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Introduction: Situating Power in Dynamics of Securitization

Andreas Langenohl and Regina Kreide

Contextualization and outline of the volume

Today, ‘security’ has advanced to a conception that is equally prominent
in social and political discourses and practices, and in academe. Contem-
porary diagnoses as well as historical reconstructions of security dynamics
point out that ‘security’ has evolved as a vernacular conception whose ref-
erence dimension is constantly widening, up to a point where it appears
without qualifier, but as a value in itself. For instance, it has been argued
that security, once the prerogative of the modern state and its raison
d’état, is meanwhile framed as a concern that transcends the interests, but
also the boundaries and capacities, of the state. Developments like the ex-
pansion of ‘security’, as a normative demand, to the realm of society and
to individuals’ safety, as in the conception of ‘human security’, tend to
posit state-political interests in security in contradistinction to the wellbe-
ing of social groups and societal systems of reproduction as well as to the
safety of individuals irrespective of their political belonging.1 In such con-
stellation, the conception of ‘security’ loses its seemingly self-explicatory
quality, instead becoming a key vehicle for negotiations and fights over
political prerogatives, social demands, and claims at cultural identities.
Frédéric Gros has reconstructed some aspects of this generalization of ‘se-
curity’, arguing that while ‘security’ has a quite diverse and complicated
genealogy in Western European history, it has meanwhile become a global
currency whose prominence resides precisely in the conspicuous absence
of any qualifier of what ‘security’ is concretely supposed to mean, and for
whom.2 In particular, the notion of ‘human security’, according to Gros,
serves as a vehicle for a bio-political conception of individuals as carriers
of life functions that replaces the idea of individuals as holders of human
rights.3 These accounts highlight the ubiquity, and at the same time vague-

1 Daase 2011, 2012; Junk 2011.
2 Gros 2015; see also Browning/McDonald 2011.
3 Gros 2015, pp. 185-255.
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ness, of ‘security’ as the base of the power of that conception. ‘Security’
seems to have lost all substantial qualifiers to the advantage of a negativis-
tic conception, namely, as the absence of threat. In some languages, this
negativistic definition of security even materializes on the word-morpho-
logical level, like in the Russian bezopasnost’, which literally means ‘the
absence of danger/threat’.

Accordingly, security-related research has focused for some time now
on those processes that boost the categorization of social and political con-
stellations as relevant to security – that is, as harboring potential threats to
a community or a polity. Thereby, it has been, in particular, International
Relations and Strategic Studies which have become a platform for such
conceptualizations of security. Since the 1980s, ‘Securitization Studies’
has emerged, and internally differentiated, as the “largest body of sec-
ondary literature in security studies”.4 It rejects the realism inherent in
classical understandings of IR, in particular the stipulation that states have
‘natural’ security prerogatives that organize their behavior within an anar-
chic international system in which each shift in power can only end up in a
zero-sum game. Instead, scholars maintain that security issues are politi-
cally and socially constructed. In this context, the term of ‘securitization’
has emerged as a key concept for the reconstruction of those processes
that frame given policy issues and social constellations as relevant for a
polity’s survival.5 Since then, ‘securitization’ has been conceptualized in
various ways.6 Starting from the speech act-theoretical model of the
‘Copenhagen School’ and being amended by more practice-theoretical ap-
proaches7, it meanwhile transcends the focus on polities, instead posing
questions concerning the securitization of social groups, transnational net-
works (for instance, such as terrorism), or economic developments.8

This volume contributes to this debate through a rigorous focus on the
power dimension of securitization. Thereby, it follows a dual strategy. On
the one hand, it discusses recent developments in securitization studies
from the angle of how notions of power figure in these debates. In this re-
spect, the volume’s contribution consists both in a systematization of the
debate and in the suggestions of conceptual and theoretical approaches

4 Christou et al. 2010: 348.
5 Wæver 1995; 1996; cf. Vuori 2011.
6 See Wæver 2004 and 2015, Buzan 2016.
7 Bigo 2002, 2006; 2014; Balzacq 2005, 2011; Balzacq et al. 2016; Leander 2010.
8 See, for a summary of recent research trends, Balzacq et al. 2016.
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that might benefit the debate, given the circumstance that a broad effort to
conceptually come to terms with the power in securitization processes is
absent so far. On the other hand, the volume aims at a more historical and
interdisciplinary contextualization of conceptions of power in securitiza-
tion studies through exemplarily focusing on scenes of securitization, tak-
ing up the thread in the 18th century. The contributions thus span the range
not only of political science, sociology and anthropology from which
prominent conceptual contributions to securitization studies have
emerged, but also of law, arts history, contemporary history, and social
history.

