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Security and Immigration: 
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Governmentality of Unease 

Didier Bigo* 

Migration is increasingly interpreted as a security problem. The 
prism of security analysis is especially important for politicians, for 
national and local police organizations, the military police, cus­
toms officers, border patrols, secret services, armies, judges, some 
social services (health care, hospitals, schools), private corpora­
tions (bank analysts, providers of technology surveillance, private 
policing), many journalists (especially from television and the 
more sensationalist newspapers), and a significant fraction of gen­
eral public opinion, especially but not only among those attracted 
to "law and order." The popularity of this security prism is not an 
expression of traditional responses to a rise of insecurity, crime, 
terrorism, and the negative effects of globalization; it is the result 
of the creation of a continuum of threats and general unease in 
which many different actors exchange their fears and beliefs in the 
process of making a risky and dangerous society. The professionals 
in charge of the management of risk and fear especially transfer 
the legitimacy they gain from struggles against terrorists, criminals, 
spies, and counterfeiters toward other targets, most notably 
transnational political activists, people crossing borders, or people 
born in the country but with foreign parents. 

This expansion of what security is taken to include effectively 
results in a convergence between the meaning of international and 
internal security. The convergence is particularly important in re­
lation to the issue of migration, and specifically in relation to ques­
tions about who gets to be defined as an immigrant. The security 
professionals themselves, along with some academics, tend to claim 
that they are only responding to new threats requiring exceptional 
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measures beyond the normal demands of everyday politics. In 
practice, however, the transformation of security and the conse­
quent focus on immigrants is directly related to their own immedi­
ate interests (competition for budgets and missions) and to the 
transformation of technologies they use (computerized databanks, 
profiling and morphing, electronic phone tapping). The Euro-
peanization and the Westernization of the logics of control and 
surveillance of people beyond national polices is driven by the cre­
ation of a transnational field of professionals in the management 
of unease. This field is larger than that of police organizations in 
that it includes, on one hand private corporations and organiza­
tions dealing with the control of access to the welfare state, and, on 
the other hand, intelligence services and some military people 
seeking a new role after the end of the Cold War. These profes­
sionals in the management of unease, however, are only a node 
connecting many competing networks responding to many groups 
of people who are identified as risk or just as a source of unease.1 

This process of securitization is now well known, but despite 
the many critical discourses that have drawn attention to the secu­
ritization of migration over the past ten years, the articulation of 
migration as a security problem continues. Why? What are the rea­
sons of the persistent framing of migration in relation to terrorism, 
crime, unemployment and religious zealotry, on the one hand, and 
to integration, interest of the migrant for the national economy de­
velopment, on the other, rather than in relation to new opportu­
nities for European societies, for freedom of travel over the world, 
for cosmopolitanism, or for some new understanding of citizen­
ship?2 This is the question I want to address in this essay. 

Some "critical" discourses generated by NGOs and academics 
assume that if people, politicians, governments, bureaucracies, and 
journalists were more aware, they would change their minds about 
migration and begin to resist securitizing it. The primary problem, 
therefore, is ideological or discursive in that the securitization of 
migrants derives from the language itself and from the different 
capacities of various actors to engage in speech acts. In this con­
text, the term "speech act" is used not in its technical Austinian 
sense, but metaphorically, to justify both the normative position of 
a speaker and the value of their critical discourse against the dis­
courses of the security professionals. This understanding of cri­
tique reinforces the vision of a contest between ideas and norms, 
a contest in which academics can play a leading role.s 

This essay tries to be critical in a rather different sense. It seeks to 
avoid presenting the struggle as an ideological one between conserv­
ative and liberal positions, or even as an "intertextual competition" 
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between agencies in which academics have a key role. It examines 
why the discourses of securitization continue to be so powerful 
even when alternatives discourses are well known, and why the pro­
duction of academic and alternative discourses has so little effect 
in either the political arena or in daily life. It emphasizes the work 
of politicization, of the mobilization of groups and technologies 
enabling some agents, especially political actors, the media, the se­
curity professionals and some sectors of the general population, to 
create a "truth" about the link between crime, unemployment, and 
migration, even when academics, churches, NGOs and some social 
policy-oriented institutions have made powerful claims to the con­
trary for many years. 

My hypothesis is that the securitization of immigration is not 
only an effect of, even if it contributes to, the propaganda of the 
far right political parties, the rise of racism, a new and more effi­
cient rhetoric convincing the population of a danger, or successful 
"speech acts" performed by actors coming from the state or from 
the society.4 Securitization of the immigrant as a risk is based on 
our conception of the state as a body or a container for the polity. 
It is anchored in the fears of politicians about losing their symbolic 
control over the territorial boundaries.5 It is structured by the habi­
tus of the security professionals and their new interests not only in 
the foreigner but in the "immigrant." These interests are corre­
lated with the globalization of technologies of surveillance and 
control going beyond the national borders.6 It is based, finally, on 
the "unease" that some citizens who feel discarded suffer because 
they cannot cope with the uncertainty of everyday life.7 This worry, 
or unease, is not psychological. It is a structural unease in a "risk 
society" framed by neoliberal discourses in which freedom is always 
associated at its limits with danger and (in) security. 

The securitization of migration is, thus, a transversal political 
technology, used as a mode of governmentality by diverse institu­
tions to play with the unease,8 or to encourage it if it does not yet 
exist,9 so as to affirm their role as providers of protection and se­
curity and to mask some of their failures.10 The securitization of 
immigration then emerges from the correlation between some suc­
cessful speech acts of political leaders, the mobilization they create 
for and against some groups of people, and the specific field of se­
curity professionals (which, in the West, and despite many differ­
ences, now tend to unite policemen, gendarmes, intelligence ser­
vices, military people, providers of technology of surveillance and 
experts on risk assessments). It comes also from a range of admin­
istrative practices such as population profiling, risk assessment, sta­
tistical calculation, category creation, proactive preparation, and 
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what may be termed a specific habitus of the "security professional" 
with its ethos of secrecy and concern for the management of fear 
or unease.11 

