the question of how the state has historically been
tied in with the development of different kinds of security logics. Looking at
security framing within a Foucaultian history of techniques of government opens
up the question of how the state is both an outcome of and implied within the
development of security practice. It embeds the question of the state in a histori-
cal and sociological framework rather than a normative concern.

Focusing on techniques of government at first moves the state and thus also
the question of competing referent objects to the background. The methods of
governing insecurity are not developed in a wide variety of places and by a wide
variety of actors. These actors do not implement security policies decided by a
state. Rather they develop and compete over different technologies, skills, and
knowledge that most adequately define and regulate security problems. These
actors, the social, scientific and political processes they are involved in, and the
different logics of practice that they defend constitute the techniques of governing
insecurities. Understanding the state as a referent object or an apparatus is secondary
to understanding the logic of practice of a variety of actors in diverse institutional
sites. This move is in line with what has been set out in the previous sub-section
on domains of insecurity. Security framing is not simply a macro-level but first of
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all a micro-level practice. It is diverse and fragmented. Macro-level effects result
from the way these various micro-level practices impact on each other, move across
one another, etc. 

Conceptualizing security framing as techniques of government thus initially
move the concept of ‘state’ to the background of security analysis; not to use it as
a silent given, as in traditional security studies but to favour an analysis that looks
at both the methods through which security framing renders governable domains
and the specific security rationale that they invest in these domains.

The state, or, political community more generally, re-emerge in this form of
analysis as a historical question of how the micro-level practices and the security
methods they develop shape that political unit as both a governmental apparatus
and a principle of their application. 

Prioritizing the concept of ‘techniques of government’ above deepening refer-
ent objects to open state-centric perspectives did not simply follow from reading
Foucault’s analytics of modern arts of government. It also sprang from looking at
the nature and modalities of the Europeanization of internal security, which is one
of the key developments through which the European Union has been implicated
in the securitization of migration and asylum (chapter 5). The Europeanization of
internal security was an extremely fragmented process that became gradually
institutionalized and codified as a central element of the governmental identity of
the European Union. Quasi-formal and informal forums such as the Bern Group
and Trevi, practical co-operation between liaison officers, Justice and Home
Affairs officials taking over the creation of the internal space of free movement
from their colleagues in Foreign Affairs in the context of the Schengen negotia-
tions, the discourse that flanking measures were needed to protect the realization
of the Internal Market, the organization of various committees, the establishment
of internal security institutions like Europol and of European databases, etc. con-
tributed to structuring a Europeanized internal security policy field. These develop-
ments had or at some point started to have the European Union as a domain and
principle of the application of internal security techniques. They were fragmented
attempts to regulate a European sphere of internal security and were increasingly
codified and institutionalized as a key feature of the Union. For example, the
Union is constituted as a central point of reference and institutional reality for the
government of insecurity when human trafficking is statistically represented as a
European issue, when databases become networked or integrated, when structures
are set up that facilitate co-operation between liaison officers of different member
states and thus sustain the formation of European space of policing, etc. 

Concepts for a Foucaultian sociology of security framing

Taken together these three concepts – security rationality, domains of insecurity,
and techniques of government – introduce a Foucaultian intervention in the study
of insecurities. The primary intellectual thread that informs the moves they intro-
duce in security studies is a sociological reading of Foucault’s analytics of modern
arts of government. This intervention shares with the linguistic interpretations
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that insecurities are constructed by investing structures of intelligibility in political
and social relations. It shares with the widening of the security concept that secu-
rity framing is not limited to a military-political sector that focuses on the mili-
tary and defending state territory and citizens against external aggression. 

The three concepts also introduce some changes. They introduce a framework
that interprets security practice as techniques of governing freedom through the
rendition and administration of its dangerous excesses. Securitization is not a
speech act but a multidimensional process in which skills, expert knowledge, insti-
tutional routines as well as discourses of danger modulate the relation between
security and freedom. This approach draws attention to both the structure of intel-
ligibility – the logic of insecurity – and the technological nature of modern secu-
rity practice. The central point of attention is not the threats that are defined in
discourses of danger but processes through which fragmented practices are woven
into domains of insecurity that are defined by the logics of security practice that
traverse and connect events, institutional sites, skills, knowledge, etc. 