By dint of its historical and conceptual approach, the volume aims also
at questioning certain core assumptions in securitization studies as they
present themselves today. Securitization studies started out by questioning
the ontological dignity of the category of ‘security’ as used in realist Inter-
national Relations and Strategic Studies,9 thereby also conveying critiques
of the potentially detrimental uses of security as a vehicle of political
dramatization.10 However, securitization studies found it less easy to leave
behind other core characteristics of IR. This pertains, in particular, to two
of its aspects which are crucial to the realist understanding of state power
in the international system: the state and the international system. Securiti-
zation, while having broadened its horizon to scales of securitization dif-
ferent from the state (for instance, ‘macro-securitizations’),11 many of its
scholars still prefer to direct their attention to the securitization of the state
vis-à-vis threats to that state as they are being constructed within the hori-
zon of the international system (see Andreas Langenohl’s paper in this
volume).

The most powerful critique of such state-centrism has, arguably, come
from anthropology, which has recently fostered an approach that views
processes of securitization as a basic mode of the reproduction of any col-
lectivity in the sense of its production and stabilization over time.12 Ac-
cording to this approach, the invocation of security is a powerful lever in
the symbolic, social, and political constitution of collectivities; as such,
collectivities can never be regarded as ‘given’. Moreover, securitization
constructs communities and entities not only through framing them as be-

9 See for an historical overview Wæver 2015.
10 See for a discussion Browning/McDonald 2011.
11 Cf. Buzan/Wæver 2009.
12 Holbraad/Pedersen 2013; cf. critically Rollason 2017.
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ing under threat, but also through asserting that other communities and en-
tities are potentially threatening (see Regina Kreide’s and Carola Wester-
meier and Hannah Broecker’s articles). Finally, the ‘international system’
purports an understanding of principal symmetry and zero-sum logics be-
tween the units that comprise it, thus tending to turn a blind eye to struc-
turally caused asymmetries within that system, for instance, in (post-)colo-
nial dynamics (see Maria Ketzmerick’s contribution).

While this volume, therefore, presents anthropological, sociological and
political-theoretical critiques of views on securitization that still seem to
take the state and the international system for granted, it also includes
studies that question the saliency of the state and the international system
from an historical point of view. While studies on security and securing
have been common in historiography, for instance, in military and diplo-
matic history, the historical perspectivation of securitization studies is still
in a very early, but promising phase.13 Thereby, the historical reconstruc-
tions of securitization dynamics assembled in this volume aim not so
much at an outright rejection of the ‘modernism’ inherent in IR and also in
some strands of securitization studies, but rather at the productive engage-
ment with dynamics of securitization, and the power dimensions inherent
in them, through focusing on such dynamics that escape the logic of the
state as contained within an ‘anarchic’ international system. Examples
range from securitization discourses and practices in early modern munici-
palities and cities in the 19th and 20th centuries to the role of international
public law as a securitizing force that was set up to challenge the interna-
tional system’s ‘anarchy’, to securitization dynamics within asymmetrical
transnational constellations, like in the context of decolonization move-
ments.

This way, the volume dedicates itself to opening up a discussion over
possibilities to conceptualize power dynamics in securitization processes
beyond the state and the international system. In the following, we will
briefly introduce the volume’s contributions along the lines of conceptual
arguments that crosscut them. The articles are organized into two book
sections. While the first represents conceptual attempts to deepen our un-
derstanding of the power dimension of securitization processes, the second
one comprises articles which, in conceptualizing that power dimension, in-

13 Buzan/Wæver 2009; Buzan 2016; Conze 2012.
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troduce views on securitization that bypass and challenge the nexus of
state and international system.

Part I – Conceptualizing the power dimensions of securitization

Arguably, any discussion of power in securitization processes is inextrica-
bly linked with questions of how power is conceptualized in general, and
which kind of power securitization represents. The Copenhagen School
has given some impulse to debating that question. For instance, the CS has
been read as being based on a Schmittian conception of power, so that the
‘securitizing move’ embodies the sovereign declaration of a state of ex-
ception.14 Other critics have seen the CS as rather shuttling between a
Schmittian and a Habermasian aspect of securitization: As the ‘securitiz-
ing move’, it was argued, needs to be validated by relevant ‘audiences’,
there is in principle (at least, within democratic and pluralist political or-
ders) the chance to confront the securitizing move with questioning and
resistance.15 Other contributions reframed the CS argument as relating to a
rather discursive mode of power: The “grammar of security”16 invoked by
the securitizing actors, according to this view, represents a discursive
mode of power that responds to the reflexive contingency of modern soci-
eties, in that it processes that contingency through a violent transformation
into a juxtaposition of self and other.17 The discursive model of power, in
turn, has been supplemented by the question of how actors maneuver
strategically within discourse.18 Approaches delineating themselves from
the CS, like the Paris School, have conceptualized power as residing rather
in social relations structuring the dynamics between securitizing actors
and their audiences: “The practical force of discourse falls, therefore, be-
tween logical consistency and the dynamics of social power”.19 So far,
however, the debate has not resulted in a clear positing of alternatives re-
garding how to conceptualize power in securitization. In particular, the re-
lationship that securitization studies maintains with resource-theoretical

14 Munster 2005.
15 Williams 2003.
16 Buzan et al. 1998, p. 33.
17 Huysmans 1998.
18 Stritzel 2012.
19 Balzacq 2011, p. 26.
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and instrumental conceptions of power – a power that is possessed by an
actor strategically pursuing his or her interests – is still unresolved (see
Langenohl in this volume).

