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ABSTRACT

This article analyses and evaluates the theoretical, normative, and scholastic implications of the recent ‘securitization’ of HIV/AIDS. To date, research on the challenges posed by the AIDS pandemic to human, national, and international security respectively has focused predominantly on identifying and corroborating the relevant empirical relationships; but it has done so at the expense of considering the wider conceptual ramifications involved in framing the AIDS pandemic not as a health or development issue, but as a security issue. This article consequently draws upon the analytical framework for security advanced by Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver, and Jaap de Wilde in their influential study Security: A New Framework for Analysis in order to explore in greater detail these wider implications involved in framing HIV/AIDS as a security issue. The article argues that the recent securitization of the AIDS pandemic simultaneously has reinforcing and disrupting implications for the viability of their conceptual framework for analysing security. On the one hand, the case of HIV/AIDS confirms the general value of the key innovations undertaken by their framework, as well as the novel possibilities these important advances generate for scholars researching in the field of security studies. On the other hand, applying their framework to the specific and more recent case of HIV/AIDS paradoxically also undermines the particular resolutions of these larger issues that the authors propose in their study, and enables important areas do be identified in which the framework should be further refined in the years ahead. 

Securitizing AIDS: A Framework for Paralysis?
‘Whoever offers a piece of advice to a sick person enjoys a feeling of superiority over this person, irrespective of whether the advice is accepted or rejected. That is why sensitive and proud patients usually hate the people offering advice even more than they hate their illness.’




– Nietzsche, Human, All too Human, §299
Now in its third decade, HIV/AIDS is well poised to become the most devastating pandemic in modern human history. Twenty-five million people are already thought to have died from AIDS-related illnesses to date. A further 42 million people live with HIV throughout the world. More strikingly still, national HIV prevalence rates in some southern African countries are currently thought to be in excess of one-third of the adult population. Due to the immense scale of this pandemic more than twice as many persons also continue to die from AIDS-related illnesses every day than died during the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. What is worse, the growth potential of the AIDS pandemic is far from exhausted, as HIV transmission rates are rapidly increasing in many parts of Asia, Latin America, the Caribbean, Russia, and eastern Europe. So great, in fact, is the scale now reached by this pandemic that scholars and policy-makers are beginning to recognize that in the worst affected countries the longer term impact of HIV/AIDS will not be confined to the individual human tragedies suffered by those persons living with the illness and by their respective families and friends; in these same countries HIV/AIDS will also have a plethora of wider economic, political, and social ramifications that will need to be carefully considered and addressed.

One of these dimensions to receive particularly sustained international attention in recent years is the emerging security dimension of HIV/AIDS. Not only was the threat of HIV/AIDS to international peace and security the subject of four separate United Nations Security Council meetings held since January 2000, but a plethora of studies and reports have since drawn attention to the various implications of HIV/AIDS for human, national, and international security respectively. These studies have sought to demonstrate how societies can be adversely affected by high prevalence rates, how the armed forces and political stability of countries can similarly be undermined in the long run as the number of persons suffering from AIDS increases, and how HIV/AIDS even has important ramifications for international peacekeeping operations that can serve as a vector of the illness where and when they are deployed. These reports, in turn, have triggered considerable controversy amongst security analysts and policy-makers whose opinion still remains polarised regarding this security dimension of HIV/AIDS. One the one hand, vocal advocates are trying at considerable length to portray HIV/AIDS as a security issue of almost unfathomable dimensions, while, on the other, the more traditional security establishment remains much more reserved about this designation, finding the security dimension of HIV/AIDS to be much less evident than suggested by the former. While most would agree, in other words, that HIV/AIDS is clearly a humanitarian issue of almost unimaginable magnitude, there is much more contention about the analytically more challenging question of whether it also amounts to an international security issue. Consequently advocates of the security dimension of HIV/AIDS have recently attempted to strengthen the empirical base of their argument by focusing on particular countries and case studies.

What has been virtually overlooked in this emerging debate, however, is that the copious and strenuous efforts by policy-makers, think-tanks, and international organizations to portray the AIDS pandemic as an international security issue raises not only difficult empirical questions, but also wider theoretical, normative, and scholastic dilemmas for researchers and scholars working in the field of security studies. These latter dimensions have consequently also remained largely unexplored in the literature to date.
 On one level this oversight is understandable. These latter implications, after all, are not nearly as pertinent and urgent as the immense humanitarian dimensions of the pandemic, and the overwhelming need to address this pandemic in a more successful manner than has been achieved over the past three decades. Nevertheless, this article argues, these theoretical, normative, and scholastic dimensions do deserve more detailed attention – both in their own right, and because they also feed back into the larger question of how this AIDS pandemic should best be understood and addressed. This article would thus like to begin exploring these additional and wider dimensions of the ‘securitization’ of HIV/AIDS in a more sustained fashion.

The best way to initiate such an engagement, this article suggests, is by bringing the recent securitization of HIV/AIDS into closer discussion with the analytical framework for studying ‘security’ advanced by Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver, and Jaap de Wilde in their influential study Security: A New Framework for Analysis.
 Even though their framework does not directly engage with the much more recent securitization of HIV/AIDS, it nevertheless marks an ideal starting point for such a discussion because their study deliberately draws attention to the wider theoretical, normative, and scholastic questions raised by the general, post-Cold War trend of framing an increasing number of non-military issues as security issues. The value of their more general findings can thus be analysed with direct reference to the hitherto unexplored securitization of HIV/AIDS. Such an engagement is actually of dual value; it not only expands scholars’ understanding of the wider stakes involved in the current efforts to securitize the AIDS pandemic, but, given that their study was written before the securitization of HIV/AIDS achieved widespread prominence, the case of HIV/AIDS conversely also raises intriguing questions about central aspects of the security framework advanced by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde – pointing to some directions in which their analysis of security might be further developed in the years ahead.
 