The Success of Securitization 
of Immigration in the Political Realm 

For a majority of antiracist and Human Rights associations, as well 
as for many scholars linked to these associations, the force of the 
securitization of migration comes from the "spontaneous" spread 
of intolerance and racist prejudice over large groups of people. 
The popular classes are "contaminated" by "law and order" visions 
about foreigners and accept them. Ignorance of the broader stakes 
combined with a populism calculated to please frustrated people 
creates a potential for security-oriented behavior against foreign­
ers.12 This analysis of the susceptibility of populations to populist 
rhetoric may be accurate in some respects. However, the ineffec­
tiveness of critical discourses is not a consequence of a simple 
blindness on the part of politicians, the electorate, security profes­
sionals, and media.13 Success will not come by repeating again and 
again reasoned argument about how useful foreigners could be for 
a society. So the refusal to take into account the critical discourses 
can be characterized not as a lack of knowledge but as a policy of 
forgetting, or as a denial.14 

As Ayse Ceyhan and Anastasia Tsoukala show in this issue, 
claims that increases in insecurity can be attributed to the responsi­
bility of migrants for crime, delinquency, and deviance have been 
successfully challenged by critical analysis without much effect on 
the prevailing political rhetoric. Analytical accuracy has not really 
undermined the consensus among political leaders and bureaucra­
cies. It is not directly by arguing for migrants and against securiti­
zation that critical discourses can change the situation.15 Details of 
the negative effects of government policies or international institu­
tions will not change the situation for immigrants. They will still be 
framed in relation to statist practices of rejection or integration. Ef­
fective challenges can only be indirect, by analyzing the conditions 
under which the authority of truth is given to a discourse that cre­
ates the immigrant as an "outsider, inside the State."16 

Security and Immigration: Seeing Like a State 

Policies of denial, of active forgetting about migration role and sta­
tus, draw their strength from the way the state is conceived by the 
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main actors of these discourses of securitization of immigrants.17 

For journalists, bureaucrats, and lawyers, but also for most political 
scientists of Western societies, state is often confused with state ap­
paratus and governant. Governants in representative democracies, 
they argue, derive their legitimacy from their citizens, so they asso­
ciate state and democracy without much sense of the limits of and 
contradictions between these two notions. Citizens are then con­
ceived as nationals, understood by opposition to foreigners, and, 
migrants are framed through various cultural discourses as for­
eigners, or as citizens of a different national origin, who do not fit 
the "national standard" of norms and values. So, migration is al­
ways understood, through the categories of the national and the 
state, as a danger to the "homogeneity of the people." The activa­
tion of the term migrant in im-migrant is by definition seen as some­
thing destructive. The metaphor of the body politic embedded in 
the sovereignty myth—in the need to monitor borders to reassure 
the integrity of what is "inside," in the practice of territorial protec­
tion, in the technologies of surveillance—creates an image of im­
migration associated with an outsider coming inside, as a danger to 
the homogeneity of the state, the society, and the polity.18 

The genealogy of the Western state, in relation to both its 
strongest myths and its institutionalization, has been analyzed in 
the sociologies of Pierre Bourdieu and Anthony Giddens.19 They 
have shown how, in Bourdieu's terms, "states conceptualise us 
more than we, as academics, conceptualise the State." The studies 
in international-relations theory by John Ruggie, Thomas Bier-
steker, Richard Ashley, and R. B. J. Walker have similarly empha­
sized the capacity of states to impose themselves as a frame of 
mind.20 They obliged IR theorists to analyze the territorial dimen­
sion of the Westphalian state, a topic that has also been examined 
by Bertrand Badie, Richard Mansbach, and Martin Heisler.21 I will 
not develop this aspect here: I just want to emphasize that, even if 
all these concepts were arms in symbolic and political struggles be­
tween different groups, the concepts of sovereignty, security, and 
borders always structure our thought as if there existed a "body"— 
an "envelope," or "container"—differentiating one polity from an­
other. The state justifies itself as the only political order possible 
as soon as it is accepted that sovereignty, law and order, and a sin­
gle body are the prerequisite for peace and homogeneity. It justi­
fies the "national" identity that the state has achieved through a 
territorialization of its order, by a cutting up of borders. 

The strength of this symbolic order has been analyzed so many 
times that it is not necessary to expand on the subject, but it is im­
portant to remember this way of thinking because too many econ­
omists or sociologists working on migration "forget" this political 
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element. They actively work to forget the central illusion of power 
as a body, through homogeneity, sovereignty, and law, that prevents 
an understanding of the global social transformations concerning 
movement of people and identity politics. Furthermore, politi­
cians, lawyers, and some sociologists can hardly admit that power 
cannot be analyzed through legitimate and steady forms—that it is 
not coming from the top and going downward; that, in Michel Fou-
cault's terms, "it cannot be analyzed in its intentions; but on the 
contrary where it is in direct relationship with its targets, where it 
moves, where, at its extremities, power goes beyond the Law, where 
the techniques and tactics of domination can be analyzed."22 Fou­
cault long ago proposed this alternative to a description of power 
relationships in terms of sovereignty that challenges the premise of 
the rhetoric of a body politic, but this framing continues to be mar­
ginal. Even in academic circles, there is a refusal to analyze sover­
eignty and security as objects of research, and a continuing insis­
tence that they can be used as if they were tools for understanding 
the relationship between state and society.23 

Sovereignty and security cannot be conceived merely as analyti­
cal tools of social reality; they must be seen as categories demanding 
genealogical analysis and linked to a particular way of governing— 
that of the so-called Westphalian state and its modern (Hegelian or 
Weberian) variations. The contemporary revival of sovereignty in 
political debate is thus to be understood as the deployment of a 
narrative, with the specific purpose of playing with positions of 
symbolic authority so as to force social practices to bend in a re­
quired way. Sovereignty implies a recognition of these positions; 
but when they are contested, the authority effect cannot survive for 
long. The authority effect does not assert itself, but is established 
intersubjectively. The same goes for the argument about security. 
Practices of security are not given by nature but are the outcome of 
political acts by politicians and specialists on threat management. 