The contributions in the first section of this volume maintain that re-
source-theoretical and instrumental conceptions of power in securitization
are comparatively weak. As securitization is first of all a process of rela-
ting – that is, a process shaping, instigating and creating relations between
and among actors, discourses, artefacts, and social and political figurations
– resource-theoretical approaches find themselves at odds with this rela-
tional dynamic because they tend to isolate actors and their power bases.
Pursuing this argument further, any relational notion of power cannot but
establish a connection between political, social, symbolic and material
processes.20 Processes of securitization may thus be perspectivized as dy-
namics that stabilize or destabilize such relations through a primary orga-
nizing principle, which is security and its respective understandings, shut-
tling between the invocation of a threatened entity and that of potential
threat. Power, accordingly, resides in the capacity to streamline connectiv-
ities and collectivities according to the respectively pertaining logic of se-
curity and thus to produce or stabilize such connectivities and collectivi-
ties across the realms of the political, the social, the symbolic and the ma-
terial.

Andreas Langenohl’s paper dissects the securitization debate with a
view to the different conceptions of power inherent in its contributions and
strands, arguing that the question of how a notion of power can inform se-
curitization studies cannot be decoupled from understandings of the politi-
cal implicit in these currents. Within this horizon, the paper makes two
main points. First, the Copenhagen School – especially Ole Wæver’s work
– is given credit for disentangling the notion of political power from the
notion of securitization altogether. As the CS tends to diagnose the effects
of securitization as the entering into potentially fatal dynamics such as
declaring exceptional states, demanding extraordinary measures, and be-
ing bound to these states and decisions, securitization tends to strip securi-
tizing actors of any capability to engage in political coordination, especial-
ly with those adversaries that are made to represent a threat to the polity.
Thus, the CS invites the conceptualization of power not so much on the
model of securitization, but rather on that of desecuritization, in the sense

20 Cf. Balzacq et al. 2016.
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of a restoration of the capability to engage in more open-ended relation-
ships, among antagonists and among allies. Second, and taking this argu-
ment further, the paper proposes a sociological variant of relational social
theory – namely, Norbert Elias’s sociology of figurations – in order to con-
ceptualize the power dynamics in securitization. Most importantly, an ana-
lytical difference is introduced between the power to securitize – that is,
the manifestation of a relational structure that encourages, enables, or de-
mands securitization – and the power of securitization, in other words, the
effects, often unintended, that securitization has on the conduct of political
and social affairs.

In Chapter 3, Regina Kreide continues this discussion and engages in a
philosophical debate about the power of border politics and its securitiza-
tion effects. She demonstrates that the ‘grammar of security’ diagnosed by
the CS is underpinned by the philosophical argumentation that aims at jus-
tifying ‘security’ as a legitimate concern in today’s societies. Yet, upon
closer inspection, these arguments are more instrumental in justifying po-
litical and social exclusion. She uses Andreas Langenohl’s (in this vol-
ume) useful distinction between the “power to securitize” and the “power
of securitization” to argue that if collectives of states mobilize their
sovereignty to close borders and, thus, “appropriate” a right to exclude,
they problematically transform our societies into securitized societies. In
conversation with scholars of critical security studies, Kreide proposes
considering the relationship between the power to securitize and that of se-
curitization as a dialectical one, which – vis-à-vis arguments in favor of a
right to exclude – reveals how the materialization of closing borders inher-
ently negatively affects those who should be protected through rendering
them, including the Roma, “irregular” and “illegal”, and, thus, through
fundamentally denying the guaranteeing of their fundamental citizenship
rights.

Hannah Broecker’s and Carola Westermeier’s joint contribution propos-
es a hegemony-theoretical understanding of the power in securitization,
viewing the invocation of ‘security’ and the constitution of asymmetrical
relations between subject positions as flip sides of the same coin. Accord-
ing to this proposition, leaning toward the work of Ernesto Laclau and
Chantal Mouffe, securitization effects connectivities and collectivities
through the empty signifier of security, which effaces differences between
the elements of the collectivity constituted as threatened as well as drama-
tizing distinctions between that collectivity and that which is supposed to
be threatening it. Taking this theoretical stance further, the paper argues

Introduction: Situating Power in Dynamics of Securitization
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with a view to the dealing with the most recent financial crisis in the Euro-
pean Union that the securitization of ‘financial stability’ by political actors
eventually gave way to a discursive deflation of the financial economy as
primary root of the crisis as a result of a delegation of the financial prob-
lematics to expert commissions. The paper thus makes a case for an under-
standing of power in securitization that does not stop short at an analysis
of the securitizing move, but investigates how that move enters into dis-
cursive dynamics that, rather inconspicuously, turn the tables on the secu-
ritizing actors. In the case under discussion, the empty signifier of ‘finan-
cial stability’ was relocated from a discourse that securitized financial
markets as a threat to the polity (the European Union) into a discourse that
construed financial markets as the referent object of securitization.21

Carola Dietze, in her chapter, discusses the relevance of considerations
of political (de-)legitimation in a broad sense for processes of securitiza-
tion. Interestingly, critical security studies have so far discussed the legiti-
macy of political orders as such only tangentially, instead narrowing the
focus on the legitimation of securitizing actors and security professionals.
Dietze takes issue with this view on the example of debates around politi-
cal (de-)legitimation triggered by terrorism as a new tactic of political vio-
lence. In particular, she analyzes claims to responsibility and other sources
issued by some of the 19th century’s first terrorists. Security concerns and
the viability of modern states, Dietze thus shows, are intrinsically linked to
each other. She concludes her chapter with a suggestion to include the cat-
egory of political legitimacy in a more comprehensive way into securitiza-
tion studies.