Based on such an engagement, the specific argument advanced by this article is that the recent securitization of HIV/AIDS simultaneously has reinforcing and disrupting implications for the security framework advanced by Buzan, Weaver, and de Wilde. On the one hand, the case of HIV/AIDS confirms the general value of the central innovations undertaken in their framework, and the possibilities opened up by these important advances for scholars active in the field of security studies. These advances include the development of an intersubjective understanding of security, their explicit cultivation of the larger normative responsibility involved in ‘speaking’ security, and their insistence on the need to move beyond the narrow, military conception of security studies. On the other hand, this article argues, applying their framework to the specific case of HIV/AIDS paradoxically also undermines the particular resolutions of these larger questions that the authors propose in their study. Specifically, the case of HIV/AIDS raises important methodological questions (i) about the way in which ‘securitizations’ can be comprehensively analysed and assessed by scholars, (ii) about the way in which these three authors understand the complex normative commitments entailed by such an analysis, and (iii) about the way in which their framework proposes to properly delimit the field of security studies. When exploring their analytical security framework against the background of the recent securitization of HIV/AIDS, these three aspects of their framework appear much more problematic and tenuous than the authors are willing to allow for on the basis of their own selection of case studies. In order to substantiate this thesis, the first section considers in greater detail the innovative aspects of the security framework proposed by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde. The three subsequent sections then use the recent securitization of HIV/AIDS to engage this framework on analytical, normative, and scholastic grounds respectively. The article concludes by re-emphasing the general value of their framework’s theoretical, normative, and scholastic advances, while simultaneously drawing on the case of HIV/AIDS to contest the specific resolutions of these wider dilemmas proposed by them.

1. Securitization?

One way of reading the new analytical framework advanced by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde is as a theoretically sophisticated, normatively responsible, and intellectually coherent response to the scholastic challenges posed by the considerable expansion of the security agenda that has been taking place since the end of the Cold War. As the number of non-military issues being framed by scholars and policy-makers under the heading of ‘security’ proliferated extensively, so too important tensions and divisions began to emerge amongst researchers active in the field of security studies. Most notably, many of those working within the traditional, military, and state-centric understanding of security voiced considerable concern about the long-term effects of expanding the field in this manner. Amongst their chief concerns were (i) that the concept of security would become so diluted as to loose any residual analytical merit; and (ii) that expanding security analysis beyond the traditional conception of security would also inflate to unmanageable proportions the amount of knowledge security analysts would need to acquire and muster in order to remain abreast of developments.
 In light of these widespread apprehensions, Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde advanced an ambitious new framework for analysing security that went considerably beyond the traditional domain of security studies, yet – they crucially argued – without loosing its internal coherence or analytical precision as a result. 

Specifically, Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde offered a two-fold response to the concerns advanced by traditionalists. First, they attempted to ensure that their analytical framework did possess a high degree of intellectual coherence. They did so, however, not by narrowly fixing the proper domain of security studies in the way traditional security scholars confined themselves to the realm of the military and the state; rather, Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde tried to achieve this intellectual coherence by focusing on a very narrow and highly distilled conception of security. In trying to discern this ‘essential’ meaning of security the authors actually begin with the traditional military-political understanding of security, and arrive at the conclusion that essentially ‘security is about survival. It is when an issue is presented as posing an existential threat to a designated referent object (traditionally, but not necessarily, the state, incorporating government, territory, and society). The special nature of security threats justifies the use of extraordinary measures to handle them.’
 Their framework thus actually takes inspiration from traditional security studies, and extrapolates what in their view the essential qualities of security are. This ‘essential’ meaning of security, they reiterate, is ‘the staging of existential issues in politics to lift them above politics. In security discourse, an issue is dramatized and presented as an issue of supreme priority; thus, by labelling it as security, an agent claims a need for and a right to treat it by extraordinary means.’
 In this way they also advance a very specific and focused definition of ‘security’ that should guarantee a high degree of intellectual coherence for their framework.

What is more, this understanding of the meaning of security additionally entails a profound and innovative reconceptualisation of security not as something that exists objectively, but as ‘what in language theory is called a speech act. It is not interesting as a sign referring to something more real; it is the utterance itself that is the act. By saying the words, something is done (like betting, giving a promise, naming a ship).’
 Contrary to the more empirical and positivist methodology of traditional security studies, their framework remains astutely and laudably sensitive to the intersubjective, linguistic, and performative nature of ‘speaking’ security. This reconceptualisation of security as a speech act, moreover, subsequently enables their second response to the concerns initially voiced by the traditionalists in relation to the post-Cold War expansion of the security agenda.

Reconceptualizing the ‘essential’ meaning of security as a particular type of speech act, they argue secondly, allows them to expand the field of security studies beyond the military and political sector without losing focus or internal coherence. ‘If’, they insist, ‘we place the survival of collective units and principles – the politics of existential threat – as the defining core of security studies, we have the basis for applying security analysis to a variety of sectors without losing the essential quality of the concept.
 Specifically, this narrow definition of ‘security’ enables Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde to expand their security framework from a one or two sector model to a five-sector one, which, in addition to the traditional political and military sectors, also includes the economic, environmental, and societal sectors. In their view this expansion does not have to lead to the loss of intellectual coherence of security studies as long as security is continuously and consistently understood as a ‘particular type of politics’ that takes place within these five sectors.
 Indeed, they maintain that ‘the essential meaning of security can be carried across sectors (thus achieving the desired aim of broadening) without so diluting the concept that its distinctive meaning is destroyed.’
 ‘This’, they also contend quite forcefully, ‘is the answer to those who hold that security studies cannot expand its agenda beyond the traditional military-political one without debasing the concept of security itself.’
 In short, then, their direct response to this post-Cold War ‘scholastic’
 debate of the legitimate sphere of security studies is to fix the meaning of security in such a sufficiently narrow and specific way that allows it to focus on one particular phenomenon, albeit one that occurs not exclusively in the military and state sectors, but simultaneously in the three other sectors as well.

Beyond this important scholastic dimension to their work, the original re-conceptualisation of security as a speech act also has a second, theoretical dimension that is equally important to bear in mind in the case of HIV/AIDS. For, if ‘security’ is ultimately understood not as something objective, but as a particular and performative linguistic ‘speech act’ undertaken by policy-makers and analysts, then the work of the security scholar concomitantly no longer remains that of merely assessing whether or not an issue really amounts to a security threat. Precisely because they view ‘security’ as something intersubjective and socially constructed, as ‘a particular type of intersubjective politics’
, this can no longer be the proper role of the security scholar. As they point out:

Our securitization approach is radically constructivist regarding security, which ultimately is a specific form of social praxis. Security issues are made security issues by acts of securitization. We do not try to peek behind this to decide whether it is really a threat (which would reduce the entire securitization approach to a theory of perceptions and misperceptions). Security is a quality actors inject into issues by securitizing them, which means to stage them on the political arena in the specific way outlined in this book and then to have them accepted by a sufficient audience to sanction extraordinary defensive moves.