Security and Immigration: Seeing Like a Politician 

The framing of the state as a body endangered by migrants is a po­
litical narrative activated for the purpose of political games in ways 
that permit each politician to distance himself or herself from 
other politicians, but within the same rules of the game. It is a so­
cial construction useful for the politicization of migration. Murray 
Edelman has explained how the social construct of the political 
spectacle works.24 He has demonstrated how the construction of 
situations as problems is useful for politicians: the politicians can 
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manage them in order to justify their own authority. It enables 
them, for example, to negate other problems or to transform struc­
tural difficulties into easy targets. All these elements and practices 
are important to explain the securitization of immigrants. Michael 
Rogin—to cite one example—has developed the idea that in vari­
ous countries, and especially in the United States, political rhetoric 
works as a political demonology through which politicians con­
struct a figure of the enemy to generate a countersubversive dis­
course and a law-and-order program.25 

Neither Edelman nor Rogin adequately examines a further dy­
namic, one that Paul Veyne has developed in another context—a 
dynamic arising from the ways in which politicians believe in their 
own myths, even if they consciously and cynically activate them 
themselves. They are not mystificators and jokers. Despite the dif­
ferences expressed in and generated by political struggles, national 
traditions, professional interests, and the cynicisms apparent in the 
leadership of police or defense ministries, politicians live in the 
myths about polity, sovereignty, and state. They participate in this 
illusion of the political field. These myths structure their space, 
their way of thinking and acting concerning a "political problem," 
and explain to some degree the homogeneity of their reaction to 
the "immigration problem" in the diversity of Western states. 

This does not mean that politicians necessarily believe in the 
myths they disseminate regarding immigrants, or Islamists, or bor­
der transgression: they know the limits of their "fable" as well as the 
Greeks knew that their gods were part of the fairy tale.26 Nonethe­
less, they cannot call into question those myths about state, about 
the integrity of the people, because the myths are the way they 
frame their everyday explanation of the political and social world 
and the way they see their own struggles and values. Even the most 
cynical among them do not have another framework in which to 
speak about the state and security. This is why the metaphor of the 
penetration of something foreign into a body is so powerful, even 
if national trajectories modify the framing of this use so that, for 
example, the arrival of migrants is expressed as a tidal wave (as in 
Britain), a hole in the Dutch dikes, or a barbarian invasion (as 
in France).27 

These figures of discourse concerning immigration as a "pene­
tration" are created by the professionals of politics and based on a 
central presupposition made by politicians about their own capac­
ity of governance in relation to the state: the presupposition that 
it is possible to control the flow of individuals at the borders of the 
state.28 It assumes that professional politicians have a power that 
they do not want to lose concerning their right to accept or to 
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refuse the everyday movement of people from other countries. This 
assumption is now even more important for them given that they 
know they have less and less importance in decision making con­
cerning money and credit.29 It implies, in mind of the politician, 
the possibility of managing in practice, through law and its imple­
mentation, the freedom of circulation of individuals over whom the 
politicians consider they have a right of control if necessary.30 Con­
sequently, when these discourses and myths of the professionals of 
politics are confronted with the social practices of transborder ac­
tivities, and the impossibility of managing millions of decisions 
taken by individuals, they conflict with the security professionals 
who are in charge of effectively controlling the borders—who yet 
know that, practically speaking, they cannot seal the frontiers. 

This "will to mastery" on the part of the politicians has only 
one effect, but an important one. They change the status of per­
sons by opening or restricting the conditions of travel and stay (at 
the national—or, in the contemporary European context, Schen­
gen—borders), declaring legal or illegal the arrival and the stay on 
the country, but they know that a person who wants to enter will 
succeed anyway. Thus, in an illegal situation, the immigrant be­
comes, for the politician (and particularly for the local politicians, 
the mayors, who have to live a face-to-face relationship with the mi­
grants whom they wanted to reject) the personal enemy. Politicians 
see themselves as insulted by the incapacity to enforce the integrity 
of the national body they represent. The "migrant" is seen as both 
a public enemy breaking the law and a private enemy mocking the 
will of the politician. 

Nevertheless, even if the political professionals of those coun­
tries where migration is problematized as a political issue are frus­
trated by the confrontation between their self-images and their ef­
fective power in relation to social practices, it is no mean power 
that they have—to be able to define and categorize who is a mi­
grant and what a migrant is. Their symbolic power is not at all an 
absence of power.31 The political game in each country delineates 
the figure of the migrant by inverting the image of the good citi­
zen. In France, laïcity and centralization create the migrant image 
as that of a religious fanatic—a member of a community commit­
ted to destroying the principles of republicanism. In Germany, so­
cial control and partnership create the migrant as a revolutionary 
and a deviant. In the United Kingdom, traditional and community 
rules construct the migrant as a rioter with no respect for everyday 
rules and decent social behavior. 

The incarnation of the figure may change, but the matrix grows 
stronger. In the mid-1920s, in France, the migrants were Polish and 
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Italians, while now they are primarily Algerians or their children 
born in France. Migrant, as a term, is the way to designate someone 
as a threat to the core values of a country, a state, and has nothing 
to do with the legal terminology of foreigners. The word immigrant 
is a shibboleth.32 Here lies an apparent paradox: if each national 
image of migration is different, how can security services work to­
gether, even at the European level. It is there that the plasticity of 
the terminology is so important. If the French want to use the word 
Algerian to designate their unnamed enemy, they will have difficul­
ties with the United Kingdom because of the difference in policies 
concerning Islam. Similarly, if Germany speaks of Kurdish people 
as terrorists in front of French representatives, they may be chal­
lenged. Yet if each security service uses the word immigrant as a sign 
of danger, a consensus is possible—because such a word can desig­
nate a foreigner as an Algerian (a member of an ethnic minority 
that may already have citizenship) or as other kinds of foreigner. 
Each country can then sell its fear to the other country (hence, Al­
gerians come under surveillance in Britain and Germany, and 
Kurds in France and Britain) in what amounts to a stock exchange 
of security, which is exactly the role of Europol in competition with 
Interpol and now some confidential circles of NATO. 

The political work of the political professionals, then, is at the 
heart of the relation between security and migration. Neither of 
those two words are natural; neither describes "phenomena." They 
do not stem from societal problems coming up toward the state via 
politicians. The relation between security and migration is fully 
and immediately political. The wording is never innocent. Both mi­
gration and security are contested concepts,33 and they are used to 
mobilize political responses, not to explain anything. Immigration 
is now problematized in Western countries in a way that is very dif­
ferent from the distinction between citizen and foreigner. It is not 
a legal status that is under discussion but a social image, concern­
ing, to quote Erickson, the "social distribution of bad." 