Part II – Historical and contemporary manifestations of the power
dynamics in securitization

The articles in this section demonstrate that the power in securitization,
from a historical perspective, cannot be reduced to the securitization of the
polity as a given entirety – a stipulation inherent in some strands of securi-
tization theory that presuppose the state and its structures of authorization
in order to model securitization as an actualization of the ‘grammar of se-

21 Cf. Wæver 1995.
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curity’ in the first place.22 The ‘entirety’ of the polity, or of any other enti-
ty that is made into the referent object of securitization, is not given but
needs to be symbolically, politically and socially manifested. Seen from
this angle, the recent diagnosis of an enlargement of the horizon of securi-
tization from state to society and to the individual23 merits historical re-
consideration, because it was never the state or the polity per se that be-
came objects of securitization – rather, state and polity are referent objects
of securitization that require symbolic work for their constitution.

The sheer institutional existence of states, as well as the focus of securi-
tization studies on democratic political orders (cf. Dietze’s contribution),
has often tended to camouflage the construction work necessary to consti-
tute the referent objects of securitization. It is, hence, smaller-scale enti-
ties, like cities and social groups, within them which are beneath the state
and polity level that can become the object of security concerns, both in
the form of constructed referent objects and as constructed threats (see the
contributions by Krüger and Lenger, Haus, and Ivasiuc). Here, the sym-
bolic-political, but also material, work of securitization becomes aptly ob-
servable because the nexus between those groups, often tiny in number,
and the overall security concerns of the community, society and polity is
based on symbolic inflation, dramatization, and material stakes. Also,
these articles show that the local dynamics of securitization lend them-
selves to being scrutinized through Foucauldian categories of power, such
as pastoral, disciplinary or governmental power, which enter into complex
synchronicities.

Historical study also demonstrates that the international ramifications of
power dimensions in securitization require a much more cautious recon-
struction than the all-out instrumentalist approach of realist IR, which still
seems to infiltrate securitization studies inasmuch they cling to an instru-
mentalist notion of power and the general heuristics of the international
system (see Langenohl in this volume). The ‘international’ cannot be re-
duced to an anarchic inter-state system producing zero-sum struggles for
hegemony, but fashions complications. For instance, considerations of
how international law intervened in processes of securitization opens a
view to the construction of security agendas beyond the nation-state level
(see Thilo Marauhn’s article). Conversely, securitization processes in post-

22 See Balzacq’s 2005 critique.
23 Daase 2011, 2012.
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colonial transitions highlight the structurally unequal relationship between
(former) metropolises and (former) colonies (see Maria Ketzmerick’s con-
tribution).

Lastly, a historical perspective is also able to establish that the power
dimension of securitization does not necessarily reside in strictly time-
bound speech acts or practices, but may intrude into the symbolic invento-
ry of society. Images and imaginations of peace and order may be, in fact,
undergirded by a securitizing appeal to the porousness and preliminarity
of such peace and order (see Katharina Krause’s contribution). The con-
ceptual consequence is that the line between ‘ordinary politics’ and the
‘securitizing move’ might be harder to establish than envisaged by the
Copenhagen School. In other words, the ‘grammar of security’ might be
rooted in, and handed over by, symbolical representations and material
artefacts that reference not squarely threat but rather the desirability of ‘or-
dinary’ order against the horizon of its imagined sophistication that equals
its imagined fragility.

Sebastian Haus’ paper deals with the ways that drug users in public
spaces in Frankfurt am Main became the object of governance by the city
administration from the 1970s to the 1990s. He argues that the city’s anti-
drug politics – which at times involved massive securitizing moves and
measures, such as demands to hospitalize drug users and to ban them from
public spaces – war repeatedly rearranged in connection, first, with public
discourses about the threats that public drug use pose to ‘public order’,
and second, with the emergence and spread of HIV and AIDS since the
1980s. Thus, the administration’s take on drug policies was seldom un-
equivocal. The 1970s and 1980s were characterized by competing dis-
courses framing drug use either as a security threat or, in a ‘pastoral’ sense
sensu Foucault, as a threat to the users’ wellbeing. With the advent of HIV
and AIDS, this dual discourse gained complexity, as emerging self-help
organizations of HIV-positive people, in close connection with the city’s
gay community, were able to reframe HIV and AIDS not as a matter of
security or pastoral care, but as a matter of self-organized empowerment
campaigns that highlighted the autonomy and agency of groups held to be
at risk. The cooperation between these initiatives and the city administra-
tion was double-edged with respect to the balance of power: while gay
men effectively resisted their securitization, and included heroin users in
their cooperation with the city in the fight against HIV, ‘liberal’ modes of
governing heroin users modelled after Foucault’s notion of governmentali-
ty gained ground. The limits to this liberal governmentality came to the
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fore, however, with the effective dissolution of the public heroin scene in
the city on the basis of renewed securitizing moves by the city administra-
tion at the beginning of the 1990s – a turn that the author interprets as
pointing to the limits of governmental power, even in a place like Frank-
furt which had ‘reinvented’ itself in a distinctively neoliberal style since
the 1980s.