Politics

So far, the focus has been on the concept of ‘insecurity’. Let’s now turn to the
concept of ‘politics’. In chapter 3 I introduced a traditional distinction between
policy-making and implementation on the one hand and politics as the struggle
for power positions and offices on the other. But the concept of ‘politics of inse-
curity’ is used in a more general sense in the book. It refers to contestations of the
modalities of security framing and their political and professional legitimacy.
This notion encompasses elements of both ‘policy’ and ‘politics’, as they are used
in chapter 3. The politics of insecurity encompasses conflicts in decision-making
and implementation (i.e. policy in chapter 3) and struggles for the capacity to
define the modalities of security framing and to effectively question or assert their
legitimacy (i.e. politics in chapter 3).

In terms of this more general notion of politics, the book proposes a bifur-
cated concept of the politics of insecurity. Politics is both political spectacle and
technocratic. As spectacle politics consists of the development and circulation
of symbols in public contests of policies and power positions. In the spectacle
contestants evoke crisis situations, enemies, dramatic developments, political
myths as well as political rituals such as elections to justify both their power
position and the specific policy proposals they support. This notion of politics
emphasizes publicly visible contests that are mediated by political institutions
such as the Parliament, political rituals such as elections and addresses to the
nation, and formats of publicly dispersing ideas and symbols such as the news
media, pamphlets and public opinion polling. As spectacle the politics of secu-
rity framing is primarily a publicized discursive or symbolic process of seeking
and contesting political legitimacy. Differences between political visions are
asserted on the basis of evoking fears and emergencies and by presenting cred-
ible methods of dealing with them so as to reassure that it is possible to control
insecurities.
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Discursive and cultural interpretations of securitization are likely to import
this understanding of politics in their analysis. They tend to focus on publicized
political discourse and symbols: speeches by the leadership or politicians, media
representations, public opinion polls, etc. Since these approaches emphasize the
importance of language and symbols for the definition of security questions it is not
surprising that they are likely to import, implicitly or explicitly, this understanding
of symbolic politics.

However, if one accepts that technocratic processes heavily modulate modern
societies, the politics of security framing cannot be limited to a political spectacle.
Lobbying, instituting routines, struggles over expertise, and the development of
forms, databases and other technologies also play a significant role in structuring
and governing domains of insecurity.1 Including such a technocratic concept of
politics draws attention to the importance of technology – i.e. hardware, trained
skill, and expert knowledge – and professionals of security – i.e. people who
claim security knowledge and do ‘security work’ on a daily basis. These techno-
cratic politics are often less publicly visible. This does not mean that they cannot
enter the political spectacle as happened for example in the public investigations
over the reliability of intelligence in the aftermath of the intervention in Iraq in
2003. Neither does it mean that they always shy away from contributing to public
re-iterations of crises, emergencies and dangers. But all in all technocratic politics
relies less on public visibility and more on asserting expertise, institutionalized
routines and available technological hardware.

Technocratic interpretations of politics also introduce the importance of insti-
tutional continuity and longer-term and incremental change to the analysis of
security framing. Routines, trained skills, expert knowledge, and technologies
usually develop relatively slowly and incrementally and are resistant to quick
changes. That does not mean that there is no struggle for change and contestation
of security framing going on in technocratic arenas. Lobbying and bureaucratic
in-fighting between different security services are among the most visible indica-
tions of technocratic power struggles.

A central question that follows from this bifurcated notion of politics is how to
conceptualize the relation between the political spectacle and technocratic poli-
tics. I have not addressed this question in a substantive way in this book. The pur-
pose of introducing the concept was limited to facilitating a number of moves in
the study of securitization. First, it seeks to draw attention to how security analy-
sis re-iterates or imports particular concepts of politics. Conceptualizations of the
nature of modern politics thus arise as an explicit analytical question for security
studies. To understand the social construction of insecurity requires an explicit
understanding of the nature of political processes. The latter defines the processes
and actors that one looks at. Secondly, the bifurcated concept of politics introduces
a specific way of framing this analytical agenda. It identifies the key question as one
of conceptualizing the relation between the political spectacle and the techno-
cratic politics of insecurity. Securitization emerges at the interstice of a symbolic
politics of fear generated in the field of professional politicians, which also includes
the media and opinion polling institutions, and the technological governance of
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insecurity primarily generated in the field of security professionals, including
most explicitly the different security services (police, military, and intelligence).
This understanding of politics differs from more Marxist oriented understandings
that locate politics not within an established order but at its boundary. For the lat-
ter the real political struggle is not in the political and security field but between
these fields on the one hand and those who are excluded from the established
order on the other (e.g. policing human trafficking and the political mobilization
of trafficked women).2 Finally, this bifurcated framing invites a constructive
encounter between cultural and discursive security studies that work in the wake
of the linguistic turn in social sciences (in this book represented mainly by secu-
ritization theory of Buzan and Wæver) and the more technological interpretation
of security framing, often but not exclusively working in the wake of Foucault’s
analytics of modern technologies of government (in this book represented first of
all by Bigo’s work).