Migration is seen as a political problem because it enters into 
the political arena in a way that contests the premises of polity and 
state. Immigration is always seen as problematic, a problem that 
cannot be solved by law making. For some, it is a problem that 
might be solved through compromise and a clear view of national 
interests in which migrants could be an asset for the "receiving 
country." For others, coming from the particular point of view of 
the security professionals, especially the intelligence service and 
the military, migrants are not a political dilemma but a national-
security problem.34 From this perspective, migrants were a problem 
in the past and they continue to be an insidious danger: the term 
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immigrant is politically meaningful only in a discourse of "struggle 
against illegal immigrants," or in a discourse of "regulation," but in 
any case in a rhetoric of cultural nationalism creating citizenship 
by difference with these outsiders inside the state.35 

Often, the discourses "against" securitization (such as speaking 
of Fortress Europe or criticizing the immigration/invasion meta­
phors) themselves use the basic presuppositions of the discourses 
they criticize (sovereignty, state, body politic). They contest the 
content but rarely the formulation of questions—and almost never 
on the basis of an analysis of discursive formation rules, even 
though it is there that the security process draws part of its sym­
bolic strength.36 

The Europeanization of politics has created new fora in which 
different politicians (whether from Right or Left) map out a pro­
gram on "law-and-order reestablishment" on behalf of the control 
of migratory flows (in order either to exclude or for better inte­
gration) but to safeguard their idea of their own power. These 
politicians always ask (with some success at the electoral level) for 
more controls, more monitoring, more private participation from 
business and citizens in order to consolidate a security threatened 
at the borders and at home. They mobilize security agencies of 
ever greater scope, call for help from citizens, and build a fantasy 
figure of an internal-security state (participative through vigilan-
tism, police-made, with a proactive surveillance dimension, and 
punitive with its penal sprawl) whose monitoring powers have 
never been so mighty since the state was declared to be weaken­
ing.37 And yet this is a state that they are completely unable to im­
plement in the program they propose.38 

Security is here considered by the more traditional groups as 
the peak of a political problem where "exceptional measures," 
"measures beyond law," need to be taken. Thus the security process 
itself is the result of mobilization of the work of political discourses 
and of practices of security agencies based on the argument of dan­
ger and emergency. Many studies of security forget this primary 
work of political mobilization leading to securitization. They re­
produce at the analytical level the discourses of the "hard-liners" or 
security professionals.39 They analyze security as being a different 
realm from politics, or as being "a particular type of politics ap­
plicable to a wide range of issues."40 They consider that security is 
like a "sphere" placed under the responsibility of the army and 
other experts on security, a sphere that is the mirror of existential 
threats concerning survival but that could come eventually from 
separate sectors.41 By so doing, they validate the view of the secu­
rity professionals that security is an "explanation" of the security 
process and not a discourse to be challenged. 
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By neglecting this, the critical vision of security developed by 
Barry Buzan, Ole Wasver, and Jaap de Wilde introduces into the 
academic field the military discourses on societal or internal secu­
rity. They repeat the discourses of a part of the military working on 
low-intensity conflict—discourses that, after the end of the Cold 
War, seek to explain that immigration is an existential threat to na­
tional identity, even if migrants do not directly threaten the state. 
They accept the "truth" about what security is not in the way they 
agree with the military (Waever in particular is critical of the exis­
tential character of the threat), but do so by accepting the framing 
of a different domain of security beyond the political—one linked 
with emergency and exception.42 In doing so, they agree with the 
idea of an "exceptionalization," or a "beyond the law" politics, and 
come back to "cynicism and realism," forgetting "democracy." Shar­
ing the illusio of the field they analyze, they do not really under­
stand the "field effect" of the struggle between the managers of 
unease, imposing, despite their resistance, the vision of the profes­
sionals as the "truth," and their coercive means as "solutions." 

Some of the actors in the academic field and the security pro­
fessionals, then, participate in an active strategy of legitimization of 
their role concerning migration through this political game of the 
integrity of the body of people, society and state.43 They refuse the 
heterogeneity of life and always try to reduce it to homogeneity 
and hierarchy between different categories.44 

The distinction between state and societal security is not a use­
ful analytical tool. It reproduces the discourses in the field of the 
security professionals and their struggle to establish a hierarchy of 
dangers that legitimizes their struggle for resources. Securitization is 
not usefully characterized as a discursive practice creating "excep­
tionalization," even though it may find its origins in this practice. Au­
thors like Buzan have little sense of the routines, the day-to-day prac­
tices, of the bureaucracies that are necessary to understand how 
discourses work in practice. Securitization works through everyday 
technologies, through the effects of power that are continuous 
rather than exceptional, through political struggles, and especially 
through institutional competition within the professional security 
field in which the most trivial interests are at stake.45 

Securitization of immigration is the result and not the cause of 
the development of technologies of control and surveillance. It is 
linked to computerization, risk profiling, visa policy, the remote 
control of borders, the creation of international or nonterritorial 
zones in airports, and so on.46 The analysis of the securitization of 
a referent object within a field or a sector (environmental, eco­
nomic, or societal) is interesting not simply as a speech act but 
when speech acts are correlated with the structural positions of the 



7 4 Security and Immigration 

speaker.47 In this perspective, securitization results from power posi­
tions, not from individuals creating new frames, new roles for differ­
ences and repetitions in different contexts;48 it results from struggles 
inside institutions and between institutions for what is to count as 
the legitimate truth. To focus only on the role of political discourse 
in the securitization process is to underestimate the role of the bu­
reaucratic professionalization of the management of unease. 