The article of Thilo Marauhn and Marie-Christin Stenzel argues that
power, security, and public international law are closely interrelated. Jurid-
ification plays an important role in this relationship. The authors reveal an
interesting interface between juridification and securitization, as juridifica-
tion can be seen as an instrument that is adopted in order to address a situ-
ation of perceived insecurity. International law, like the climate summit or
conventions against committing war are discussed examples. However, ju-
ridification does not allow for more security but may lead to a process of
de-securitization. The authors define de-securitization as re-transferring is-
sues back into the regular political processes. Public international law
could then be perceived not only as a means of securitization but also as
an instrument of de-securitizing. Putting this way, this legal approach of-
fers a much broader conception of securitization than has been proposed
by the Copenhagen School.24 The Copenhagen approach then appears to
be too narrow for a comprehensive analysis of international negotiating
processes. Looking at public international law through the lens of securiti-
zation helps to better understand, the authors argue, the interface between
situational hermeneutics and instruments adopted in response to a situation
defined as relevant in terms of security.

The joint paper by Christine Krüger and Friedrich Lenger engages in a
social history of the securitization of dock workers’ strikes and protests in
the cities of London and Hamburg in the late 19th century. The compara-
tive view fleshes out the different stakeholders’ interests as well as politi-
cal and discursive strategies of the parties involved in those conflicts.
Through the reconstruction of those dynamics, the Copenhagen School’s
model of securitization is complicated through a sociological analysis of
the dynamics of bargaining and persuasive power. While in Hamburg, the
strikes and protests faced a massive securitization through the discursive
invocation of class struggle as a threat to the social order, with the state
being called upon as the guarantor of security of last resort, in London a

24 Cf. Wæver 1995.
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tendency prevailed that interpreted the strikes as the symptom of a social
order in need of reform. On the conceptual level, the authors conclude that
their comparison reveals two different articulations of security in the two
cities. While the Hamburg scene lends itself to a CS-style analysis of secu-
ritization processes through dramatizing speech acts that are capable of in-
flating a class conflict into a security concern for the polity and for society
(which, as a side effect, may result in path dependencies that restrict op-
tions of arbitration), the conflicts in London rather merit an analysis in
terms of Foucault’s notion of governmentality: The protests were taken up
by the owners of the means of production and the local government as a
call for social reform, equaling a de-securitization which has a govern-
mental power dimension inasmuch as it is based on a vision of social
forces regulating themselves, and that channels potential threats to the se-
curity of the societal system into organized negotiations. Security, in other
terms, was not to be effected by a ‘securitizing move’ that would wield the
powers of the sovereign state, but rather through a rearrangement of the
potentially self-regulatory forces of social dynamics.

Katharina Krause’s paper approaches the power dimension in securiti-
zation processes from the perspective of arts history. It poses the question
how prints and image series in Nuremberg from the 16th to the 18th cen-
turies portrayed the contemporary political and social order – and hence
political legitimacy – through conveying a sense of threat that was, how-
ever, held in latency. In the images under investigation, this shows, for in-
stance, through the portrayal of town fortifications which never move to
the foreground but instead frame representations of a quiet and orderly life
in the city and its vicinity. According to the author’s interpretation, this
ambivalently signals both a demonstration of political and administrative
power and a reminiscence of earlier battles and wars, portraying the
peaceful everyday as both orderly and exposed to a latent threat. And it is
through this ambivalence and the durability conveyed to it by the visual
representation that the images exert a distinct ‘power of securitization’ (cf.
Langenohl’s contribution), that is, a power that short-circuits the represen-
tation of political legitimacy and social order with the lasting allusion to a
potential threat. Thus, the article contributes to deepening our understand-
ing both of the constitution of the modern ‘grammar of security’ in the
long term, and the share that visual representations – which are character-
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ized, according to Lene Hansen,25 by perceptual “immediacy”, “circulabil-
ity” across different contexts of perception and, as Krause’s article clearly
demonstrates, “ambiguity” – have in it.

