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Abstract
This paper contributes to the debate about the normative assessment of securitisation 
in light of Covid-19 and the Russian invasion of Ukraine. It develops the distinction of 
progressive and regressive securitisation. In doing so, it emphasises the processual, contextual 
and ambiguous nature of securitisation. I suggest that progressive securitisation is closely 
linked to the solidarisation, whereas regressive securitisation implies the pluralisation of 
international society. The two cases of Covid-19 and Russia illustrate that international 
order has increasingly been characterised by regressive securitisation and a pluralisation 
of international society, despite possible alternatives, such as a transnational response to 
the spread of Covid-19. They have thus contributed to the further demise of the post–Cold 
War liberal order, which despite its problems, has involved a re-orientation of security 
away from state territory and national identity as the core referent objects. I end with 
a plea to take the ethics of security more seriously again, and in particular to scrutinise the 
ways in which our own behaviour reinforces regressive securitisation. 
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Introduction
The world is in emergency mode. More than two years of the Covid-19 pandemic 
have not only led to increased death rates but also to continuing restrictions 
of public life as well as serious societal divisions. Russia’s raid on Ukraine has 
reinforced a  resurgence of realist, geopolitical thinking that had already been 
evident for at least about a decade before (Makarychev 2020) in what Kornprobst 
and Paul (2021) have called ‘deglobalization’. The rise of a post–Cold War liberal 
order, sometimes problematically hailed as the ‘end of history’ (Fukuyama 1989), 
now seems a memory from a distant past (Ikenberry 2018). 

As Makarychev and I have argued in the introduction to this special issue, se-
curitisation plays a central role in the construction of such emergencies and the 
legitimisation of policies to counter them. Most of the literature has focused on 
the negative consequences of securitisation in terms of the limitations it poses 
to democratic debate as well as its exclusionary and marginalising force. Others 
have pointed to potential benefits of securitisation, including the placing of new 
items on the political agenda. What is the role of securitisation in the current 
crises?

One of the distinguishing features of the post–Cold War liberal order was 
a shift in the securitisation modes of international politics. In its ideal form, the 
main threats were no longer to be seen as located in other states. As the Hu-
man Development Report 1994 famously argued: ‘The concept of security must 
change from an exclusive stress on national security to a much greater stress on 
people’s security, from security through armaments to security through human 
development, from territorial security to food, employment and environmental 
security’ (UNDP 1994: 2). The new order was supposed to be one of cooperation 
in combatting evils that affected us all, and to overcome the fixation on state 
territory and its defence against the threats in an anarchical system (Duncombe 
& Dunne 2018).

Such a vision of a new world order had been blue-eyed from the start – a met-
aphorical expression perhaps not entirely out of place in this context, given that 
the vision of a liberal order was carried forward largely by Western states who 
equated their own interests with a general, global interest (Kundnani 2017). It 
tended to ignore or marginalise continuing violence in both military terms and 
through exploitation in the capitalist world system. Yet even so, it would be 
wrong to dismiss the transformations in international institutions and global 
governance, the changing security discourse on the global level and the degree 
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to which this vision of a new order was shared by many actors from the Global 
South (as exemplified for instance in the work of Francis Deng, see Bode 2014). 

How different does the world look today. Instead of humanitarianism and 
a spirit of cooperation, we seem to find securitisation everywhere – and of the 
kind that I consider ‘regressive’. The existential threat posed by ‘the Other’ has 
resurfaced as a standard trope in political debates. The protection of ‘our’ terri-
tory is on the forefront of national security strategies again, while nationalist au-
tocrats such as Erdoğan and Putin are questioning agreed borders and advancing 
claims on territory with references to history that from the perspective of only 
a few years back could have only been considered bizarre. 

This paper develops the concepts of regressive and progressive securitisation 
to characterise this shift and assess it normatively. In doing so, I draw on previ-
ous conceptions of ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ security. In contrast to some of the 
earlier contributions to this debate, I emphasise the contextual nature of norma-
tive assessments of securitisation and argue that securitisation must always be 
thought in a political space in which both progressive and regressive elements 
are present. Furthermore, progression and regression imply political processes 
and remind us that security is never fixed but always in production. I also sug-
gest linking securitisation to the political space between a pluralist and a soli-
darist international society. I thus argue that progressive securitisations involve 
solidarisation in the sense of an acceptance of broader responsibilities of states. 
Such responsibilities need to be negotiated in a specific historical context and 
find their limit in colonial attempts to impose universal truths. Regressive se-
curitisation, in contrast, reifies sovereignty and a prime concern for one’s own 
fellow citizens, and thus a pluralisation of international society in the sense of 
increasingly protecting state sovereignty and non-domination. My argument 
presupposes that taking on responsibility, while never free from power, does not 
have to equate to forcing one’s own will upon others. The main distinction be-
tween progressive and regressive securitisation would thus rest in its construc-
tion of referent objects constitutive of international society and their exclusivity.  