Security and Immigration: 
Seeing Like a Professional Manager of Unease 

The dialectical relationship between political professionals and the 
professional managers of unease implies that the institutions work­
ing on unease not only respond to threat but also determine what 
is and what is not a threat or a risk. They do that as "professionals." 
Their agents are invested with the office of defining and prioritiz­
ing threats. They classify events according to their categories. 
While car accidents are currently classified as a misfortune rather 
than a threat to be fought, some subjects are constructed by the se­
curity professionals as threats or risks that they have to control. Of 
course, some "amateurs" of the security process (associations, 
churches, parties not integrated in the decision-making process, ad 
hoc spokesmen of social movements) can intervene in this game of 
security and insecurity, challenging the framing of migrant or asy­
lum seekers as a risk, but professionals have the advantage of exer­
cising authority.49 They are invested with the institutional knowl­
edge about threats and with a range of technologies suitable for 
responding to these threats. They benefit from the belief that they 
know what "we" (nonprofessionals, amateurs) do not know and 
that they have specific modes of action of a technical nature that 
we are not supposed to know about. 

Consequently, one of the most significant characteristics of the 
field effect is the lack of precision required for threats identified by 
the professionals who know some "secrets." Amateurs always need 
to "prove" their claims, whereas professionals, whether public or 
private, international, national, or local, corporate or public, can 
evoke without demonstrating. They often generalize from only one 
case, thereby encouraging people to believe that a threat is more 
widespread than they suspect. This ethos of a shared knowledge be­
tween the professionals, a knowledge beyond the grasp of people 
who do not have the know-how about risk assessment and pro-
activity, is also an ethos of secrecy and confidentiality. It creates a 
community of mutual recognition and governs a logic of implicit 
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acceptance of claims made by other professionals, not only with re­
spect to the substance of these claims but also to the forms and 
technologies of knowledge acquisition. The technology (such as 
the satellite information provided by Echelon or the databanks 
maintained by Europol and Interpol) provides the guarantee of 
truth to the data they store. The ethos thereby generated implies 
specific modes or trust and mistrust. The professional "threat-man­
agement universe" thereby becomes less like the use of force 
against an individual and more and more like a bank as it manages 
credit through customer profiling.50 

The notion of habitus is very suggestive in this context. It helps 
to make sense of this way of anticipating time through morphing 
technologies as a way of anticipating the movement of targeted 
groups in space, as well as the evolution of their behavior, together 
with the possibility of managing a "stock exchange" of fears at the 
transnational level while maintaining secrecy from outsiders. This 
habitus brings together all the members of services as diverse as 
customs, police, intelligence services, bankers engaged in risk as­
sessment, and suppliers of new technologies of surveillance. They 
share a specific kind of the "sense of the game." They have an illusio 
in common. They believe and act/react in a similar way even if they 
are always in competition. The security professionals have all be­
come managers of unease. They have created considerable auton­
omy for their own field—the management of fear. They have suc­
ceeded in creating "security" as their object (rather than the object 
of national politicians). They have created security as the "legiti­
mate" object of their discourses by investing manpower, time, statis­
tical apparatus, and other routines that give shape to political labels. 

Moreover, this field of the security professionals is increasingly 
organized transnationally. It links different bureaucracies by specify­
ing specific threats or risks that can be managed together: immigra­
tion to regulate, an environment to protect, a terrorism to fight, and 
in the end a population worried by the encircling barbarians and 
the idea of the decline of civilization.51 This internationalization is 
especially important for the European Union, where the profes­
sional managers of unease have created their own fora and networks, 
sometimes against their national politicians; in some domains, how­
ever, these networks also have a transatlantic dimension. 

Securitization, then, is generated through a confrontation be­
tween the strategies of political actors (or of actors having access to 
the political stage through the media), in the national political 
field, the security professionals at the transnational level (public 
and private bureaucracies managing the fear), and the global so­
cial transformations affecting the possibilities of reshaping political 
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boundaries (by legitimizing, or not, the transformation of tech­
nologies of control and surveillance). The security process is thus 
the result of a field effect in which no actor can be the master of 
the game but in which everyone's knowledge and technological re­
sources produce a hierarchy of threats. The security process in­
volves the imposition of a claim about security understood as a 
"truth" of institutions and "independent experts," relayed and sup­
ported by the practical know-how of various security agencies (be 
they public or private) and by prevailing discourse in the media.52 

Securitization is then the conversion operator by which the strug­
gle of political discourses (within the political field, which adds or 
subtracts value) is validated as a truth process by professionals of 
threat management, according to the violent transformations they 
observe and their interests as institutions. 

Contrary to so many explanations concerning securitization of 
migration, immigration does not bluntly become a security prob­
lem with the appearance of, for example, the economic crisis in 
1974 or because of the end of bipolarity; rather, it becomes a secu­
rity issue when it is presented as such by some professionals of 
threat management in their struggle to maintain their position and 
when particular forms of institutional knowledge (military, police, 
intelligence services) converge in order to give "one" meaning to 
the migration referent in structuring a network of meanings with 
security concerns, allowing each bureaucracy to sell to the others 
its own fears and to try to prioritize this fear upon the others. In 
other words, immigration appears as a catchword, a shibboleth, per­
mitting the convergence on a focal point of institutional state­
ments regarding security norms (at the internal and external level) 
and fears. Immigration is then important for the continuum of se­
curity threats because it determines a concentration stirring up 
competition and justifying the convergence of missions among the 
police, the army, the custom officers, and intelligence officers in 
their struggle against a wide range of "new threats" that could all 
be linked to immigrants.53 

The present period is interesting in this sense. Inside and out­
side no longer have clear meanings for the professionals of threat 
management. A Möbius ribbon has replaced the traditional cer­
tainty of boundaries.54 It destabilizes the figures of threats as well 
as the borders of activities between the institutions. During the 
Cold War, the military threat was identified with the Soviet Union 
and the police threat with serious crime. Movements of people, 
which was an issue in the 1920s, did not seem to be problematic 
during the bipolar period. Ideology and the circulation of people 



Didier Bigo 77 

were not correlated, except in discourses about the fifth column of 
Communists infiltrating Western governments. Within Europe, the 
creation of the European Union, the implementation of the Schen­
gen agreement, and the delocation of control from state borders 
changed the situation. After the end of bipolarity, because of the 
crisis for the military world, the idea of the enemy continued to 
evolve. Military organizations needed other enemies than the So­
viet Union. At the same moment, some policemen invented at the 
EU level the notion of internal security so as to promote collabora­
tion between police organizations and to include the surveillance of 
people crossing borders within the scope of policing against crime. 
Some military people, using their technologies for other purposes, 
invented a Southern threat against the West in order to include in 
their task the surveillance of people from abroad, together with 
their children if they live together in specific areas.55 