What security scholars can do, however, is to try to better understand who is permitted to ‘speak’ security, how they are able to do so, and what wider consequences their speaking security has. By moving from a static theoretical basis to a dynamic and linguistic one, security scholars can begin to study in a more detailed and sustained fashion the intersubjective process whereby issues become socially constructed and accepted as security issues, and with what social consequences. ‘Securitization studies’, they contend, ‘can analyze how and when new referent objects attain the status of something in the name of which one can successfully undertake security and can study the degree to which the new sectors actually exhibit politics in the form of security.’
 In this way their framework not only has important scholastic implications, but also theoretical ramifications for our understanding of what security is, and what processes scholars working in the discipline of security studies ought to be studying. 


Finally, the analytical framework advanced by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde also has an important normative dimension in that they explicitly urge scholars to take the concurrent responsibility involved in ‘speaking’ security seriously. Already on the first page of their book they warn their readership that ‘[t]here are intellectual and political dangers in simply tacking the word security onto an ever wider range of issues.’
 Referring to issues as ‘security’ issues is not an innocent gesture, in their view, and should only be undertaken after careful consideration and reflection. If anything, they reason, ‘security should be seen as a negative, as a failure to deal with issues as normal politics. Ideally politics should be able to unfold according to routine procedures without this extraordinary elevation of specific “threats” to a prepolitical immediacy.’
 This kind of hesitation about the growing number securitizations that have been occurring over the past years is also implicitly manifested throughout their text. In relation to the environmental sector, for example, they are at pains to point out that in studying the securitization of the environment ‘[w]e are not arguing that that the environment (or any of the other sectors) should be securitized; we merely observe that at least some actors are attempting to do so.’
 In the conclusion to their study they again reiterate that ‘[t]he danger of excessive securitization remains, and a core part of the new framework must therefore be to provide the means of identifying and criticizing counterproductive claims to securitization (including military ones).’
 In their view, ‘[a]voiding excessive and irrational securitization is thus a legitimate social, political, and economic objective of considerable importance.’
 This normative dimension, too, is a central component of their framework. Without drawing too strict a line between these various trajectories traversing their analytical framework for security, then, it can be understood as revolving around at least three conceptually distinct trajectories: (i) a theoretical trajectory about the meaning of security and how to study it, (ii) a normative trajectory surrounding the merits and pitfalls of securitizing non-military issues, and (iii) a scholastic trajectory about what is, and what is not, properly within the domain of security studies. It is also this unique combination of these three trajectories that make the application of their framework to the recent securitization of HIV/AIDS both original and rewarding.
 

One of the most valuable aspects of their new security framework, for example, is undoubtedly that it allows for a better understanding of the plethora and diversity of actors – operating at various levels of analysis – that can ‘speak’ security and facilitate processes of securitization.
 One of the most important (although far from exclusive) group of actors in this regard are states, and consequently it comes as no surprise that the latter have also been active in the attempted securitization of HIV/AIDS. In the United States, the National Intelligence Council alerted its readers to the threat posed by HIV/AIDS in January 2000 when it published a declassified National Intelligence Estimate entitled The Global Infectious Disease Threat and Its Implications for the United States. Senior U.S. government officials subsequently referred to HIV/AIDS publicly and repeatedly as a security threat in various forms. By early May 2000 the Clinton administration had even officially designated HIV/AIDS as a threat to the national security of the Untied States, while in July of the same year a host of notable U.S. government officials contributed to a special issue of the State Department’s ‘Global Issues’ journal on the theme of ‘AIDS: The Threat to World Security.’
 Contributors to this special issue included Sandra Thurman, Director of the U.S. Office of National AIDS Policy; Richard Holbrooke, U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations; and Lawrence Summers, U.S. Secretary of the Treasury. From the medical establishment, Dr. Anthony S. Fauci, Director of the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, also contributed, as did Peter Piot in his function as Executive Director of the Joint United Nations Program on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS). 

Nor has the United States government’s commitment to the issue of HIV/AIDS been abandoned by the new Republican administration, although the latter has accorded it a significantly lower level of overall priority. During his Senate confirmation hearing in early 2001, Secretary of State Colin Powell not only pointed out that AIDS is likely to kill up to a quarter of Africa’s population in the near future, but also noted how the growth rates in India and Russia are equally disconcerting, and that wherever the disease spreads, it clearly has the capacity to devastate economies, governments, and peoples. More specifically, Powell added to the debate the crucial insight that the question of AIDS is no longer solely one of altruism, but one of national interest as well: 

No longer is such devastation simply a cause for our sympathy, our charity, our reaching out to care for fellow humans – although these altruistic motivations are still vital to us as humans. Increasingly meeting such challenges successfully, appeals to even more basic instincts – caring for our own interests, paying attention to our own hope for survival on this earth.
 

To no small measure, then, the securitization of HIV/AIDS too has been driven by state actors.
At the international level, international organizations such as the World Health Organization, the United Nations Development Program, and UNAIDS have also been driving this securitization of HIV/AIDS forward, and members from all of these institutions have referred to HIV/AIDS as a security issue on the record. In his function as President of the World Bank, for example, James Wolfensohn argued unequivocally that ‘[m]any of us used to think of AIDS as a health issue. We were wrong. ... Nothing we have seen is a greater challenge to the peace and stability of African societies than the epidemic of AIDS. … We face a major development crisis, and more than that, a security crisis.’
 As was already mentioned, the United Nations Security Council has also met four times on the threat posed by HIV/AIDS to international peace and security: initially on 10 January 2000, which also the first security council meeting in the new millennium giving it special symbolic significance, as did the fact that it was chaired by Vice President Al Gore; the Council met next on 17 July 2000, when it passed resolution 1308 on the issue; again on 19 January 2001, and finally on 28 June 2001.

Non-governmental organizations, in turn, mark the third group advancing the rapid securitization of HIV/AIDS. The Civil-Military Alliance to Combat HIV/AIDS, for instance, has been drawing attention to the security dimensions of HIV/AIDS for years.
 The Chemical and Biological Arms Control Institute and the Center for Strategic and International Studies in Washington, D.C. have even published two studies on the general nexus between health and security, entitled Contagion and Conflict: Health as a Global Security Challenge (2000); and Health, Security and U.S. Global Leadership (2001). In June 2001 the International Crisis Group – an independent, non-profit, multinational organisation aspiring to prevent and resolve deadly conflicts – launched its influential and widely read report entitled HIV/AIDS as a Security Issue which claimed unequivocally that ‘[f]or a growing number of states, AIDS can no longer be understood or responded to as primarily a public health crisis. It is becoming a threat to security.’
 That same year, the International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) in London also commissioned a lengthy report on the strategic dimensions of HIV/AIDS. Notably, non-governmental organizations in Africa, too, have been participating in these moves, as can be seen by the Institute for Security Studies in South Africa, which similarly devoted a recent issue of its African Security Revue to the security implications of HIV/AIDS.