Maria Ketzmerick’s contribution is dedicated to an analysis of power
dynamics of securitization in a period of decolonization, using the exam-
ple of Cameroun in the 1950s. She looks at the power relations between
the anti-colonial resistance movement, U.P.C., and the French administra-
tion in Cameroun under the umbrella of the UN trusteeship council, evolv-
ing and transforming in the course of a conflict in which various securitiz-
ing moves were taken by all parties involved. Moreover, securitization dy-
namics switched between different scales, from local to state and to supra-
state levels, such as that of international organizations like the UN, which
proved to be an effective projection screen and modulator of securitizing
moves. Like in other recent contributions,26 the study shows that, from a
historical perspective, the effects and the ‘success’ of securitizing moves
cannot be understood without taking into account different audience struc-
tures on different scales and their interdependencies. The study also
demonstrates the aptness of a notion of ‘balance of power’ as in Norbert
Elias for the analysis of securitization processes, as it reconstructs how the
different actors on different scales negotiated their positionalities and al-
liances.

Ana Ivasiuc suggests a framework for the analysis of power dimensions
in securitization modelled after Actant Network Theory. According to her
argument, which empirically relates to processes of securitization of social
groups labelled ‘nomadic’ observed in the city of Rome, the still prevalent
divide between the Paris School and the Copenhagen School has to be
seen in the context of an overall epistemological impasse, critiqued by La-
tour, which results from the epistemological separation of symbolic mean-
ing and material presence. Processes of securitization will thus only ever
be partly understood in their complexity. In order to arrive at an alternative
epistemology, the author conducts an exemplary reconstruction of the se-
curitization of Roma groups in Rome in which material objects and their
(dis)placement, like surveillance cameras and fences around state-autho-
rized Roma camps, merge which symbolic constructions of the Roma as
dangerous. In this perspective, power is conceptualized as being the prod-

25 Hansen 2011, pp. 55-58.
26 See Buzan/Wæver 2009.
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uct of such complex ‘translations’ between material, semioticity, human
and hon-human agency.

 


 
Arguably, this volume falls short of suggesting the ‘one’ conceptualization
of power in dynamics of securitization. Rather, its objective is to probe the
grounds for elaborating on alternatives to the, still often encountered, im-
plicit resource-theoretical notion of power in securitization studies – a
power that enables strategic actors to securitize, be it through dramatic
speech-acts or through less dramatic, but no less effective, professional
practices. Developing alternatives to such simplistic view entails con-
fronting the available versions of securitization studies both with concep-
tual reconstructions – with an ‘immanent critique’,27 as it were – and with
historical reconstructions of processes of securitization that point to the
limits of current securitization studies’ understanding of power.

Finally, the results presented in this volume invite an engagement in re-
search along the following general lines: the relationalities of securitiza-
tion between different actors, across different discourses and between dif-
ferent scales of power figurations, from local to global; the materialities of
the power of securitization, not only with respect to the role of material
artefacts and processes in security routines, but also with respect to the
materiality of the ‘securitizing move’ as it crystallizes in different material
and medial formats; and the long-term formation of ‘grammars of securi-
ty’ (whereby ‘grammar’ might be too narrow a term, invoking language
practices while glossing over other symbolic registers) and their organiza-
tion into what might be preliminarily called an archive of security. Future
archivists of security and securitization, in reconstructing the records,
might be better equipped to challenge the ubiquity of ‘security’ as an al-
legedly universal concern.
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Conceptualizing the Power Dimensions of
Securitization

Part I –





Dynamics of Power in Securitization: Towards a Relational
Understanding

Andreas Langenohl

Introduction

This chapter presents a theoretical and conceptual reconstruction of under-
standings of power in current securitization studies. In the first part (sec-
tions 1 and 2), it argues that these understandings have to be approached
against the background of all three major ‘schools’ in post-realist securiti-
zation studies that maintain a critical relation to realist International Rela-
tions (IR), and that conceptions of power crucially revolve around the
question of how to conceptually situate the political in processes of securi-
tization. In particular, this chapter will argue that the Copenhagen School’s
theorization of securitization provides the richest basis for this endeavor
because it is based on the conception –– perhaps implicit –– that rescues
power as a particular mode of the political for analysis.

This argument then provides the platform for the paper’s second part
(sections 3 and 4), which suggests a relational model of the power of secu-
ritization. Drawing on works in relational sociology, especially such by
Norbert Elias, it proposes a distinction between the conditions that enable
actors to engage in securitization (the power to securitize), and the differ-
ent effects that these practices may have, including those that come as un-
intended consequences of securitization (the power of securitization).
While acknowledging that these two parts of the paper may be read as
forming different projects that both merit chapters of their own, I want to
show that a discussion of current securitization studies’ engagement with
the question of power (and the absence thereof) actually invites a relation-
al modelling of power dynamics in securitization.

Current Securitization Studies: Three schools and their disputes

This section introduces current securitization studies by way of what can
be identified as their common genealogy, namely a critical questioning of

1
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assumptions regarding security in realist understandings of International
Relations (IR). The three schools of securitization – “Copenhagen, Paris,
Aberystwyth” as identified by Ole Wæver1 – regard themselves as critical
interventions into realist and neo-realist theories of international relations,
claiming the core of IR – that is, security – for alternative readings of se-
curity. In this, they also challenge the realist conception of power in IR as
rational and utilitarian agency on the side of states and their elites, respec-
tively.2 From the perspective of securitization, ‘security’ is not the natural
prerogative and concern of states within an anarchic international system,
but is rather claimed by political elites and other actors for the legitimation
of political agency and supremacy.