As Pierre Bóurdieu has shown, it is when beliefs and norms are 
transformed because of the inner struggles inside a field, and 
when creativity is important—even if creativity is simply a regres­
sion toward an established habitus and a rewriting of familiar sto­
ries using old grammars56—that it is possible to understand the au-
tonomization of a field as such. This analysis of security shows that 
the merging of internal and external security has created the con­
dition of possibility whereby the migrant is, par excellence, the ob­
ject of securitization because it comes from both sides. The "secu­
rity field" where policemen and gendarmes now meet secret 
service and military people and structure a new and wider concep­
tion of security is created by the focal point of the immigrant as a 
threat internally and externally. It is not that the space of the in­
side and the outside is changing, or that international security is 
extending inside through a "societal" sector; it is that they are now 
intertwined by the convergence toward the same figure of risk and 
of unease management, the immigrant. 

But what is an immigrant for the professionals of security? If 
migration as a movement of people or as a category consisting of 
foreigners who want to stay in the country of arrival has an acade­
mic significance, it is not one given by the political discourses over 
immigration. For the managers of unease, immigration is immedi­
ately seen as a useful target for the use and experimentation of 
their technologies, and only secondarily as an aggression toward a 
boundary they need to protect (a polity, a group, a supposed iden­
tity). And here, it has no sense to delineate one figure of the im­
migrant as a specific phenomenon giving existence to the situa-
tional fantasies of the different actors. It depends on the creativity 



78 Security and Immigration 

of different fearmongers and the links they have among them. Ex­
perts from the military insist on the existence of rogue states, 
failed states, and the link between diasporas and their countries of 
origin. Intelligence services suspect that terrorism from abroad is 
supported by immigrants. Police explain the rise in crime by the 
activities of immigrants and their children who are not well social­
ized in the host country. Journalists evoke the feeling of insecurity 
among "autochthonous people." Economists assess the danger for 
the welfare state of a new burden. Health-care specialists accuse 
immigrants of being a threat because they import with them old 
and new viruses. Academics intertwine these different fears in a 
tapestry of "cultural danger," even if they cannot define precisely 
in their examples why the category of migrant varies so much from 
one fear to another one. 

At the heart of a "scientific discourse of migration" lies a dis­
course on immigration that spreads migration as a danger and 
threat. And the more the threats are ill-defined, considered as.in­
visible and diffuse, the more they appear to be "coming from 
nowhere" and the more they catalyze various fears and generate 
misgivings (about, for example, transnational organized crime, a 
global Mafia, and illegal immigration) that justify the vigilance of 
institutions. In this context, it is particularly meaningful that the 
word immigration covers heterogeneous situations—such as short-
stay foreigners and long-stay foreigners as well as national citizens 
born to foreign parents. Because immigration is a catchword, it in­
cludes several aspects of "threat" that are at once heterogeneous 
but designated by the same word.57 The context is thus important. 
In other configurations, circulation of people is accepted as a fact 
of life. In some Western countries, to consider a young national cit­
izen as an immigrant because his parents were born abroad (espe­
cially if this was Algeria) as happens all too frequently in France is 
considered to be "outrageous." But in a context of moral panic, 
with a backlash of the penal state against the welfare state and the 
development of narratives about zero-tolerance narratives, it is con­
sidered as normal and self-evident because divergences from nor­
mal behavior are understood by professionals as an attack against 
whatever it is that defines a polity as a political community. 

Trapped by these norms, migration is then defined in such a 
way that heterogeneous elements (like the circulation of move­
ment or life in poor areas of cities) are recontextualized as a mat­
ter of immigration. The securitization of migration is then a 
process that creates continuous unease and uncertainty, focusing 
general fears and the "social distribution of bad" on the specific 
category of the immigrant.58 
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Security and Migration: 
Techniques for the Management of Unease 

The programmatic rationale of unease, to use the distinction drawn 
by Ewald between programmatic and diagrammatic rationalities, 
structures the discursive formation concerning migration. Yet the 
program is not the diagram. The diagram works through institu­
tions, through the panopticon of modern societies and their resis­
tances. But it is, first, important to analyze the program, the rationale 
linjdng securitization and liberalism. For these are not opposites, as 
one is encouraged to believe, but the same process. The securitiza­
tion program integrates the social construction of threats and var­
ious misgivings under the designation of problems concerning 
state, borders, cities, democracy, and citizenship as if they were the 
consequences of immigration.59 The internal debates within this 
program between securitarian discourses (about blockades, expul­
sions, deterrence, and surveillance) and humanitarian discourses 
(about the necessity for a welfare state, low birthrates, and human 
rights for asylum seekers) hide these general conditions of securi­
tization. Indeed, the second type of discourse—the humanitar­
ian—is itself a by-product of the securitization process. 

For example, discourses concerning the human rights of asy­
lum seekers are de facto part of a securitization process if they play 
the game of differentiating between genuine asylum seekers and il­
legal migrants, helping the first by condemning the second and 
justifying border controls.60 It is within this rationality of program 
(for which the term moral panic has been used, though only to look 
at its repressive side) that the word immigration becomes a term for 
catalyzing fears or misgivings about the economic, social, and po­
litical development of Western countries. It becomes a fixer of 
frights and confusions about national cultural identities as well as 
of weaknesses of solidarity mechanisms. It is the terminology within 
which is produced an articulation, or even a fusion, permitting a 
highly generalized discourse about global security rather than an 
urgent analysis of highly diversified processes like globalization, 
cities, unemployment, and birthrates.61 It is within this generalized 
"discursive formation" that unemployment is reduced to a simple 
causality: a surplus of immigrants taking jobs from native popula­
tions, requiring, in turn, the invention of binary categories of na­
tives and immigrants.62 It is also within this formation that the cir­
culation of individuals (which includes tourism, the pleasure of 
traveling, the possibility to do so, and even a sense of a citizenship 
beyond the national within the European Union) is reduced to 
problems involving the circulation of third-country nationals, and 
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to risks of terrorism, drug trafficking, or organized crime, risks ex­
pected of third-country nationals.63 