Finally, the recent securitization of HIV/AIDS has also been advanced by members of the academy. Amongst the early scholars to pioneer this area of research was Andrew T. Price-Smith, who has given the issue a book-length treatment in his innovative study entitled The Health of Nations: Infectious Disease, Environmental Change, and Their Effects on National Security and Development.
 Price-Smith subsequently also edited a volume in this area entitled Plagues and Politics: Infectious Disease and International Policy.
 Article-length treatments of the security implications of HIV/AIDS have recently also appeared in most of the influential journals in the field of security studies, ranging from Survival
 and International Security,
 through to Foreign Affairs
, Third World Quarterly
 and the Washington Quarterly.
 The considerable variety of actors involved in the recent securitization of HIV/AIDS thus confirms the view of Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde that states are not the only actors who can animate processes of securitization. What is more, it also enables the three distinct trajectories of their framework to be explored specifically in relation to this hitherto unexplored securitization of HIV/AIDS. 
Mirroring these three trajectories, approaching the recent securitization of HIV/AIDS through their framework would generate at least three essential questions worth pursuing in a more sustained fashion: (i) an analytical question about whether or not HIV/AIDS has now been successfully securitized; (ii) a normative question about whether or not the AIDS pandemic should be securitized;
 and (iii) a scholastic question about the implications of the securitization of HIV/AIDS for the proper domain of security studies more generally? A detailed engagement with these questions will serve to sensitise scholars and policy-makers to important facets of the debate hitherto ignored in the recent securitization of HIV/AIDS. At the same time, however, the case of HIV/AIDS also points to areas in which the framework advanced by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde could be further refined and developed in the years ahead. Such an engagement, in short, is mutually productive for those concerned with the specific security dimension of HIV/AIDS, as well as for those interested in the wider theoretical debates currently animating the field of security studies. 

2. Has HIV/AIDS been Successfully Securitized?

Turning to the first question, the aforementioned attempts to deliberately frame the AIDS pandemic as an international security issue necessitates a more detailed analysis of whether or not the AIDS pandemic has actually been successfully securitized as a result of these claims. This question might initially seem odd in light of the overwhelming number of officials, think tanks, and institutions that have recently argued the case in favor of viewing HIV/AIDS as a security issue. Yet, it is also important to bear in mind that these arguments continue to co-exist with a considerable degree of skepticism amongst actors working within the more traditional security paradigm as to whether HIV/AIDS really does amount to a security threat; not all security scholars and policy-makers have been convinced by these arguments about the security threats posed by HIV/AIDS. The specific puzzle that this polarized opinion thus gives rise to regarding the analytical framework advanced by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde, is how scholars can actually discern properly whether or not an issue has been successfully securitized. This question is further complicated in the case of HIV/AIDS by the considerable retreat of the security discourse to the traditional ground of deploying military force following the events of September 11, 2001. Over a year after these attacks, and in light the altered geo-political situation they have given rise to, one is well justified in raising the question of whether the securitization efforts regarding HIV/AIDS that predominated prior to the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington, D.C. really have been successful in the long run.

How, then, do Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde propose that scholars determine whether or not an issue has been successfully securitized? They attempt to answer this question by initially contrasting processes of securitization with processes of politicisation, exploring ‘the logic of security itself to find out what differentiates security and the process of securitization from that which is merely political.’
 This distinction between processes of ‘politicisation’ and ‘securitization’ is consequently of great import to the viability of their framework as a whole, as they explicitly note that ‘to count as security issues [threats and vulnerabilities] have to meet strictly defined criteria that distinguish them from the normal run of the merely political.’
 More specifically, ‘[t]hey have to be staged as existential threats to a referent object by a securitizing actor who thereby generates endorsement of emergency measures beyond rules that would otherwise bind.’
 In the first instance, therefore, the two key components of a successful securitization include the existence both of a referent object of security, further defined as ‘things that are seen to be existentially threatened and that have a legitimate claim to survival’;
 and the presence of securitizing actors, further defined as ‘actors who securitize issues by declaring something – a referent object – existentially threatened.’
 To these criteria must be added another ‘demanding’ criterion for a successful securitization, namely:

that the issue is presented as an existential threat. If one can argue that something overflows the normal political logic of weighing issues against each other, this must be the case because it can upset the entire process of weighting as such: “if we do not tackle this problem, everything else will be irrelevant (because we will not be here or will not be free to deal with it in our own way).”
 

In this way Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde hope to clearly differentiate securitizations from politicisations.

In practice, however, it proves very difficult to apply these criteria properly and to distinguish sharply between issues that are ‘merely’ politicised and those that are properly securitized – something later conceded implicitly by the authors themselves when they note ‘[s]ecuritization can … be seen as a more extreme version of politicisation.’
 In the end, issues actually tend to exist on a fluid spectrum: 

ranging from the nonpoliticized (meaning the state does not deal with it and it is not in any other way made an issue of public debate and decision) through politicised (meaning the issue is part of public policy, requiring government decision and resource allocations or, more rarely, some other form of communal governance) to securitized (meaning the issue is presented as an existential threat, requiring emergency measures and justifying actions outside the normal bounds of political procedure).
 

These fluid distinctions, however, make the practical determination of whether or not HIV/AIDS has been successful securitized very difficult for scholars. Indeed, the case of HIV/AIDS would probably be seen most appropriately as occupying a grey area between politicisation and securitization, ultimately rendering it impossible to determine whether or not HIV/AIDS has been successfully securitized.

Fortunately, Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde also provide other clues as to how to arrive at such a determination. They point out, for example, that one easy mistake that scholars should avoid is to assume that securitizations can only be enacted by the state, whereas they explicitly insist that ‘securitization can be enacted in other fora as well.’
 This justified concern is not a problem in the case of HIV, because, as was shown above, both state and non-state actors have readily participated in the attempted securitization of HIV/AIDS. According to the three authors, great care must also be taken by scholars, secondly, because securitizations can occur even without explicitly mentioning the word ‘security’ as ‘[a]ctors who securitize do not necessarily say “security.”’
 Again, this is not necessarily a significant obstacle in the particular case of HIV/AIDS because analysts and policy-makers have not dodged the issue, and have explicitly and deliberately referred to the global AIDS pandemic as a security issue and/or threat. These two obstacles in determining whether or not an issue has been successfully securitized can thus be overcome in the case of HIV/AIDS, but neither do they significantly assist in the quest to determine whether or not the AIDS pandemic has actually been successfully securitized.