Like many of the arguments of the book, the bifurcated notion of politics partly
arose from focusing on the securitization of migration and asylum in the European
Union. As has been argued in chapters 5 and 6, technocratic framing has been
central to the Europeanization of internal security. In a sense there is nothing
specific about this. Securitization within states is also extremely technocratic in
modern societies. Moreover, the tension between technocratic processes and
public politics is a central element of modern forms of government and politics,
as exemplified in Max Weber’s work, among others. But as argued in chapter 7,
the tension between technocratic regulation and democratic legitimization has
been a central concern in the European integration process since its inception. In
the last two to three decades this tension has very visibly entered the wider and
intense public debates on the democratic deficit of the European Union. In that
sense studying processes of security framing at the level of the European Union
tends to draw one’s attention to a bifurcated notion of politics. The fact that the
bifurcated notion of politics is most explicitly raised in the chapters that deal with
the European Union is therefore not simply a result of applying a conceptual
framework to the securitization of migration and asylum in the European Union
but also reflects the empirical visibility of this tension in the European integration
process.

Knowledge

If politics is to a considerable extent technocratic, security knowledge plays an
important role in security framing. The politics of security knowledge are thus an
important part of the politics of insecurity. This brings us to the last set of argu-
ments that I want to highlight in this conclusion. They concern the political nature
of security knowledge and how a political understanding of knowledge has been
incorporated in the conceptual framework.

The book contains a number of reflections on the political nature and signifi-
cance of security knowledge. Producing knowledge and training people into a
particular kind of security knowledge can bear on the forms of knowledge that are
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available in the technocratic arena. It also can have an impact on the kind of security
knowledge that can credibly legitimate political positions in the political specta-
cle. As argued most explicitly in chapters 3 and 8, security knowledge is also
political because it contains or sustains particular imaginations of the place and
nature of political community and practice.

When security knowledge is a factor in the practical framing of security ques-
tions, a general epistemological question arises. How do studies of security fram-
ing deal with being both an instrument of analysis that produces knowledge about
security and an object of analysis (knowledge production is a practice that con-
tributes to the social construction of security questions)? Any knowledge that
starts from the philosophical premise of social constructivism faces this question
(Guzzini 2000). So does this book. But the question has also a particular signifi-
cance for this book. One of its central themes is how to mediate between a desire
to hold on to the possibility of sociology of insecurity as an objective analytical
practice and the realization that this objective analytical practice is necessarily an
ethico-political practice.

In this final section, I want to clarify how this tension between subjective and
political knowledge interests on the one hand and analytical knowledge interests
on the other has been incorporated in the research framework. To start this off I
want to return to the unease that I mentioned in the preface. 

Does having its origins in a feeling of unease with the securitization of migra-
tion make the book into a political programme rather than a social theoretical
analysis of concepts of security and securitization? To formulate it more bluntly,
does my unease collapse the social scientific and theoretical claims into a mere
pamphlet? The answer has to be a blunt ‘no’. The feelings of unease have politi-
cal and normative dimensions but they do not necessarily lead to an outspoken
political defence of migration and asylum and a blunt de-legitimization of security
concerns related to migration and asylum. Neither does it imply that the arguments
in the book are simply asserting a normative position. To some extent the unease
simply explains why I studied the securitization of migration rather than environ-
mental pollution or EU development policy for example. My unease with the
securitization of migration is also reflected in my interest in the concept of ‘de-
securitization’ (chapter 8) and a choice to develop an important part of the argu-
ments about the nexus between migration and political identity in chapter 7 on the
basis of a commentary on the literature on post-national political identity, rather
than more communautarian literature. These choices are mainly choices about
selecting research interests and inroads into research questions. In themselves
they do not turn the conceptual and empirical analysis into a normative treatise. 