The paper thus seeks to contribute to the debate about the ambiguous ethics 
of securitisation (section 2), which had initially stressed the negative effects of 
securitisation on the political debate and the inclusivity of society, but later em-
phasised the potentially positive effects on agenda-setting and addressing global 
threats that would otherwise be ignored by international society. My clarifica-
tions on the contextual and processual nature of securitisation and its norma-
tive assessment also answer the challenge laid out in the introduction to this 
special issue that critical security studies need to be re-thought in view of the 
challenge of the military security threat of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. While 
I endorse the attempt to move security away from its focus on the military sec-
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tor, the re-focusing of the normative assessment on the referent object does not 
exclude military threats but makes us wary to think of war only in terms of at-
tacking or defending ‘nations’ and ‘states’. 

Empirically, I  focus on Covid-19 (section 3) and the war in Ukraine (sec-
tion 4) as crises that could have been and indeed are securitised in more or 
less progressive or regressive ways, and in which regressive securitisations 
have prevailed, leading to a  pluralisation rather than a  solidarisation of in-
ternational society. I thus want to problematise the way in which the debate 
about Covid-19 has turned a transnational threat into a national one and how 
the Russian aggression (not only) towards Ukraine has invoked elements of 
the liberal order as well as its critics to justify a traditional, geopolitical war. 
I end by suggesting that the reproduction of regressive securitisation towards 
a  pluralisation of international society severely limits our ability to address 
some of the core global challenges the world is facing today. I thus plead for 
a re-emphasis on the ethics of security, in terms of an invocation of human 
security threats, of an inclusive political debate and an appreciation of the am-
biguities of securitisation. 

Progressive and regressive securitisation
Securitisation as a concept of security studies was introduced in the 1990s by 
Ole Wæver (1995) and became the core contribution of the so-called Copenha-
gen School (Wæver et al. 1993; Buzan, Wæver & de Wilde 1998). It introduced 
a formal-discursive definition of security: instead of pushing a particular sub-
stantive understanding of security as ‘human’, ‘state’, ‘environmental’ or other 
security, Wæver and his colleagues were interested in the logic of the articula-
tion that turned something into a security object by representing it as an exis-
tential threat to a referent object, thus justifying measures that would otherwise 
not be considered legitimate (Buzan, Wæver & de Wilde 1998; Diez, von Lucke 
& Wellmann 2016). 

The concept has become one of the core reference points in the security de-
bate at least within Europe. The debates surrounding it fill whole libraries (for 
overviews, see, among others, Balzacq 2011; Balzacq, Leonard & Ruzicka 2016; 
Butler 2020). This is not the point to rehearse them. Instead, I want to focus on 
two aspects that are of immediate relevance to my argument and the distinc-
tion between ‘progressive’ and ‘regressive’ forms of securitisation. These aspects 
relate to the widening and deepening of security and the normative assessment 
of securitisation, respectively.

The attempt to move away from a purely military understanding of security is 
commonly referred to as the ‘widening’ of the concept of security to relate it to 
other ‘sectors’, such as the environment, energy, migration, poverty, etc. (Buzan 
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1997; Huysmans 1998). The Copenhagen School significantly contributed to this 
debate. Buzan had already suggested such a move as early as 1983 (Buzan 1983), 
and the 1998 book Security: A New Framework for Analysis (Buzan, Wæver & de 
Wilde 1998) may be seen as one of the central statements of the widening agen-
da, suggesting five sectors of security: political, military, societal, economic and 
environmental. However, the book also made a case against taking the widening 
too far and risking the analytical utility of the concept of security if it became 
indistinguishable from politics. Thus, Buzan et al. cautioned against extending 
the referent object of security to the individual (the ‘deepening’ of security), as 
for them, security always had to refer to a societal group. Instead, they suggested 
that their discursive-formal definition, while widening security, allowed a clear 
separation from politics. 