In fact, the real obstacle in the case of HIV/AIDS begins to emerge when Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde also insist, thirdly, that conversely the use of the term ‘security’ does not always constitute a security act in and of itself.
 In their account the invocation of the word ‘security’ alone merely amounts to a securitization move and is, in itself, not sufficient proof that a successful securitization has actually taken place.’
 This is the case for two different reasons, as emerges very clearly when they further insist, firstly, that ‘[t]he way to study securitization is to study discourse and political constellations: When does an argument with this particular rhetorical and semiotic structure achieve sufficient effect to make an audience tolerate violations of rules that would otherwise have to be obeyed?’
 Shortly thereafter, they also add secondly, that the security speech act ‘is not defined merely by uttering the word security. What is essential is the designation of an existential threat requiring emergency action or special measures and the acceptance of that designation by a significant audience.’
 The two additional criteria beyond uttering the word ‘security’ that must thus be met in order for the AIDS pandemic to qualify as a successful securitization are: (i) that the securitization moves conform to the particular linguistic structure – or ‘grammar’ – of security, including securitizing actors, referent objects that are existentially threatened, as well as the willingness (at least in principle) to adopt ‘emergency measures’; and (ii) that there must be a significant and sufficient degree of acceptance on behalf of the audience of these securitization moves. Both of these requirements, however, prove analytically detrimental in the case of HIV/AIDS, effectively baring scholars from properly ascertaining whether or not the AIDS pandemic has been successfully securitized.

The criterion about the particular ‘grammar’ of security, for example, can only be shown to have been partially met in the case of HIV/AIDS. Human security theorists and activists (securitizing actors) have certainly presented HIV/AIDS as an existential threat to the survival of human beings, families and communities (referent objects), while national security policy makers (more securitizing actors) have portrayed HIV/AIDS as an existential threat to the survival of militaries and states (more referent objects of security). Many of the securitization moves made by these actors thus conform to this first part of the semiotic structure outlined by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde. Yet it remains much less clear as to whether these arguments also conform to the requirement of pleading for the adoption of ‘emergency measures’. Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde clearly insist that ‘[i]f by means of an argument about the priority and urgency of an existential threat the securitizing actor has managed to break free of procedures or rules he or she would otherwise be bound by, we are witnessing a case of securitization.’
 Subsequently, this criterion for a successful securitization is further specified in that:

In a securitized situation, a unit does not rely on the social resources of rules shared intersubjectively among united but relies instead on its own resources, demanding the right to govern its actions by its own priorities. A successful securitization thus actually has three components (or steps): existential threats, emergency action, and effects on interunit relations by breaking free of rules.
 

This last criterion has the advantage of enabling the less important securitizations without wider political effects to be ignored, but still only shifts the problem of determining whether or not HIV/AIDS has been successfully securitized to another level, rather than properly resolving this problem. 

The question now simply becomes what would constitute evidence of ‘emergency measures’ and ‘breaking the rules’, which is far from self-evident in the case of HIV/AIDS. Within the military framework, for example, ‘emergency measures’ could presumably be easily identified. If a state goes to war in order to launch a pre-emptive strike, this would count as an emergency measure and a breaking free of established rules. Even this ‘ideal’ case is not as a clear cut as the authors suggest, however. The argument has recently been made, for example, that in the course of 1990s wars have increasingly been appropriated by Western governments as foreign policy tools, rather than as activities of last resort provoked by genuinely existential threats.
 In this case, the resort to armed force is not so much a breaking free of established norms, as it is increasingly becoming part of the normal activity of international relations. 

The determination of what constitutes ‘breaking the rules’ is even more difficult regarding non-military sectors such as the health sector and HIV/AIDS. In this domain there are clear attempts to change and even override some of the established international rules, especially regarding the production of generic medicines protected under the intellectual property rights regime of the World Trade Organisation. Given, however, that the Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property (TRIPS) agreement itself envisions that such patent rights can be breached in situations of national emergency, it again remains unclear whether the portrayal of HIV/AIDS as a security issue is really an instance of a securitization or more of a politicisation. Put differently, is the attempt to portray HIV/AIDS as a security issue an attempt to actually override the rules, or simply an attempt to invoke and apply already existing rules? This ambiguity is partially conceded by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde themselves when they note that generally ‘[s]ecuritizing moves at the global level have resulted in considerable politicisation, but successful securitization has been limited.’
 The case of HIV/AIDS further corroborates this ambiguity at the heart of their analytical framework, not only because it exposes the uncertainty involved in determining whether emergency measures could, in principle, be accepted as legitimate in the case of HIV/AIDS, but also because it highlights the first-order vagueness in the framework about what would actually constitute ‘breaking free of rules’ outside the military realm and in the case of HIV/AIDS. Because of this ambiguity, it remains unclear whether the case of HIV/AIDS conforms sufficiently enough to the semiotic ‘grammar’ of security delineated by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde in order to be considered a successful securitization.

What is more, the second reason for why the mere invocation of the word ‘security’ alone is an insufficient indicator of a successful securitization similarly proves analytically detrimental in the case of HIV/AIDS. This second reason is that a securitization additionally needs to achieve a considerable degree of acceptance on behalf of the audience in order to be considered successful – although the exact degree of acceptance required for a successful securitization is regrettably not specified by the authors. A securitization only occurs successfully, they insist, ‘if and when the audience accepts it as such … [and i]f no signs of such acceptance exist, we can talk only of a securitizing move, not of an object actually be securitized.’
 Strictly speaking, therefore, in the case of HIV/AIDS scholars only have evidence of a plethora of concerted securitization moves that have been undertaken by a variety of actors, but according to the framework this in itself is not sufficient proof. What is more, Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde do not provide any detailed guidance on how to assess the level of audience acceptance, or what level of acceptance is necessary for a securitization to be considered successful. The larger problem of determining whether a successful securitization has occurred in the case of HIV/AIDS thus remains unresolved on the basis of their criteria.

One way, of course, that one might attempt to overcome this second analytical obstacle regarding audience acceptance, is to analyse the actions undertaken by analysts and policy-makers in order to deduce from these actions whether or not the issue has been successfully securitized in their minds. If many policy-makers really have accepted the securitization of the AIDS pandemic, then they could be expected to act accordingly, and such action, in turn, could provide important clues from which scholars could deduce that a successful securitization has occurred. At one point in their study, Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde come close to adopting such a criterion when they further insist that the ‘exact definition and criteria of securitization is constituted by the intersubjective establishment of an existential threat with a saliency sufficient to have substantial political effects.’
 Political effects, which could presumably include specific actions undertaken, thus do enter their calculation. 