Underlying this argument is the assumption that subjective feelings and inter-
ests informing knowledge are not in themselves problematic. What matters is the
epistemological status they are given and the way in which they are integrated in
security knowledge. I do not wish to start an extensive discussion of philosophies
of knowledge, however. Rather I want to use this tension between facts and values,
objective knowledge and its subjective grounds, as a stepping stone to bring out
how the book has dealt with the normativity of the knowledge it presents.
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Let’s start from the positivist point of view that subjective feelings, interests
and values should only influence the selection of the research topic. Some prefer
studying migration. Others prefer studying nuclear weapons, etc. Once this choice
has been made subjective interests and values have to give way to objective
accounts of the facts and explanations of developments. Methodological rigour
seeks to guarantee this separation between subjective knowledge interests and
objective analysis. 

Starting from a social constructivist premise, this positivist separation of facts
and values is problematic. Since knowledge is inevitably ethico-political in terms
of both its effects and the way it makes the world intelligible, one cannot simply
remove values from knowledge claims. Should security knowledge be framed in
a Realist view of the world? Or, should one opt to start from Liberal or Marxist
understandings of international history and politics? These are not simply choices
about the facts of history but also about the angle one uses to tell the story of the
facts and the way they are framed. They do have an impact on how insecurity is
defined and explained and on the notion of politics that security knowledge feeds
into the political and social processes (Der Derian 1993).

However, one cannot simply give up the distinction between facts and values if
one wants to hang on to the possibility of developing sociologies of insecurity –
i.e. an analysis of factual processes of securitization. If the distinction fully col-
lapses sociology and social science more generally are displaced by moral and
normative visions of society. The analytical claims about security framing (claims
about the nature of the process) turn into sublimated value claims (claims about
what the world should look like). When moral and political visions take over from
sociological knowledge security studies transfigures from social science to a
branch of normative theory.

Social constructivist social science thus finds itself in an impossible position of
needing to hang on to a distinction that cannot be maintained, or more accurately,
a distinction that continuously tends to collapse into one of its terms (either by
ignoring its value dimension or by reducing factual knowledge to normative
knowledge). I have tried to work within this impossible but necessary distinction
between fact and value – between factual knowledge and moral or political
visions – by proposing and playing a peculiar analytical game that combines
sociology of insecurity and political theory. 

The conceptual framework proposes to integrate political theory into sociolo-
gies of insecurity in a double way. One of the key arguments of the book has been
that security knowledge and practice sustains and is traversed by particular imagi-
nations of political community and practice (most explicitly: chapters 3, 4, 8). In
sociological analyses of securitization, political theory is an important instrument
to unpack notions of political community that security knowledge and practice
inscribes in political and social relations. But political theory also features in
another role. Because the sociological analysis produces security knowledge, the
question about the notions of the political is also an ethico-political question for
security analysts. What vision of the political do they reproduce in their analysis
of security framing? Political theory is here not a knowledge that improves one’s
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understanding of the notions of politics that are sustained by security knowledge
and practice. Rather it is a knowledge that presents alternative visions of the politi-
cal within which the sociology of insecurity can be framed. It is an instrument that
introduces an ethico-political choice for the security analyst: what conception of
politics organizes the sociological research of security framing?

It is in terms of this latter question that my ethico-political choices, and thus
the way I incorporated an unease with the securitization of migration and asylum
in the analysis, have to be understood. As I explained in chapter 8, this choice is
not one for or against the securitization of immigration and asylum. It is a choice
about how to represent the political and social practice of framing insecurities. It
is a choice about the nature of security analysis.

In chapter 8 I introduced a preference for ‘normalizing’ insecurity rather than
emphasizing its exceptionality. I did this by proposing that one would analyse
security questions through an analytical framework that combines a pluralist
notion of politics with a notion of politics of everyday life. The former would
locate securitizing practices within a political struggle that includes a wide vari-
ety of positions and visions. The latter would represent security concern in the
context of a life world in which insecurities are one of many aspects that concern
people. Such a framing of security practice challenges a form of security studies
that dramatizes security questions as the ultimate questions of survival. In high-
lighting the extreme existential dimensions of insecurities, this form of security
studies produces knowledge that tends to sustain calls for exceptional politics.
The pluralist and everyday concept of politics relocates security questions within
a wider and less dramatic life world. As argued in the conclusion of chapter 8, this
position does not imply that security questions are necessarily illegitimate or
unimportant. This notion of politics does not ignore security issues or questions
the legitimacy of analysing certain events as security events. The argument is
rather one of letting security issues emerge in a form of security analysis that
de-dramatizes them and makes them less exceptional.