The techniques for managing fear and the social distribution 
of "bad" mobilize the term immigrant for every weakness of the po­
litical public policies. It is through this label of immigrant, for ex­
ample, that religious traditions and their place in secular moder­
nity are reduced to the issue of an emergence of an intolerant and 
radical Islam, connecting some authoritarian regimes to individu­
als living in the European territory.64 It is also there, in this "site," 
that the crucial issue of geographical segregation appears: cities 
are linked to capitalist structures and to real-estate speculation as 
well as to solidarity conceptions regarding public transportation, 
urban safety, environment, and welfare in general. This issue is tied 
to others, like "inner-cities and communitarianism" or "suburban 
unrest," which are assimilated very rapidly to the issue of "second-
generation youth."65 The evocative power of naming the immigrant 
Figure is a consequence of the fact that many unresolved structural 
questions converge here in a space lacking political solutions (un­
employment, urbanism, demography, the North/South gap, and so 
on). Paradoxically, it is also a consequence of the fuzziness of the 
definition of collective political identities in Europe that leads to 
the definition of Europeans as a homogeneous body only in rela­
tion to "third-country" nationals or "migrants" and allows Euro­
peans to forget that they, too, are migrants. 

So who, now, remembers the fears of the United Kingdom or 
France ten years ago concerning the pressure of Greek migrants 
and the risk they brought? The creation of the distinction between 
EU and non-EU citizens has changed the relation to identity by cre­
ating an association of immigrant only with third-country nationals 
or "colored people." Immigrant designates the other by the process 
of an identity border of a "between-us."66 He or she is the insider 
that gives form to a European governmentality beyond the state. 
Does the fuzziness surrounding belonging and the shifting political 
membership of Europe necessarily require the fuzzy figure of the 
immigrant? Borders of statehood are at stake and are liable to a re­
configuration according to these relations.67 However, the com­
plexity of the social and the game of limits is forgotten or denied by 
discourses on securitization favoring the designation of a culprit 
whose fuzziness permits instrumentalization on an ad hoc basis. 

Fears, unrest, misgivings originating in those shortcomings of 
polity, local and national as well as European, toward fulfillment of 
its duties, are used, in reverse, in order to legitimate the polity 
again by naming an adversary, and even an internal enemy. How­
ever, this very polity is an extreme polity, a degenerated Schmittian 
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vision in which polity is the continuation of war by other means 
and in which discourses are unfurled claiming that "society must 
be defended"—one that Michel Foucault has demonstrated in the 
case of racism. It is a "war-based polity," a condition of generalized 
confrontation that is no longer able to distinguish between private 
and public enemies. Because it is based on claims about the need 
for survival at any price, on a real and permanent struggle an­
chored in an eschatology of the worst kind, it generates a distress 
policy, a misgiving policy, that transforms any change and any risk 
into an intentional threat or enemy. Here is the main technique of 
securitization, to transform structural difficulties and transforma­
tions into elements permitting specific groups to be blamed, even 
before they have done anything, simply by categorizing them, an­
ticipating profiles of risk from previous trends, and projecting 
them by generalization upon the potential behavior of each indi­
vidual pertaining to the risk category. 

This misgiving-based security process becomes a political tech­
nology of ruling that concentrates fears on an adversary who is al­
ways opaque and difficult to catch, while, at the same time, pursu­
ing a policy of forgetting the (often unintentional) consequences 
of structural public policies implemented twenty or thirty years 
ago. This security process based on misgiving is added to discipli­
nary technologies and strengthens the legitimacy of a permanent 
surveillance supposedly intended only for "others," for bad citi­
zens. Their social invisibility induces in some cases (when action 
signs must be shown) a "visibility" strategy through forms of xeno­
phobia in order to invent criteria (skin color, religious practices, 
culinary practices) by which to differentiate between Them and 
Us. Giving a face to crime is therefore giving the migrant a face. 

This technology of power plays with the innermost devices of 
misgiving and uncertainty that are implanted in today's risk society 
in order to strengthen them, whether at the level of nations, inter­
mediary collective groups, or individuals. This technology of power 
unifies internal and external, individual and collective security, 
and tries to recapitalize trust in the state not by reassuring but by 
worrying individuals about what is happening both at the external 
and internal levels. The resulting picture of the world is one of 
chaos and urban insecurity. 

As a result of this hypothesis concerning immigration, I would 
suggest, in an extension of Michel Foucault's work, that the securiti­
zation of immigration, the setting of some ever more restrictive 
norms, the rejection and detention practices at borders, the strength­
ening of an "internal security state" to the detriment of the welfare 
state, constitute signs of a more general transformation in which a 
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form of governmentality based on misgiving and unrest is substi­
tuted for a reassuring and protective pastoral power.68 The form of 
governmentality of postmodern societies is not a panopticon in 
which global surveillance is placed upon the shoulders of every­
body, but a form of ban-opticon in which the technologies of sur­
veillance sort out who needs to be under surveillance and who is 
free of surveillance, because of his profile.69 This form of pre- and 
post-Hobbesian state seems, most emphatically, to renounce no­
tions of a social contract and to transform misgiving into a mode of 
ruling. The emphasis is no longer on curing or promoting individ­
ual development but on playing with fears by designating poten­
tially dangerous minorities. Neither reducible to sovereignty and 
punishment nor to biopolity and power over life, this political tech­
nology is based on proactive, anticipative, and morphing techniques 
and aims at mastering a chaotic future with minimalist management 
focusing only on risky groups (so-identified) or groups at risk.70 

This does not mean that this program of the ban-opticon 
(which is chiefly but not only the program of dominant actors, who 
are struggling among themselves in order to define threats and 
measures to counter them) can be implemented without arousing 
local resistances (either collective or individual). There is a sub­
stantial distance between the myth of a power that saturates the so­
cial and controls society completely and the multiple and complex 
practices of "power effects." These power effects are always more 
unsteady and reversible than people believe because of the "mi-
crophysics" of struggles between the dominants, the experts, and 
so on. The program of a secure immigration where the objective of 
presenting a determination to achieve real control can itself gen­
erate unprecedented resistances crossing boundaries (in terms of 
class or nation) among the "subordinates"—as has been demon­
strated by the struggle of undocumented migrants in France (les 
sans papiers) and by the struggles against deportation in interna­
tional zones of airports. These zones that the state refuses to rec­
ognize as parts of its territory but wants to maintain within its sov­
ereignty are now a major point of tension between globalization 
and the territorialized devices of control. The will to maintain sov­
ereignty can work only through transnational technologies that de­
stroy a little bit more of this vision of polity as a body. The conse­
quences exceed "local" struggles and include the creation of a 
networking of social resistances at the global level. 