Many have criticised this limitation of widening. One strand of argumenta-
tion considers the definition of Wæver and Buzan too narrow to capture the 
variation of security understandings across space and time (Ciuta 2009; Sheikh 
2014), and accused the Copenhagen School of being too state-centric and ontolo-
gising its referent objects (McSweeney 1996). While a good part of the problem is 
more likely a matter of methodological convenience (it is easier to observe secu-
ritising moves by state actors than in broader society) than theoretical constraint 
(as the critics argue) or empirical result (which was Buzan and Wæver’s response 
to the charge of state-centrism, Buzan & Wæver 1997), it is nonetheless true that 
many of the writings of the Copenhagen School do not advocate widening with-
out restraint. Their hesitation to apply the securitisation framework to human 
security rests on the condition that to be societally relevant, the referent object 
must be some form of a  collective. To them, ‘individuals or small groups can 
seldom establish a wider security legitimacy in their own right’ (Buzan, Wæver 
& de Wilde 1998: 36). While this may be true for specific individuals, there is not 
a theoretically coherent requirement to exclude individuals as a social category 
or humankind as possible referent objects. In fact, Buzan and Wæver themselves 
entertain the possibility of the individual as a referent object in the political sec-
tor (Buzan, Wæver & de Wilde 1998: 39), and thus accept that the widening of 
security may also include a  ‘deepening’ towards referent objects within states 
that do not form politically relevant groups. 

Thus, securitisation has undoubtedly been a crucial part in the broader move 
to take security out of its exclusive link to the military from the 1980s to the 
2000s. These efforts sought to heighten the priority of the daily concerns of 
people on the policy agenda and reorient funding streams away from military 
spending to productively use what was seen as a post–Cold War ‘peace dividend’ 
(Haq 1995). While it is true that military organisations such as NATO later em-
braced both the widening and deepening of security and re-branded themselves, 
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for instance, as guardians of gender rights (Wright 2022), historical evidence 
does not support the view that the efforts to loosen the conceptual boundaries of 
security were nothing but a plot to reinforce military legitimacy in a post–Cold 
War world. Instead, securitisation as a widening effort of security may be seen 
as progressive in the sense that if successful, it would lead to policies combat-
ting climate change, malnutrition or pandemics, and move security away from 
a focus on the nation and state as predominant referent objects and the military 
as the main security instrument (McDonald 2008: 580). 

In contrast, and I consider this one of the main themes of the Copenhagen 
School, Wæver (1995) has emphasised the negative effects of securitisation in its 
constraining effects on the political debate and the marginalisation of political 
actors, although he has also stressed that while ‘desecuritization is preferable in 
the abstract, . . . concrete situations might call for securitization’ (Wæver 2011: 
469). Against the positive connotations of security, he and others writing from 
a securitisation perspective have highlighted that securitisation takes an issue 
out of the bounds of the normal political debate and thus allows actors to pursue 
policies that would otherwise not be considered legitimate, often infringing on 
personal rights, from data surveillance to anti-immigration measures and war. 
Likewise, scholars have noted how the securitisation of migration turns the mi-
grant into a societal threat (Huysmans 2000) or how the securitisation of AIDS 
leads to turning patients into pariahs (Elbe 2006). 

However, the ensuing debate has increasingly pointed to the ambiguities 
of securitisation and the normative value of security in a  more general sense 
(Nyman 2016; Roe 2012; McDonald 2008). While securitisation may constrain 
the political debate in some instances, it may open up such debate in others, 
especially if an issue is not yet on the political agenda. Thus, in the case of cli-
mate change, for instance, scholars have pointed to the fact that securitisation 
was necessary in order to get the international society to move at all, while the 
problem may thus rather lie with the specific forms that securitisation may take 
(McDonald 2021; Diez, von Lucke & Wellmann 2016; Trombetta 2008). Likewise, 
in the case of AIDS, the stigmatisation of patients has to be weighed against the 
mobilisation of funds for research and treatment programmes (Elbe 2006). 

The underpinning theoretical problem of these debates is related to the 
stark distinction between politics and security that informs the Copenhagen 
School’s conceptualisation of securitisation. Many critics have pointed out that 
politics always emerges from securitisation, that securitisation may be a matter 
of degree rather than either/or, and that there may be different forms of secu-
ritisation (Williams 2015; Trombetta 2008; Diez, von Lucke & Wellmann 2016). 
Likewise, scholars have argued that whether securitisation is to be welcomed is 
dependent on normative criteria outside of the theory itself. Thus, Rita Floyd for 
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instance has suggested a number of criteria against which securitisation could 
be measured to assess whether it was ‘just’ or not, including the ‘objective’ ex-
istence of the invoked threat, the legitimacy of the referent object and the ap-
propriateness of the suggested measures to combat the threat (Floyd 2019, 2011). 