In the case of HIV/AIDS, however, such ‘political effects’ have been rather meagre and insubstantial to date, and thus do not provide a useful indicator as to whether or not the AIDS pandemic has been successfully securitized. One could, of course, be tempted to simply reverse this argument and conversely take this political inaction in the case of HIV/AIDS as an indication of the opposite state of affairs, i.e. that the AIDS pandemic has not been securitized successfully, or has once again become desecuritized following the events of September 11, 2001. This conclusion too would be premature, however, given that Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde argue unambiguously that:

we do not push the demand [for a successful securitization] so high as to say that an emergency measure has to be adopted, only that the existential threat has to be argued and just gain enough resonance for a platform to be made from which it is possible to legitimise emergency measures or other steps that would not have been possible had the discourse not taken the form of existential threats, point of no return, and necessity.

The decisive criterion for a successful securitization, therefore, is not whether or not action is actually undertaken, but whether it would in principle be possible for such action to be undertaken. Moreover, this statement actually lowers the threshold for a successful securitization because it is already satisfied by the presence of steps short of emergency measures that would not have been possible to invoke without first presenting the AIDS pandemic as an existential threat. These crucial theoretical concessions and specifications further complicate the task of the scholar because it means that a securitization cannot necessarily be judged on the basis of the presence or absence of political action. In the case of HIV/AIDS neither action nor inaction by policy-makers can serve as conclusive indicators as to whether the issue has been successfully securitized, and in the absence of such action, they do not provide adequate criteria for how to assess whether audience members would ‘in principle’ be willing to tolerate the adoption of emergency measures.

The analytical and theoretical problem that scholars are left with, then, is that Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde are asking security scholars to judge what is essentially an intersubjective process irrespective of whether they translate into clearly identifiable political actions.
 In their view securitization is ultimately a performative and self-referential practice, ‘it is in the practice that the issue becomes a security issue – not necessarily because a real existential threat exists but because the issue is presented as such a threat.’
 The ‘demanding criterion’ in this regard is consequently also an intersubjective one. If, as they argue, ‘[t]he security act is negotiated between securitizer and audience – that is, internally within the unit’, then how can the scholar actually tell whether a successful securitization has occurred? They are very clear about the fact that by ‘intersubjective’ they do not mean a quality that is:

held in subjective and isolated minds; [rather] it is a social quality, part of a discursive, socially constituted, intersubjective realm. … Successful securitization is not decided by the securitizer, but by the audience of the security speech act: Does the audience accept that something is an existential threat to a shared value? Thus, security (as with all politics) ultimately rests neither with the objects nor with the subjects but among the subjects.
 

The case of HIV/AIDS, however, clearly indicates that this problem of determining whether the audience has actually accepted the securitization moves is not adequately addressed within their framework, despite their confident insistence that ‘[s]ecuritization can be studied directly, it does not need indicators.’
 Unless further criteria are established for differentiating successful securitizations from mere securtiziation moves, this crucial analytical distinction is difficult to maintain, and this, in turn, has serious ramifications for the viability of the framework as a whole in its present form. Despite its immensely valuable ability to remain sensitive to the linguistic and performative aspects of ‘speaking’ security, therefore, the framework still confronts at least one serious analytical problem. This particular problem becomes even more acute when taking into account the normative dimension of the securitization of HIV/AIDS, because it is, at least in principle, possible that some actors are deliberately exaggerating the security dimensions of HIV/AIDS, or are  more willing to accept the securitization of HIV/AIDS, because of wider, normative concerns. At this point, the second and normative dimension of the securitization framework thus assumes greater significance.

3. Should the AIDS Pandemic be Securitized?

The analytical problem of determining whether or not HIV/AIDS has been successfully securitized is further confounded by the normative considerations that may be animating many of the securitization moves (and audience acceptances) that have been occurring over the past years. These normative considerations include (i) the attempt to increase the international attention that the AIDS pandemic receives by portraying it as a security issue; (ii) the attempt to increase the immediacy with which the AIDS pandemic is addressed by bestowing on it a higher sense of urgency that the word ‘security’ usually connotes; and (iii) the desire to free up more funds for preventing the transmission of HIV in future, as well as for purchasing medicines to treat those persons already suffering from AIDS. Although partially distinct from the empirical questions regarding the security dimension of HIV/AIDS, these normative goals complicate the question of whether or not HIV/AIDS has been successfully securitized, because some actors could, at least in principle, be employing the securitization of HIV/AIDS as an instrumental strategy for pursuing wider humanitarian motives. In this case, however, such a strategy would not only complicate the question of whether HIV/AIDS has been genuinely securitized, but would also directly clash with the broad, normative trajectory advanced by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde in their study. 

The latter not only set themselves the task to analyse securitizations (a task that ultimately may be much more difficult than it initially appears), but also to judge their normative value, i.e. to become aware of the potential dangers involved in speaking about non-military issues within the particular grammar of security. In this way their framework marks a laudable and welcome incitement to take seriously the responsibility involved in referring to these types of issues as security issues. ‘[T]he securitization approach’, they maintain emphatically, ‘serves to underline the responsibility of talking security, the responsibility of actors as well as of analysts who choose to frame an issue as a security issue. They cannot hide behind the claim that anything in itself constitutes a security issue.’
 Their book subsequently specifies two particular dangers that processes of securitization generally entail, and that also apply to the question of whether the AIDS pandemic should be securitized. 

The first normative concern they advance is the increased state mobilisation that usually results from the successful securitization of an issue. ‘[G]iven the political function of the word security,’ they argue, ‘the wider [security] agenda extends the call for state mobilization to a broad range of issues.’
 This charge is reinforced in the book’s second chapter, where the authors add that ‘[t]raditionally, by saying “security”, a state representative declares an emergency condition, thus claiming a right to use whatever means are necessary to block a threatening development.’
 Ironically, this normative concern seems to be somewhat at odds with their own claim that the essential meaning of security is a performative speech act not necessarily tied exclusively to the state. This apparent contradiction can be easily reconciled, however, if their definition of the essential meaning of security is understood as being normatively motivated itself, i.e. as being aimed precisely at expanding the meaning of ‘security’ beyond the bounds of the state. In either case, their concern in this regard is not only with the state qua state, but also that as an issue becomes a national security matter and moves into the higher echelons of the state’s inner circles of power it becomes increasingly removed from democratic control, and that any emergency measures taken by the state, in turn, may infringe upon valued civil liberties. They are thus clearly concerned with an inherent idealization of national security, noting how the latter also ‘works to silence opposition and has given power holders many opportunities to exploit ‘threats’ for domestic purposes, to claim a right to handle something with less democratic control and constraints.’