At the same time, the three schools differ with respect to how exactly
they reconstruct the logic of securitization. This section traces the major
disputes in securitization studies, in particular the debates around the
speech-act theoretical model of the Copenhagen School, the role of audi-
ences in supporting or denying ‘securitizing moves,’ and attempts to in-
clude the dimension of routines and practices into the conceptualization of
securitization. At stake in these discussions is, on the one hand, the effec-
tiveness of securitization practices and, on the other hand, the ways that
securitization is imbricated with strategies of implicit or explicit authoriza-
tion and legitimation. With effectiveness and authorization/legitimation
being two conceptual core components of political power as commonly
understood, it is surprising that the debates in securitization studies have
so far mostly refrained from dedicating conceptual attention to ‘power’ as
a major component in the theoretical genealogy of securitization studies.
This prepares for the discussion in Part II, which is dedicated to a theoreti-
cal and conceptual reconstruction of understandings of power in current
securitization studies.

“Copenhagen, Paris, Aberystwyth”: Three interventions into realist
International Relations

The field of current security studies is characterized by a multitude of ap-
proaches that multiplied with the advent of non-realist security studies in

1.1

1 Wæver 2004, 2015, pp. 92–93.
2 Cf. Lipschutz 1995, Der Derian 1995.
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the 1980s.3 Starting with the Copenhagen School of Security Studies (CS),
since the end of the systems confrontation between liberal-capitalist West
and state-socialist East, a number of approaches have formed whose aim it
is to articulate alternatives to the dominant realism in International Rela-
tions (IR). While realism has meanwhile differentiated itself into compet-
ing sub-approaches such as ‘neorealism’ or ‘neoliberalism’,4 it is still,
broadly put, characterized by the conviction that polities (that is, states)
have ‘natural’ security interests (often named raison d’état), that these in-
terests tend to conflict with each other, and that such conflicts take place
within a normatively largely unregulated, in fact ‘anarchic’ interstate sys-
tem. By way of contrast, critical interventions into realist approaches pro-
ceed from the assumption that security interests are neither given nor natu-
rally coupled to a polity’s condition of existence or existential threats, but
that they are politically, socially and culturally constituted. In other words,
security is the outcome of processes termed securitization. Not least, this
approach promises to yield more historical context to security studies,
highlighting the historical conditions under which particular policy fields
or societal, economic and cultural concerns become subject to securitiza-
tion.5

The inner differentiation of this branch of security studies – which one
might call constitutive-theoretical securitization studies as they are all in-
terested in the ways that security concerns become constituted through ac-
tors, discourses and practices – has been quite complex since the early
1990s. Two ‘schools’ of securitization studies – the CS and the ‘Aberyst-
wyth’ or ‘Welsh School’ (WS) – emerged virtually simultaneously, at that
time not entertaining many interconnections. Later, the so-called Paris
School (PS) emerged, partly in critical appreciation of major conceptual
elements of the CS. These debates have been shot through with broader
theoretical referentialities, and have been characterized differently by the
protagonists in the debate. For instance, Balzacq opposes two broad cur-
rents in securitization studies, namely ‘philosophical’ and ‘sociological’
approaches, whereby he attributes the philosophical register to the CS (be-
cause of their alleged clinging to a universalist speech-act theoretical mod-
el of securitization) and reserves the sociological register for the PS,
stressing social and political conditions that determine the effectiveness of

3 Wæver 2004.
4 Cf. Jahn 2012, pp. 20–23.
5 Buzan & Wæver 2009; Buzan 2016.
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securitizing practices.6 Buzan names feminism, constructivism, poststruc-
turalism and postcolonial theory as major distinctions in current securitiza-
tion studies that differentially rely on theoretical resources that combine
an emphasis on the constitution of security with aspects of hierarchization
and marginalization of subject positions.7

Here I want to briefly characterize the three schools, for introductory
purposes. The CS, as already mentioned, fashions a speech-act theoretical
model of securitization, according to which political actors label certain
political, social, cultural or economic problems as existential threats to the
existence and survival of the polity.8 The underlying speech-act theory is
borrowed from Austin,9 and thus can be categorized as a linguistic-prag-
matic theory. According to this theory, securitizing speech acts invoke a
semantic repertoire, the so-called “grammar of security”,10 that declares a
problem as exceptional. Thus, its handling is made the prerogative of a
centralized authority (usually the government) which is thus legitimized to
suspend the normal checks and balances of political conduct. The PS, dis-
tancing itself from the CS’s preoccupation with the speech-act, has been
more interested in practices of securitization that change the conduct of
social, political, economic and military affairs with the aim to fight
threats. These practices usually operate beyond the level of publicity asso-
ciated with political speech-acts, and are typically engaged in by experts
who often make use of a professionalist, as opposed to political, type of
legitimation.11 Finally, the WS, which has had some repercussions in femi-
nist and postcolonial securitization theory, is based on a normative refuta-
tion of the state’s claim to the security prerogative, arguing that security
ought to relate to individuals, social groups and populations, whereas the
state ought to be relegated to a purely instrumental role with respect to
achieving such security.12 Security is thus associated with the emancipa-