All of this suggests that securitisation may not be inherently good or bad, 
but that securitisation nearly always will be ambiguous in its effects, and lead to 
ambivalent assessments depending on the normative preferences of the analyst 
as well as contextual conditions (Kirk 2022: 14; Nyman 2016; Roe 2012). Yet the 
debate also suggests that there may be more progressive and more regressive 
forms of securitisation. Thus, securitisation may be considered progressive if it leads 
to a widening of security that allows threats to be tackled that would otherwise lead 
to unnecessary harm (Linklater 2006), while at the same time avoiding the exclu-
sion of those who disagree from the political process.  Such an understanding of 
progressive securitisation will always imply a deepening of security as well, as 
it is individuals (and possibly other, non-human beings) that suffer from harm, 
not states. While states thus may remain the main security providers, progres-
sive security moves the security discourse towards referent objects beyond the 
‘nation’ and the ‘state’. 

At the same time, very different securitising actors may be involved in the ar-
ticulation of progressive security – as much as in the production of regressive se-
curity. State actors may call for preventing migrant boats from reaching coastal 
shores as much as societal actors or the media. Or they may call for safeguarding 
migrants. Progressive security is not about who speaks security, but what and 
who security is spoken for. 

Understood in such a  way, progressive and regressive securitisations are 
closely related to the distinction between pluralism and solidarism as the spec-
trum in which international society may exist (Bain 2021; Knudsen 2016; Ahrens 
& Diez 2015). A solidarisation of international society involves the assumption of 
more responsibility towards ‘strangers’ (Wheeler 2000), whereas a pluralisation 
re-inscribes the sovereignty and exclusivity of national identities and state ter-
ritories. Moving along this spectrum always involves securitisations to legitimise 
the defence of the status quo or a possible change. 

Regressive securitisation thus moves the representation of international order 
to that of a pluralist state system with weak institutions, inter-state competition 
and the exclusion of world societal claims. It reproduces ‘a fear-based imaginary, 
which is concerned with the protection of the integrity of the political body in 
the face of exogenous elements’ (Nunes 2016: 550) rather than with the develop-
ment of strategies to effectively cope with the threat and protect those in need. 
Progressive securitisation, by contrast, does not invoke the state or nation or any 
other exclusive community as the referent object of threats, but conceptualises 
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the referents of threats as contextually and openly defined, transnational groups 
that do not necessarily share a single societal identity. Yet even such securitisa-
tion runs the risk of ‘imposing international purpose’ (Ashley 1989) or engaging 
in colonial or quasi-colonial practices by assuming that others will universally 
share one’s own concerns. While as humans, we will never be able to think com-
pletely outside of ourselves, responsibility for strangers however always needs to 
take the stranger as the starting point. In our normative assessment of securiti-
sation, it is therefore important not only to ask about the referent object but also 
about the standing of this referent object in relation to the self of the securitising 
actor: is the referent object a mirror of the self on which the securitising actor 
imposes its own desires, or is it a stranger that we really care about?

In that sense, the Human Development Reports engaged in progressive securiti-
sation, as did the activists that warned of the effects of climate change at an early 
stage. In contrast, securitisation may be considered regressive if it limits security 
to military force and the protection of nations and state territories or involves 
infringements of people’s freedoms and rights through stigmatisation, margin-
alisation and exclusion. These two regressive implications do not necessarily oc-
cur together, even if they often do. We have, for instance, seen stigmatisation, 
democratic backsliding and surveillance as effects of health securitisation that 
are not linked to classical expressions of national identity and territorial security 
(Bengtsson & Rhinard 2019; Hassan 2022; Boer, Bervoets & Hak 2022). Indeed, 
not all regressive securitisation in the Covid-19 crisis has been related to territo-
rial re-inscriptions. Nonetheless, the return of geopolitics as the focus of secu-
rity and thus the pluralisation of international society is of particular concern 
and thus the focus of this paper.

The distinction between progressive and regressive securitisation has some 
advantages over the previous discussion about positive and negative security 
(see Nyman 2016). First, it highlights the processual character of securitisation. 
Security is not some stable property; it always has to be reproduced in specific 
contexts that make a difference to what we understand to be harmful and mar-
ginalising. Thus, the normative assessment of securitisation cannot rest only on 
consequentialism as in Floyd’s conception of just security (Floyd 2011). It must 
look at the securitisation process as much as its outcome. Second, the terms 
progressive and regressive imply not only a movement over time but also within 
political spaces. As others have pointed out before (Roe 2012; Nyman 2016), the 
positive/negative debate at times has suffered from establishing a false dichot-
omy. Securitisation is never only good or bad: it establishes new power rela-
tions and political identities, while excluding others even as it opens up new 
discursive spaces. It will thus move a debate within a political space in which 
all politicisation will contain some securitisation (Diez, von Lucke & Wellmann 
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2016). By the same token, there is no international society (and indeed no society 
in general) without some form of power and even domination. 