The central argument of the book, however, is not this particular ethico-political
choice. I have only spent a short section of the last chapter on introducing this
preference for a pluralist and everyday notion of politics. More important is the
formulation of a conceptual framework that highlights that such a choice is an
integral element of the way one sets up one’s sociological analysis of security
framing.

The central move that the book makes in relation to the politics of knowledge
is to propose a three-dimensional method of playing sociology and political
theory into one another: (1) a political sociological account of factual develop-
ments in security framing; (2) drawing on political theory for unpacking how
knowledge and security practice incorporate certain concepts of the political (i.e.
deploying political theory in a factual analysis of the political imagination that
traverses security knowledge); and (3) using political theory to introduce differ-
ent concepts of the political that can be invested in one’s own security knowledge
(i.e. political theory laying out the terms of an ethico-political choice to be made in
the security analysis one is producing).3 The sociological angle prevents security
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studies from becoming normative theory. Retaining the possibility of analysing
historical processes of security framing prevents collapsing sociology into nor-
mative philosophy. This position also questions scientific approaches that refuse the
fact/value conundrum by defining science in terms of methodological require-
ments that are meant to retain a strict separation of facts from values. Also radi-
cal relativist or nominalist arguments that collapse sociology into art and rhetorics
are kept at a distance by holding on to the relevance of the fact/value distinction
as a structuring tension that needs to be incorporated in the formation of expert
knowledge. Finally, by emphasizing the importance of the interplay between
political theory and sociology it conceptualizes the value determination of knowl-
edge in terms of a reflection on notions of the political rather than morality or uni-
versal normative principles.

I have two basic reasons for supporting this particular handling of the fact/value
enigma. First, it creates a conceptual space that facilitates integrating political theory
into sociologies of security framing. One of the purposes of the book has been to
incorporate Walker’s call for unpacking the political imaginary of security practice
into a sociological framework. The sociological framework drew primarily on the
securitization framework developed by Buzan, Wæver and their colleagues at the
former Copenhagen Peace Research Institute and the framework that has been
developed by Bigo and his colleagues at the Centre d’étude sure les conflits in
Paris. The second reason is that in technocratic societies the transformative capac-
ity of knowledge depends to a considerable extent on the credibility of claiming
‘scientific’ knowledge. Emphasizing the sociological nature of security analysis,
instead of its normative dimensions, facilitates the scientific status of critical
security studies and therefore sustains its political capacity.
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Notes

Preface

1 Although opposing humanitarian to security approaches in this way helps to illustrate
some of the conceptual points raised in this book, the relation between the two is much
more complex than one of simple alternatives. Claudia Aradau (Aradau 2004a) has
made this clear in her pervasive analysis of how in the case of governing trafficking of
women ‘being at risk’ (humanitarian approach) and ‘being a risk’ (security approach)
work into and possibly reinforce one another.

2 Security framing: The question of the meaning of security

1 An interesting example was the debate about Mearsheimer’s article ‘Back to the future.
Instability in Europe after the Cold War’ in International Security (Hoffmann 1990; IISS
1990: 217–218; 1991: 46; Keohane 1990; Mearsheimer 1990; Risse-Kappen 1990/91;
Russet 1990/91).

2 This idea of refugees posing an armed threat can be found in several sources: among
others IISS (1990: 50), Loescher (1992: 106–108), Weiner (1999: 106–108). For an
excellent analysis of the conflict (and genocide) in Rwanda: Prunier (1998).

3 Among others: Huntington (1996). For a good critique of this view: Cesari (1997).
4 On the notion of human security: UNHCR (1997).
5 Wæver draws on Austin’s analysis of performatives (Austin 1975 [1962]) and espe-

cially Derrida’s reading of Austin’s speech act theory (Derrida 1988).
6 ‘… on découvre ainsi non pas une configuration ou une forme, mais un ensemble de règles

qui sont immanentes à une pratique et la définissent dans sa spécificité’ (Foucault 1969: 63). 
7 Two more recent presentations of this critical security studies agenda, which is not

simply organized around a human security agenda but also around the concept of eman-
cipation, are Sheehan (2005) and Booth (2005). Claudia Aradau’s recent work develops
an alternative take on the importance of the concept of emancipation for critical
security studies – i.e. one not based on the Frankfurt School and human security agenda
(Aradau 2004b).