This normative concern clearly remains pertinent in light of the recent securitization of HIV/AIDS. State involvement in the case of HIV/AIDS has been characterised by periods of great insensitivity to persons living with HIV/AIDS. Calls for quarantining people with HIV/AIDS, attempts to bar such persons from serving in state institutions such as military, and the refusal to issue visas to foreigners living with HIV are only a few of the examples in which persons living with HIV/AIDS have been ostracized and even persecuted for their medical condition. Portraying HIV/AIDS as a security issue thus risks further perpetuating such stigma, and can serve as an implicit legitimization of harsh or unjust political policies that states adopt in relation to persons living with the virus. Nor are these examples confined to dustbin of history. As recently as February 2003, the British government began considering compulsory HIV screening for prospective immigrants amid alleged worries that HIV-positive Africans are traveling to the United Kingdom.
 In her early study of AIDS and its metaphors from the late 1980s, Susan Sontag had already anticipated many of these developments, which is why her overriding conclusion and plea at the time was that of all the metaphors that have been deployed in relation to HIV/AIDS, it is above all the military one which should be abandoned – both on an illness level in terms of portraying the illness as invading the person, and on a societal level, as in the illness invading society.
 In this way, the first normative concern explored by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde clearly applies in the case of HIV/AIDS as well.

What is more, there are also other normative problems with securitizing HIV/AIDS that are not specifically anticipated by the securitization approach, including that the excessive securitization of HIV/AIDS could potentially turn into a self-fulfilling prophecy. In the economic sector, for example, the problem of HIV/AIDS could actually be exacerbated by a threat-based representation of the pandemic, especially if international investment in the economies of countries with high prevalence rates is reduced as a result. In the social realm, eliciting a framing of the pandemic as a ‘threat’ is also likely to further the stigma socially attached to the illness, and many of the social problems outlined in the previous chapters are not inherent, but are closely linked to the way in which the illness is perceived by citizens and policy-makers. Finally, in the military realm an overly rash and drastic assessment of the impact of HIV/AIDS on the armed forces of another country might increase the probability of strategic miscalculation. These are aspects that the framework of Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde do not explicitly anticipate, but which nevertheless emerge when taking their plea about the fundamental responsibility of ‘speaking’ security seriously. In this sense, the continued pertinence of their general normative concern is also confirmed and affirmed by the case of HIV/AIDS.

Yet the case of HIV/AIDS simultaneously has a disrupting effect on the parsimony of this first normative trajectory. Although the concerns raised by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde about the problematic role of the state certainly make sense within the context of a liberal and democratic society, where the state should, ceteris paribus, not seek to forcefully interfere with democratic deliberation processes, outside the context of Western liberal democracies greater and more responsible state involvement might be precisely what is required regarding HIV/AIDS. In several African countries, for example, there is a widespread desire amongst the population for action to be taken to assist those living with HIV and for providing the ill with life-saving medicines; yet their governments remain unable or unwilling to make such provisions, or to prioritize their illness. Over the past years, the case of Thabo Mbeki in South Africa has been such a case in point and has received widespread media attention. In this case the securitization of HIV/AIDS could work towards a deliberate incitement for state mobilization, and one that is not necessarily opposed to the democratic demands of the population, as it would not be intended to remove the forces of democratic deliberation force from these issues, but rather to apply and extend it. This is an important possibility overlooked in the framework of Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde, even though it raises difficult questions about the viability of the specific normative concerns they advance. It does not invalidate their general normative concerns altogether, as any such state action could all too easily become undemocratic and discriminatory, but it is to insist that there is a far higher degree of moral complexity involved here, given that without some drastic reorientation of state priorities millions of persons are likely to die from AIDS-related illnesses in the years ahead. In this way, securitization moves could lead to a greater degree of much needed politicisation of the illness. This, moreover, is what human security theorists have been trying to point out for nearly a decade now. In this way, the case of HIV/AIDS also raises more disruptive questions about the geographical bias of the referential context of many of the cases selected in their study. 
Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde also voice a second, specific normative concern about the increasing securitization of non-military issues, namely that they tend ‘to elevate “security” into a kind of universal good thing – the desired condition toward which all relations should move.’
 This, they counter correctly, ‘is a dangerously narrow view’ as in their view ‘[s]ecurity should not be thought of too easily as always a good thing. It is better … to aim for desecuritization: the shifting of issues out of emergence mode and into the normal bargaining processes of the political sphere.’
 This, too, is a valid normative concern in the case of HIV/AIDS and their framework is laudable to the extent that it explicitly highlights this particular feature of much traditional security discourse. Certainly, a state of desecuritization and normalization of societal attitudes regarding those people living with HIV/AIDS is a normative endeavour worth working towards, and something which many AIDS charities both within and outside the West have tried hard to achieve over the past decade. All too often, persons living with HIV/AIDS are thought of as enemies and threats, with the ensuing ostracization and persecution this entails. In such a context, a strategy of de-securitization and normalization could easily been seen as more advantageous from a normative standpoint.

Here, too, however, the case of HIV/AIDS simultaneously tends to disrupt their moral economy. For, although the normalization of societal response to persons living with HIV is normatively desirable, a securitization of HIV/AIDS could potentially also have more beneficial effects for those living with HIV. The link between securitization and provision of medicines, for example, would be a crucial relationship to consider in this regard. As is widely known, the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property (TRIPS) generally forbids the infringement of patents on a variety of expensive AIDS medicines, thus barring poorer countries from producing generic anti-retroviral therapies and other medicines at lower prices. There is, however, also an important exception to the rule specified in Article 31(b), which states that patents may be breached in ‘situations of national emergency or other circumstances of extreme urgency….’
 In this case the securitization of HIV/AIDS might play into the hands of those political groups wishing to override medical patents and to issue compulsory licences, which would make the securitization of HIV/AIDS an instance in which a successful securitization could have other positive effects in addition to raising awareness of the issue. Indeed, in the attempt to get aid and medicines to flow from income-rich countries to ones that are poor, playing on the fear of leaders in high-income countries could be a deliberate strategy. The former director of the Center for Disease Control in the Atlanta, Georgia once famously insisted that one must ‘[t]ie the needs of the poor with the fears of the rich. When the rich lose their fear, they are not willing to invest in the problems of the poor.’
 In this case too, therefore, HIV/AIDS raises interesting question regarding the specific normative principles integrated into the securitization framework.