Yet within that political space, since the 2000s, we have been witnessing more 
regressive securitisation, especially in relation to the return of geopolitical ex-
clusion and the ‘nation’ and ‘state’ as core referent objects, rather than those 
who suffer from specific threats or harm, wherever they are. In the following 
two sections, and by way of illustrating my argument, I discuss this trend in rela-
tion to the two dominating security issues in the Europe of the early 2020s, the 
Covid-19 pandemic and the Russian invasion of Ukraine.  

Regressive securitisation I: Covid-19
The Covid-19 pandemic is an excellent example of a successful securitisation. 
The successful representation of the virus as an existential threat that requires 
urgent action led to emergency procedures and restrictions of public life and 
individual freedoms that would have otherwise been unthinkable. Within 
a month after the first outbreaks in Wuhan, China, had become publicly known 
at the very end of 2019, the World Health Organisation (WHO) declared a Pub-
lic Health Emergency of International Concern. On 11 March 2020, the WHO 
announced Covid-19 to be a pandemic. By the end of March, many countries 
had issued decrees restricting public gatherings. Lockdowns with the closure 
of any non-vital public activity followed in late autumn/winter 2020/21. While 
some states such as Sweden took a light touch approach on lockdown measures 
and relied on voluntary distancing (Frans 2022; Larsson 2022), others such as 
Germany closed down schools for extended periods of time and still demand 
the wearing of face masks in public transport at the end of 2022. Many East 
Asian countries even pursued a Zero-Covid strategy and imposed lockdowns 
that remain partially in place. All of these measures had been unthinkable be-
fore early 2020. They represent severe infringements on individual liberties and 
caused economic shortfalls so that states had to spend billions of extra monies 
to cover at least some of the lost revenue of private shopkeepers, hotels and 
restaurants.

The securitisation of Covid-19 illustrates a number of interesting aspects of 
securitisation processes. For one, constructing something as a  security threat 
does not mean that the threat does not exist (see, for the case of HIV/AIDS, Mc-
Innes & Rushton 2013). Covid-19 has been highly infectious and has caused an 
average of about 120 extra deaths per 100,000 people (Wang et al. 2022) as well 
as long-term symptoms that may continue to negatively affect the daily lives 
of millions of people (Wulf Hanson et al. 2022). The point of a  securitisation 
analysis thus is not to say that a threat does not exist and is fabricated; instead, 
the analysis points to the specific ways in which this threat has been represented 
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and thus affected the political process and its outcomes. In the context of the 
US, Kirk (2022), for instance, observes a securitisation of the virus as a ‘foreign 
enemy’ as well as a securitisation of everyday behaviour, such as close physical 
interaction. 

Furthermore, in comparison to climate change, which also causes many 
deaths and has devastating consequences on people’s lives, the securitisation of 
Covid-19 demonstrates various felicity conditions for a successful securitisation. 
The seemingly unstoppable global spread of the pandemic versus the unevenly 
distributed natural disasters caused by climate change; the images of piles of 
dead bodies without any visible cause compared to the havoc caused by floods 
and storms that are not unique in history but ‘only’ occur with a higher frequen-
cy (on the importance of images in the securitisation of health issues, see Krause 
2021); the undisputed linkage between these deaths and the virus opposed to 
the statistical uncertainty and long-term effects of climate change – all of these 
point to the importance of the threat characteristics and its possible visualisa-
tions in the securitising process. 

Yet what is more interesting for the present argument is that securitisa-
tions have actually differed between countries in the way that they moved the 
debate within the respective political spaces. I  have already noted the more 
cautious approach of Sweden. At the same time, New Zealand arrived at strict 
lockdown measures despite few Covid cases without resorting to a  strongly 
exclusionary rhetoric, and thus did not close down the political debate to the 
same degree as in other countries  (Kirk & McDonald 2021). However, in their 
analysis of the case, Kirk and McDonald (2021) overstate the difference be-
tween riskification and securitisation (see Diez, von Lucke & Wellmann 2016): 
thus, even though the New Zealand debate invoked risks more than existential 
threats, such riskifications still display the basic grammar of securitisations in 
the articulation of a severe challenge to the public. It is thus not surprising that 
the result was what in Kirk and McDonald’s view was ‘exceptionalism without 
securitisation’ (Kirk & McDonald 2021). It would thus be more appropriate to 
consider this a  case of progressive securitisation rather than an instance of 
absent securitisation.   