3 Displacing the spectre of the state in security studies: From referent objects to
techniques of government

1 This chapter uses the concept ‘the spectre of the state’ because it does not primarily deal
with the sociological reality of a state as an organization but rather looks at some
aspects of how concepts of ‘state’ function as an organizing and politicizing device in
the production of security knowledge.

2 This section seeks to unpack some aspects of the political nature of security framing. It
takes the idea that knowledge is political as a starting point. The journal Cooperation



and Conflict ran an interesting symposium in 1999 on whether security knowledge is
necessarily political. Its central question was if one could distinguish between security
experts who are (politically neutral) observers and experts who are (political) advocates
(Behnke 2000; Eriksson 1999a,b; Goldmann 1999; Wæver 1999; Williams 1999). 

3 This conceptual move in security studies mirrors what in refugee studies is a rather
normal way of discussing the refugee issue. They foreground the claims of protecting
individuals and discuss the limits of the grounds upon which refugees can claim asylum
under the Geneva Convention (e.g. Zolberg 1989) as well as how to resolve situations
in which state interests compete with the individual’s claims of insecurity. For an excel-
lent collection of essays discussing these issues with explicit reference to concepts of
security: (Newman and van Selm 2003).

4 ‘Il s’agissait – et il s’agit toujours pour moi – d’essayer de voir comment est apparue,
en Occident, une certaine analyse (critique, historique et politique) de l’Etat, de ses
institutions et de ses mécanismes de pouvoir’ (Foucault 1997: 75).

5 Foucault developed the differences between sovereignty, discipline and governmentality
as arts of government in his lectures at the Collège de France in the mid-1970s (Foucault
1997, 1999, 2004a,b).

6 Sergei Prozorov (2004) has used (and developed) this Foucaultian lens to outstanding
effect in his analysis of discourses of technical assistance in Russia, including how con-
cepts of the political are tied into and bear upon these technical discourses.

4 Securitizing migration: Freedom from existential threats and the constitution of
insecure communities

1 This is also reflected in academic writing about different aspects of unease: e.g.
Bauman (1995: 139–162); Beck (1992, 1993); Furedi (2002); Glassner (1999).

2 Examples of security analysis of migration: Heisbourg (1991); Loescher (1992); Weiner
(1992/93, 1995); Widgren (1990); Wæver et al. (1993).

3 For an extensive and excellent discussion of different sociological conceptualizations of
trust: Misztal (1996).

4 Very interestingly on the question of Islam and fear: Cesari (1997) and Sayyid (1997).
5 The following analysis is heavily informed by Bauman’s excellent and engaging

interpretation of how modern and postmodern forms of life are ways of handling the
problem of death when human beings lost the certainty of the cosmological, theologi-
cal order of the Middle Ages: Bauman (1992). For a more elaborate use of Bauman’s
interpretation in the context of security studies: Huysmans (1996: 105–155; 1998c:
234–248).

6 The richness of Hobbes’ political understanding of fear cannot be developed here. For
an excellent discussion: Corey Robin (2004: 31–50).

7 On the complexities of everyday dynamics of community building and exclusion: Elias
and Scotson (1994).

8 Goffman’s classical interpretation of the social significance of stigma remains highly
relevant for understanding the complex relations involved in everyday processes of
inclusion and exclusion (Goffman 1963).

9 More detailed and historical analysis of this paradox of killing as life-saving and opti-
mizing can be found in Bauman’s analysis of the Holocaust (Bauman 1989) and
Foucault’s account of racism (Foucault 1997: 213–235).

5 European integration and societal insecurity

1 For an excellent overview and discussion of the specific initiatives developed in the
fight against ‘terrorism’ in the EU after 11 September and of how these affect the area
of asylum and migration: Brouwer and Catz (2003). See also: den Boer and Monar
(2002); Monar (2002, 2003, 2004).
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2 For a more general overview of the similarities and differences in migration policy in
Europe, see among others: Baldwin-Edwards and Schain (1994); Collinson (1993b);
Joppke (1999); King (1993a,b); Hollifield (1992).