Nonetheless, while modifying the norms and practical conditions 
of democracy, this governmentality based on misgivings has concen­
trated the means to conduct other people's conduct within the hands 
of the very individuals who have an administrative-management 
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knowledge of threats and risks. This governmentality has captured 
for its quasi-exclusive benefit the disciplinary and surveillance 
techniques that allow it to "lead behavior" and that modify the 
structure of states themselves. This governmentality has discarded 
some actors, like parliaments, which, for a long time, have bene­
fited from this concentration. It modifies old liberal techniques of 
governing and modifies the discourse on checks and balances. 
Nowadays, it is governments and their bureaucracies (and not the 
territorial form of states) that strengthen their control of society 
and that extend further than before, even to the subcontracting of 
sovereign activities to the private sector (as, for example, with iden­
tity checking in semipublic places or in luggage and other checks 
at borders). 

In Europe, this governmentality unfolds at the national as well 
as the European level, and it even has a transatlantic level. It 
strengthens international collaboration between the different bu­
reaucracies, maintaining a rhetoric about the danger in any weak­
ening of territorial and sovereign technologies while being less in­
terested in practice in the control of territory than in the control 
of population.71 It transnationalizes itself in a "beyond" the bor­
ders, and it structures relationship frameworks between adminis­
trations, between the "executive powers" of each country. It 
strengthens security services to the detriment of services managing 
social issues by transforming these very services into security auxil­
iaries. This cannot be done without new competitors, and the 
struggle between governmental administrative knowledge holders 
and international organizations is indeed becoming stronger, as is 
shown by muffled fights between the European Commission and 
the governments in the Council of the Union. But it is always ad­
ministrative power that wins and procedures of public deliberation 
that are defeated.72 

Even when NGOs intervene, they can do so only by turning 
professional, by producing this kind of knowledge. The transna­
tional mobilization of administrative knowledge thus proceeds 
faster than mobilizations coming from alternative sources, such as 
parliaments or associations. In this respect, it is particularly diffi­
cult to talk about "governance without government,"73 as some in­
ternationalists do. Governance is actually a stretching of govern­
ment practices and of administrative knowledge beyond the 
"public." It must be analyzed as a mechanism of domination and 
not as a new word enabling theses on polyarchy to be revived. This 
is what induces me to avoid the word governance and prefer govern­
mentality—meaning the art of governing, as a strategy of action or 
conduct in relations. 
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Governmentality through misgivings, be it national or trans­
national at the European level, modifies the internal balances be­
tween security and freedom and widens the area of controls. Con­
sequently, forms of domination change, but not the dominating 
actors, even if (on the margins) the global reconfiguration of a 
transnational field of security disadvantages some agencies (strate­
gists, conventional soldiers) and some places (parliaments) and 
promotes others (places of lobbying, antiterrorist police agencies, 
intelligence services, customs, and gendarmeries). As Hamit Bozar-
slan has shown, it can happen that executives perpetuate them­
selves through the destruction of state forms (rule of law) that also 
favor some resistances (legal and international norms, and resort 
to them).7 4 Defending the judicial against the administrative (i.e., 
places of deliberation against speed or "dromocracy," or proce­
dures of trust against procedures of systematic suspicion) is not in­
significant.75 Inventing different emancipation norms is also cru­
cial, as commentators like Ken Booth and R. B. J. Walker have 
emphasized in different ways.76 Coproduction of security, necessary 
in the struggle against crime, should be disconnected from migra­
tory issues and should be accompanied by a coproduction of free­
doms and guarantees in order that the weak and the newcomers on 
a territory are not the quasi-exclusive targets of a policy against 
delinquency. Security should thus have another meaning indepen­
dent from interest of the politicians and professionals of unease. 
Scholars cannot present themselves as spectators. Their analyses, in­
cluding the most critical, are used by some actors of the social and 
political interplay. They participate, nolens, volens, in the production 
of the history of the securitization of immigration, when they are 
not describing the modification of agencies practices. A withdrawal 
into pure theory is not possible, but at the same moment, acade­
mics are not key actors in the process of (de) securitization. 

In conclusion, the structure of political and bureaucratic in­
terplay must be analyzed on a dialectical basis in order to under­
stand better the "political spectacle" that is taking place through 
the securitization of immigration.77 Multiple discursive practices 
must be understood, as well as the heterogeneity of the nondiscur-
sive practices as part of the same "dispositif" (legal devices, politi­
cal rhetoric, police practices, surveillance technologies, discourses 
on human rights, resistances of actors, and so on) in order to un­
derstand the articulation of knowledge and power relations.78 The 
discursive transversality of the immigrant figure needs to be plot­
ted, through all the twists, turns, and meanings that link this figure 
with different structural problems and the figure of the sovereign 
state itself. 
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The reasons for a discourse on "regulation" and the shift from 
a protective, enabling discourse to one about a rise of insecurity 
that is intended to be disturbing and worrying needs research 
along the lines of Foucault and Ericson, Bourdieu and Wacquant. 
This is possible only through a detailed analysis of the positions of 
authority of those who promote a threat definition in each bu­
reaucracy, whether public or private. The consequences of the ex­
istence beyond the national of such a transversal and transnational 
field of unease management linking the practices and the knowl­
edge of the diverse agencies in Europe also needs to be analyzed. 
And one should ask what this governmentality is establishing, and 
how it historically articulates itself with the figure of the state. This 
analysis, based on sociological constructivism, requires a reflection 
about discursive interaction—about the positions of authority of 
the enunciators, the spokespersons, of the institutions. It must an­
alyze the internal logic of the field of professionals in the manage­
ment of unease—the logic that structures the speakable and the 
unspeakable concerning immigration and the practices of security 
agencies. To paraphrase Alexander Wendt, "security is what the 
professionals of unease management make of it."79 
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