6 Balzacq 2011.
7 Buzan 2016, pp. 128–129.
8 Wæver 1995, 1996; Buzan et al. 1998.
9 Austin 1976.

10 Buzan et al. 1998, p. 33.
11 Balzacq 2005, 2011; Bigo 2006; Leander 2010.
12 This redefinition of security concerns as related to social processes and conditions

of participation is also reflected in more recent studies on changing ‘cultures of se-
curity’, like the extension of classically state-centered security concerns to the
realm of so-called ‘human security’ (cf. Daase 2011, 2012), however, without the
normative ambition that is characteristic of the WS.
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tion of individuals and peoples from oppressive state apparatuses. It is the
express aim of the WS to refute realist IR, which is denounced to be ob-
sessed with questions of the distribution of power among states, and to
work toward a normative paradigm shift, that is, toward a notion of securi-
ty informed by moral philosophy.13

In the following subsections, I will discuss some crucial issues regard-
ing the interrelationship of these three schools as well as view them com-
paratively in greater detail, in order to prepare the later discussion of the
implications of securitization processes regarding power dynamics in se-
curitization. It is thereby useful to start out with a debate that has charac-
terized in particular the interrelation between the CS and the PS, while the
WS, which has been less present in the mainstream debates, will be given
less attention.

The ‘audience’ disputes

The Copenhagen School’s speech-act theoretical model of securitization
implies audience conceptually in the performativity of the speech-act, and
thus does not have to address the presence or absence of concrete audi-
ences. According to Vuori, this limitation of the securitization move to its
nucleus, the speech-act, is a strength of the CS because it is unambiguous-
ly constructivist: “Thus, the core of securitization theory is the intersubjec-
tive establishment of a security status for an issue. This core is not con-
cerned with threat perceptions, or whether something is really a threat, nor
is it concerned with security measures”.14 The CS approach thus opts for a
constitutive-theoretical variant of securitization theory that depicts the ul-
timate process of securitization in a speech act that conjures up a “gram-
mar of security”,15 whereby the notion of ‘grammar’ is deliberately used
in the speech-act theoretical sense, namely as forming the ‘felicity condi-
tions’ of a performative speech-act of securitization. Thus, Vuori’s argu-
ment is that through the speech-act theoretical architecture of the “securi-
tising move”,16 the departure from realist or substantialist notions of secu-
rity can be accomplished most radically and decisively.

1.2

13 Booth 1991.
14 Vuori 2011, p. 136.
15 Buzan et al. 1998, p. 33.
16 Id., p. 25.
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From this perspective, the CS embeds itself within the much grander
horizon of the linguistic turn (cf. Bachmann-Medick 2010), setting out to
challenge any understanding that security refers to something ontological-
ly given. Accordingly, it has been categorized as a theory dedicated to the
analysis of security as a “self-referential practice” by Thierry Balzacq, its
most ardent critic.17 However, the CS is not the only theoretical strand of
securitization studies which opposes any substantialist understanding of
security with an emphasis on the self-referentiality of security. Sharing the
interest in the symbolic constitution of ‘security’, but rejecting the route
via speech-act theory, Jef Huysmans holds that “[s]ecuritisation is not a
speech act but a multidimensional process in which skills, expert knowl-
edge, institutional routines as well as discourses of danger modulate the
relation between security and freedom”.18 In earlier works, Huysmans had
suggested a discursive understanding of securitization, according to which
the ‘content’ of security consists in “an ensemble or rules that is immanent
to a security practice and that defines the practice in its specificity (Fou-
cault, 1969: 63): I will use the Foucaultian concept ‘discursive formation’
to refer to this ordering logic which the signifier articulates.”19 Like the
CS, Huysmans proceeds from a self-referential model of the practice of
securitization, and also from the (historical) preexistence of a semantic
structure to which securitizing acts make reference (called ‘grammar’ in
the CS and ‘discursive formation’ by Huysmans). Yet unlike the CS, he
does not see this self-referentiality grounded in the performativity of a
speech-act but in the reproduction of a discourse through the practices it
organizes.

As mentioned, Thierry Balzacq proved to be the strongest critic of the
self-referential model of securitization. In 2005, he presented a detailed
critique of the CS, arguing that it had appropriated Austinian speech-act
theory in a one-sided manner. According to this critique, the CS collapses
Austin’s complex theoretical edifice of the performativity of speech-acts
into only one of its aspects, namely that of ‘illocution’, that is, the capacity
of certain speech acts to bring about a new status of social affairs by dint
of their very utterance (which presupposes that the securitizing actor is so-
cially authorized to perform the act). This comes at the expense of the as-
pect of ‘perlocution’, which regards reactions of addressees of that speech-

17 Balzacq 2005, p. 177.
18 Huysmans 2006a, p. 153, as quoted in Vuori 2011, p. 159.
19 Huysmans 1998, pp. 232-233.
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