3 For an engaging discussion of developments in European asylum policy: Guild (2002).
4 For example: antiracist projects developed in the Framework of the Youth for

Europe Programme (1997); Commission (1998); European Parliament (2000); and the
Commission’s overview of Europe’s commitment in the fight against racism and xeno-
phobia (Commission of the European Communities 1997).

5 In her analysis of the securitization of football hooliganism Anastassia Tsoukala
(2004b) shows how diverse practices related to football hooliganism are integrated
into a domain of insecurity by legislative and policing practice that facilitate a multi-
positioning of dangers. Her account is an example of how security framing is a struc-
tural effect of a diversity of practices that do not share the same understanding of the
problem.

6 Freedom and security in the EU: A Foucaultian view on spill-over

1 For example, Statewatch (http://www.statewatch.org); Justice (http://www.justice.org.uk).
2 For analyses of how liberalization and securitization are competing strategies in the

Europeanization of migration policy, see Lavenex (2001) and Caviedes (2004).
3 For a more general argument about the shortcomings of analyses emphasizing spill-over

along these lines in relation to the Europeanization of migration policy: Stetter (2000).
4 For an analysis along these lines about discourses of globalization (rather than secu-

rity): Hay and Rosamond (2002).
5 Both Guiraudon (2000a, 2003) and Favell (2000) have elaborated this argument for

a political sociology in European Studies. They argue that emphasizing power relations
between agents and their location in a field of interaction allows for a more complex and
adequate understanding of political practice than the more dominant neo-institutional
and principal-actor approaches.

6 For a critical analysis of how this idea is central to the development of the Monetary
and Economic Union and to social and regional policies in the EU: Amin and Tomaney
(1995).

7 For a discussion of these issues in relation to European asylum policy: see Guild
(2002).

8 Walters (2002b) argues that borders are a biopolitical technology. The interpretation
developed in this chapter slightly amends this view by emphasizing the internalizing
nature of biopolitical technology. It is not just a technology of governing a population but
also one that internalizes excessive free movement to this population (see next section).

9 The SIS provides authorities designated by the contracting parties to automatically
search reports on persons and object ‘for the purpose of border checks and controls
and other police and customs checks […] and […] for the purpose of issuing visas, the
issue of residence permits and the administration of aliens in the context of the provi-
sions of this Convention relating to the movement of persons’ (1990 Convention
Applying the Schengen Agreement of 14 June 1985, Article 92).

10 Eurodac is a system for the comparison of fingerprints of asylum applicants and
illegal immigrants. For a discussion of the juridical and political issues involved in
Eurodac: Brouwer (2002).

11 Franz L. Neumann’s study of the concept of freedom and the politics of fear is a useful
starting point (Neumann 1954, 1996 [1953]). Etienne Balibar’s (2002: 27–42) percep-
tive interpretation of the relation between social security (referring to a historical real-
ization of the freedom-equality bind) and national security and the policing of public
order is an excellent warning against drawing too quickly an opposition between a
social Europe and a security Europe, i.e. between a Europe organized in terms of the
equality-freedom bind and a Europe organized in terms of the security-freedom bind.
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Claudia Aradau’s outstanding but currently mostly unpublished work on security and
emancipation is developing the significance of the equality-freedom bind in great
detail in the context of a similar argument about securitization (Aradau 2004b).

7 Migration, securitization and the question of political community in the EU

1 ‘… l’ordre de la migration (…) et l’ordre national, sont consubstantiellement liés l’un
à l’autre. Et si on ne peut parler de l’un sans parler de l’autre, ce n’est pas par quelque
jeu facile de la dialectique de l’identité et de l’altérité – le “national” n’existerait que
par opposition à son contraire ou, tout au moins, en présence (…) de son contraire,
le “non-national” – mais parce que l’immigration et son double, l’émigration sont
l’occasion l’une comme l’autre de réaliser pratiquement, sur le mode de l’expérience,
la confrontation avec l’ordre national, c’est-à-dire avec la distinction entre “national” et
“non-national” ’ (Sayad 1991: 292).

2 For an in-depth analysis of the relation between public opinion and elite opinion on
migration and European integration: Lahav (2004).