At the same time, Kirk and McDonald (2021) underestimate the transnational 
character of the pandemic so that differences in the number of actual cases per 
country may matter less than the possibility that the virus will very soon kill 
thousands of people ‘at home’ as well. Nonetheless, it is important to note that 
while securitisation may have enabled protective measures, it was possible to 
arrive at such measures without some of the exclusionary rhetoric of securitisa-
tion (New Zealand) or to come to less restrictive measures which did not lead to 
higher degrees of excess mortality (Sweden, Frans 2022). Both instances serve as 
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examples for how progressive securitisation does not remove contestation from 
the debate while allowing the formulation and legitimisation of diverse policies 
to prevent death.

In line with the theoretical discussion above, the problem with the securi-
tisation of Covid-19 was however not only how it shaped the political debate 
but also that it led to a  re-inscription of state borders into global discourse 
and thus reinforced an already existing trend towards a re-pluralisation of in-
ternational society after the rise of populism, among others, had started to 
undermine the post–Cold War liberal order. As any pandemic, Covid-19 is first 
and foremost a threat to individual human beings and thus a matter of human 
security (Newman 2022). It is transnational: it does not stop at state borders 
and spreads easily across distances. One would have therefore thought that an 
appropriate response would have focused on transnational measures protect-
ing individuals and not territories. Yet, responses were taken at the national 
level with little coordination even within the European Union (EU), let alone 
globally. Mobility was constrained on the basis of national boundaries instead 
of geographical hotspots. Attempts by the European Commission to link re-
strictions to subnational, regional incidence rates came late and have not re-
ally informed policy. Instead, national borders were closed, even between EU 
member states, cutting through regions with dense economic and personal 
interrelations. To the extent that borders remained open, immigration condi-
tions varied according to countries and not regional hotspots. Rhetorically, the 
pattern of blaming health security threats on other countries (Campbell 1992) 
resurfaced in charges of the ‘Chinese virus’ (Trump cited in Rogers & Swanson 
2020) or blaming the US to be the real source of the virus (BBC 2021). Likewise, 
Kuteleva and Clifford (2021) have shown how both Putin and Trump used the 
securitisation of Covid-19 to invoke imaginaries of paternalistic sovereignty 
protecting their nations. 

Thus, a global health emergency that should have had the individual as a ref-
erent object was turned into a reification of nation-state borders. While possi-
bly necessary to mobilise action against the disease, the progressive potential of 
the securitisation of Covid-19 to forge global transnational agency was foregone 
to promote national security imageries. While there have been other forms of 
regression in the securitisation of Covid-19, for instance in the stigmatisation 
of marginalised populations and the way in which they were targeted by pre-
emptive measures (Russell et al. 2022), the rendering of a  global pandemic in 
terms of territorial protection including the representation of the viral threat 
as coming from outside state borders is nonetheless a particularly disconcerting 
example of securitisation that undermines the initial impetus of widening and 
deepening the concept of security. 
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This is not to say that states should not have played a role in dealing with the 
challenge of the pandemic, or that the world would be better off without states. 
Given the infrastructural requirements of our contemporary lives, the resourc-
es needed to meet them, and their simultaneous contestation within societies, 
states are important agents to provide the means through which such public 
goods may be provided. The problem rather lies with the exclusionary state nar-
ratives and externalisations of threat that regressive securitisation sustains. The 
effect is a re-pluralisation of international society in which responsibility is first 
and foremost for one’s own kin, undermining effective transnational efforts to 
combat crises. 

Regressive securitisation II: Russian aggression
The Russian invasion of Eastern Ukraine is an even more obvious case of regres-
sive securitisation. The invocation of history to defend Russian territory and in-
fluence or the representation of NATO as an existential threat to Russia played 
the tunes of classical security to bolster the military and engage in geopolitical 
violence. The Russian transgression of both state and human rights falls square-
ly into the military-strategic logics that progressive securitisation was meant to 
overcome. 

If Putin had intended to weaken NATO influence at its Western borders, the 
war has achieved the opposite, with more states queuing up for NATO member-
ship, including long-time adherents of neutrality such as Finland and Sweden 
(Alberque & Schreer 2022). Likewise, countries such as Germany, in which, de-
spite some steps towards more military involvement since the 1990s, military 
expenditure has long been viewed sceptically and in tension with its civilian 
power identity (Maull 2000), have significantly increased their defence bud-
gets. Both the applications to NATO and the rise in military expenditure have 
been legitimised through the representation of Russia as an existential threat to 
Western democracy and state integrity, resembling the dominant rhetoric of the 
Cold War. 

Yet Putin has also invoked human security claims to support Russia’s war, thus 
demonstrating that it is not the rhetoric as such that matters but its broader 
context. For instance, in Putin’s justification of the invasion, he has cited human 
security arguments by pointing to the violation of the human rights of Russian 
speakers in the Donbas, amounting to what Putin claimed was ‘genocide’: ‘The 
purpose of this operation is to protect people who, for eight years now, have 
been facing humiliation and genocide perpetrated by the Kyiv regime’ (Hinton 
2022). In his speech announcing the partial mobilisation of reservists on 21 Sep-
tember 2022, Putin argued that what he refers to as ‘the West’ 
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used indiscriminate Russophobia as a weapon, including by nurturing 
the hatred of Russia for decades, primarily in Ukraine … They used the 
army against civilians and organized a  genocide, blockade and terror 
against those who refused to recognize the government that was created 
in Ukraine as the result of a state coup … We cannot, we have no moral 
right to let our kin and kith be torn to pieces by butchers; we cannot but 
respond to their sincere striving to decide their destiny on their own 
(Washington Post 2022).

Some observers have argued that the logic of justifying an invasion through 
references to human security, and thus instrumentalising progressive securiti-
sation in the name of regressive securitisation has been a common feature of 
Western powers in relation to their interventions in Iraq, Kosovo or Libya (e.g., 
Murray 2022; Saul 2022). Yet while it is true that these interventions, to various 
degrees, have been problematic from a legal as well as a normative point of view, 
there are also some fundamental differences (Brunk & Hakimi 2022: 690–92). 
Three of them stand out:

•	In contrast to Russia, the United States and its allies performed their legiti-
mating securitisations in the UN Security Council, providing evidence for 
the violation of human rights or the imminent threat posed by the develop-
ment of chemical weapons. Even if this evidence turned out to be false in 
some cases, it was not always incorrect. Russia, in contrast, did not even 
bother to take the Security Council route or provide evidence to the in-
ternational society at large. It even attempted to prevent a debate in the 
United Nations General Assembly in September 2022. This raises important 
question marks about the credibility and sincerity of its claims. 
•	While all the three mentioned Western cases led to long-term military oc-

cupation or interventions, none of them had the explicit aim to eliminate 
a country (as opposed to changing its regime) and to integrate parts of its 
territory into the aggressor’s territory. The fact that Putin claimed Ukraine 
as historical Russian territory is at odds with the human security justifica-
tion and serves to undermine it, as it ultimately negates the essential norm 
that sustains international law and returns to pure geopolitical strategy 
(Brunk & Hakimi 2022: 691).
•	To bolster his claims, Putin has linked them with explicit references to the 

threat posed by the Nazi regime. In his mobilisation speech, he used the 
term neo-Nazi to characterise the Ukrainian government ten times. While 
the official argumentation of Western states in relation to Iraq or Libya 
involved analogous rhetoric, for instance in the ‘debaathification’ of Iraq 



Progressive and Regressive Securitisation 35

CEJISS, Volume 17, Issue 2, 2023

(Longobardo 2022: 20–21), it by and large shied away from making such an 
explicit link. 

In addition, Russia has taken severe steps to increasingly silence public debate 
– a classic concern in securitisation theory. In March 2023, for instance, a bill 
was proposed in the Duma to make it a criminal offence not only to discredit 
the military but also private security actors fighting in the war (Moscow Times 
2023). Observers have called the twelve months following February 2022 ‘the 
most repressive in Russia’s modern history’ (Ivanova 2023). Even granting that 
the sources I have used here are second-hand reports that may have their own 
agenda, there can be no doubt that the Russian government has been limiting 
the scope of political debate by portraying those who question the military as 
threats to national security. 

Thus, the securitising moves performed by Putin in justifying Russia’s  ag-
gression against Ukraine are an example of regressive securitisation in which 
arguments of deepened security are instrumentalised for the sake of geopoliti-
cal power claims, while at the same time silencing opposing views. In addition, 
they have led to a reinforcement of regressive securitisation on a broader scale, 
especially in Europe, the self-assumed forerunner of a  solidarist international 
society (Ahrens & Diez 2015; Diez, Manners & Whitman 2011), in which geopo-
litical considerations of military security have taken on renewed significance in 
political debates. 

Yet these securitisations may also serve as a reminder of the contextuality and 
complexity of normatively assessing securitisation. In the case of Ukraine, the 
broader regressive move needs to be set against the harm done to the many civil-
ians and their food, energy and health security. So while the overall re-emphasis 
on military security of sovereign states pushed by Russia’s invasion is deplorable, 
this cannot serve as an argument against military support for Ukraine, as Rus-
sia’s destruction of vital infrastructure and more direct infringements of indi-
vidual bodily and psychological integrity need to be countered, although it does 
remind us of the problematic nature of over-stating Ukraine as an exclusive na-
tion (as opposed to the individuals whose physical security as threatened) as the 
main referent object. 