3 More extensively on how thinking multiculturalism is also about (re)imagining democ-
racy: Martiniello (1997).

4 On the politicization of ‘the Islamic veil’ in France see: Cesari (1997). 
5 The article by Garry Freeman that Guiraudon refers to: Freeman (1995).
6 Also welfare institutions are integrated into restrictive migration policies offering

highly effective instruments for control: e.g. Ceyhan (1998); Crowley (1998).
7 Ole Wæver’s (1996, 2000) discussions of the significance of securitization for the wider

political processes of integration and fragmentation, and Hans Lindahl’s (2004) inter-
pretation of how security questions emerge in the legal constitution of the Area of
Freedom, Security and Justice are two alternative illustrations of how analyses of security
framing can be integrated in more general political interpretations of the European inte-
gration process.

8 De-securitizing migration: Security knowledge and concepts of the political

1 For example, this is very visible in some writings on the development of a restrictive
asylum policy in the European Union. To name only a few: Bolten (1991); den Boer
(1995); Lavenex (1998); Ramakers and Van de Velde (1992). 

2 According to Scheuerman (1999: 225–251) Schmitt borrowed this notion from Hans
Morgenthau’s thesis in which the latter criticized Schmitt’s concept of the political pre-
cisely for fixing the political into a functional sector equivalent to other sectors, such as
economics and culture. (Morgenthau included his critique of defining the political on the
basis of the friend/enemy distinction in a short book he published in 1933: La Notion du
‘Politique’ et la Théorie des Différends Internationaux (Morgenthau 1933).)

3 I rely on Wolin’s (1990: 30–32, 177–178, fn 41) summary of Bohrer. 
4 A critique of the (technological) neutralization of the political in liberalism does not

necessarily have to lead to this political position, as Hannah Arendt’s work shows:
Arendt (1958); Benhabib (1996); Villa (1996).

5 For a more elaborate, less violent and very effective analysis of the ethos of such a vital-
ist position: Prozorov (2002). Sergei Prozorov reads Schmitt’s ethics as an ethos of
insecure life. 

6 Focusing on death and violence in the examples does not do justice to the vitalist cul-
tural and philosophical position. It radicalizes it too much. Using examples from Arts
would show the critique from a less extreme and violent perspective. However, in rela-
tion to Schmitt’s political translation of this critique, these radical examples are appro-
priate. After all, war and the enemy define the boundary condition where authentic
political life emerges for Schmitt.

7 Quoted in Wolin (1992: 434).
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8 For example, Schmitt quoting from Kierkegaard’s Repetition in his Political Theology
(p. 15). ‘Endless talk about the general becomes boring; there are exceptions. If they
cannot be explained, then the general also cannot be explained. The difficulty is
usually not noticed because the general is not thought about with passion but with a
comfortable superficiality. The exception, on the other hand, thinks the general with
intense passion.’

9 See also: Giesen (1992: 46).
10 See also: Lilla (1997: 44).
11 Combining decisionism and assertions of the historical destiny of the nation raises an

interesting paradox for radical conservative thinking. Is there an objective historical
determinism which the leaders act out or is the leadership deciding the historical des-
tiny of the nation? Conservative revolutionary intellectuals seemed to try to recapture
a historical eschatology from within a vitalist, decisionist position. Samuel Weber’s
analysis of how Schmitt’s understanding of sovereignty in Political Theology is
informed by a view of history that is reminiscent of what Benjamin called the German
Baroque Trauerspiel (Benjamin 1998 [1963]; Weber 1992: 9–10). The Baroque
Trauerspiel presents a history that has lost destiny or telos. As a result the sovereign
wanders around aimlessly in a history that has no direction. Could the political asser-
tion of national destiny address this problem of historical dislocation without deleting
the authenticity of political acts? For an interesting discussion of temporality in con-
servative revolutionary thinking, see Richard Wolin’s (1990: 131–169) and Pierre
Bourdieu’s (1991 [1988]: 60–61) interpretation of Heidegger’s notion of temporality. 

12 More extensively on the conservative revolutionary world view: Bourdieu (1991
[1988]), Dahl (1996, 1999); Muller (1991); Wolin (1990).

13 See for example Rey (1996).

9 Conclusion: The politics of framing insecurity

1 In International Studies Allison’s analysis of foreign policy-making is one of the
classics that drew attention to some of this (Allison 1971). 

2 For such a reading of security politics, based on post-Althusserian political theory of
Badiou, Rancière and Balibar, see especially Claudia Aradau’s work (e.g. 2004b).

3 This position is not particularly original or awkward. Michael C. Williams (Williams
2005) has identified a tradition of Willful Realism (including Hobbes, Rouseau and
Morgenthau) that is based on a similar epistemological position.
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