Navigating the difficult normative terrain of war ultimately requires politi-
cal choices that cannot be anchored in any unambiguous ethical consideration 
(Moses 2018: 55). Yet the regressive securitisation of the broader security dis-
course in Europe that Russia’s war has, if not caused, then at least intensified, 
must not lead to forgetting the many other harms that our world inflicts on 
people – indeed, at least some of them, such as those related to energy and cli-
mate security, are deeply intertwined with the war. Emphasising military secu-
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rity would thus be problematic if it is not accompanied by addressing the risks 
caused by Western policies themselves, such as the privileging of cheap gas and 
thus energy security over climate security, which in turn have been crucial fac-
tors in the genesis of the war.  

Conclusion: Remembering the ethics of security
In this piece, I have set out an argument to distinguish between progressive and 
regressive securitisation. I have associated progressive securitisation with inclu-
sive political debates and an expansion of security towards individual and global 
rights and needs in a solidarising international society, which would otherwise 
go unnoticed or would not be tackled. In contrast, I have associated regressive 
securitisation with exclusionary debates and a  narrow conception of security 
that reifies state boundaries and exclusionary state practices in a pluralist fram-
ing of international society. I have, however, also pointed out that no securitisa-
tion can ever be purely progressive. Instead, I have suggested that both progres-
sive and regressive be understood as movements within contextualised political 
spaces, pulling debates into different directions. Thus, securitisations will always 
entail a degree of normative ambivalence. 

Yet this does not mean that we cannot identify the direction in which debates 
are moving. The two examples I have provided demonstrate the marginalising or 
even exclusionary force of regressive securitisation processes as well as the reifi-
cation of militarised geopolitics as their consequence. It is such an understand-
ing of security that the debate about widening and deepening security since the 
1980s has attempted to undermine to open up the political debate and pave the 
way for a redistribution of resources and a change in the global security agenda. 

I have also claimed that since about 2010 at the latest, regressive securitisation 
has started to prevail, which I have exemplified through my brief considerations 
of the cases of Covid-19 and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. The success of these 
securitisations illuminates some of the facilitating conditions for securitising 
moves to work, including the credibility of the urgency and existentiality of the 
threat through media visibilisation (Vultee 2011; Lukacovic 2020). Yet they also 
share a  re-inscription of national territory and geopolitical concerns into the 
broader discourse. This is more immediately obvious in the case of Russia’s ag-
gression, in the justification of which human security references may hardly be 
interpreted as nothing else but a  smokescreen for imperialist aims. However, 
even in a case such as the Covid-19 pandemic, which first and foremost threatens 
the health and lives of individuals, states have turned to regressive securitising 
moves and have linked the Covid threat to the protection of national territories 
and borders, while managing the crisis through thinking in conceptions of na-
tional territory instead of inter- and transnational cooperation. 
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While regressive securitisations have reinscribed nation and state as referent 
objects and geopolitics as the main mode of international thinking, they have 
also been enabled by the continuing domination of pluralist modes of interna-
tional order based on a division of the globe into state territories. Whereas the 
humanitarianism of the post–Cold War liberal order was supposed to enhance 
solidarist visions of transnational responsibility, in fact it never really succeeded 
in undermining the ‘territorial trap’ of our dominant conceptualisations of the 
international (Agnew 1994). Thus, Covid-19 is just another illustration that in 
times of crisis, framing challenges in relation to the state and national identi-
ties provides the most likely option to make sense of a rather complex world. 
Likewise, invocations of national history and territorial defence produce rally-
round-the-flag effects that are able to override the daily struggles in the minds of 
many people and serve to silence those with different views. 

These developments are pushing the security debate back towards the early 
1980s. They have significant effects on governmental budgets and on the global 
governance agenda. We are at a historical juncture in which the ethics of securi-
ty need to be re-emphasised. On the one hand, this implies a reminder that there 
are significant threats to individuals, humankind and the planet as a  whole, 
from food shortages to climate-change induced disasters and species extinction, 
which are not receiving the attention they require, and thus need to be securi-
tised further to legitimise necessary action. On the other hand, we need to take 
into account that progression and regression are inherent pulls in all securitisa-
tions. Thus, it is important to always leave enough room for political debate and 
avoid or at least counteract the marginalising and exclusionary consequences of 
securitisation. In the case of Covid-19, this would necessitate a stronger global or 
at least transnational reaction, placing individuals at the centre as referent ob-
jects. In the case of Russia’s aggression, the need to build up defence capacities to 
protect individuals’ lives and freedoms notwithstanding, it implies a change in 
the way EU member states, for instance, cooperate in energy security and link it 
to environmental security, and not only to rely on realist deterrence in thinking 
about a post-Putin European security architecture (Diez 2022).
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