Another possible example of a more beneficial side effect of securitizing HIV is the prospect of adjusting the sexual behaviour of a society in order to reduce further, lethal transmissions of the virus. Although many would agree that portraying persons living with HIV as a security threat is normatively abhorrent, the question of whether this also holds true regarding the virus is much less certain. Is the optimal relationship between people and the human immunodeficiency virus really one of desecuritization? Again, a certain normalization regarding the perception of the illness might serve to reduce stigma and discrimination. But, on the other hand, it might also lead to an increased ‘threat’ to life through increasing the chances of transmission of the lethal virus. In western countries, where public reactions to HIV/AIDS have become slightly more normalized than in the 1980s, transmission rates are still increasing, as the perceived threat posed by the illness decreased. Anecdotal evidence seems to suggest that people are becoming less consistent about the measures they take to prevent transmission of HIV/AIDS during sexual intercourse. In this way, aiming for de-securitization regarding the virus might have more adverse side effects that remain unacknowledged by the framework advanced by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde. 

Indeed, one particularly intriguing practise reported in the public media, is the practise of ‘bug chasing’ whereby some homosexual men actively seek to engage in sexual intercourse with HIV-positive persons, supposedly because its practitioners get a sexual high from being exposed to the danger and insecurity. Gregory Freeman quotes at 32-year old man from New York who says that he has been trying for years to become infected: ‘I know what the risks are and I know that putting myself in this situation is like putting a gun to my head. But I think it turns the other guy on to know that I’m negative and they’re bringing me into the brotherhood. That gets me off too.’
 Of course it remains very controversial what proportion of new infections are do to this practice, and the number is likely to be extremely low, but it is nevertheless an interesting example because it does point, at least in principle, to the possibility of a potentially lethal relationship between insecurity and desire that operates in the opposite direction from the liberal and democratic retreat from insecurity. The mere possibility of such a phenomenon complicates the moral economy of the securitization framework, and points towards possible benefits of securitizing not the persons living with HIV, but the virus itself. Careful language would be key in this regard, but it would also show that securitizations could potentially have more beneficial effects in the case of HIV/AIDS.

To be fair, Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde do recognize that securitizations can have potentially beneficial effects, and do try to grapple with this normative complexity. They grant, for example, that ‘[b]ecause of its prioritising imperative, securitization also has tactical attractions – for example, as a way to obtain sufficient attention for environmental problems. But desecuritization is [nevertheless] the optimal long-range option….’
 Even, here, however, their stance is wavering at times. Already in the next paragraph they advance what could almost be read as the opposite stance, when they insist that:

[w]hen considering securitizing moves … one has to weigh the always problematic side effects of applying a mind-set of security again the possible advantages of focus, attention, and mobilization. Thus, although in the abstract desecuritization is the ideal, in specific situations one can chose securitization – only one should not believe this is an innocent reflection on the issue being a security threat; it is always a political choice to securitize or to accept a securitization.
 

In addition to the environment, HIV/AIDS might be yet another issue where this may well be the case, and where the attention benefit of securitizing the virus might outweigh the potential negative ramifications. Beyond stating the need to balance these considerations, however, the framework advanced by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde provides no detailed means for how to ascertain and evaluate this normative complexity. In this way, the case of HIV/AIDS also goes straight to the heart of some of the normative indecision at the centre of their framework. It might even go some way towards highlighting the European bias of many of their normative concerns. The triangle between democracy, the state, and security remains an important problem which the case of HIV/AIDS problematizes outside the referential framework of liberal democracies. Again, to be fair, the authors repeatedly point out that the referential context for their framework is primarily liberal societies.
 Even in this case, though, their normative objection against securitization may represent its own kind of securitization in which liberal, democratic societies (referent object) are existentially threatened (by excessive securitizations).  

To be clear, the ambiguous status that their specific normative concerns assume when applied to the case of HIV/AIDS, does not invalidate their more general normative concern. Even in the case of presenting the virus as the security threat, hidden dangers would remain. Besides the question of whether the publics at large are likely to properly differentiate between the ‘threat’ posed by the virus and those carrying the virus, one could also envision a Foucaultian objection to this kind of securitization of virus. Following Foucault, who himself is thought to have died from AIDS-related illnesses, one could argue that the attempt to securitize HIV would mark a bio-political gesture par excellence. Such a move, in other words, would form part of the subtle strategy whereby modern social structures successfully integrate the human body into the matrix of modern political power. In his study of ‘biopolitics’, which was a late concept for Foucault, he drew attention to the changing nature of power in modern times, and how the sovereign power to decide over life and death was gradually replaced in modern times with the right to take life or let live. Power thus began to access the body not through direct physical threats, but much more subtly and subversively through the promise of enhancing and prolonging life. As Foucault summarized, gradually ‘it was the taking charge of life, more than the threat of death, that gave power its access even to the body’
 with the result that for the first time in human history ‘biological existence was reflected in political existence.
 

When viewed from this perspective, therefore, the international securitization of the human immunodeficiency virus would not necessarily mark an innocent and altruistic humanitarian gesture, however well intended, but would actually facilitate the gradual extension of western bio-political forms of governance into those areas with high HIV prevalence rates. In this case, the recent securitization of HIV/AIDS would also not be a transgression of the rules of the political game in the West, but the quintessential procedure through which the latter perpetuates and extends itself is sphere of influence. Although this possibility is, of course, not explicitly mentioned in the securitization approach as such, the framework’s imperative to remain sensitive to these kinds of issues, does direct scholarly thought down these kinds of paths. Their general maxim of taking the responsibility of speaking security seriously is thus well founded in the case of HIV/AIDS. At the same time, however, the case of HIV/AIDS disrupts the specific normative recommendations they make, firstly, by containing possible benefits not envisioned by the authors, and secondly, by generating normative problems that are different from the ones they invoke. Despite its laudable aim to urge scholars to take the responsibility of speaking security seriously, their specific resolution of the normative complexities is not particularly convincing in the case of HIV/AIDS, and this is problematic for a framework that purports that ‘[o]ne of the purposes of this approach should be that it becomes possible to evaluate whether one finds it good or bad to securitize a certain issue.’
 What is more, the same general criticism could also be made in relation to their response to the scholastic debate about the proper domain of security studies. 
4. HIV/AIDS and the Scholastic Debate about Security Studies

In addition to the analytical and normative dimensions of the framework advanced by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde, the case of HIV/AIDS also has important ramifications for their attempted resolution of the acrimonious post-Cold War security debate between traditionalists and wideners, as well as for the understanding of the proper role of the security analyst. Initially, of course, a perspective informed by the particular case of HIV/AIDS would seem to welcome their expansion of the security agenda beyond the narrow military conception. In fact, their security framework would appear ideal in that it is capable of capturing the narrower impact of HIV/AIDS on the military and state security; and yet it also cast its conceptual net wide enough to be able to incorporate the wider social and political ramifications of HIV/AIDS for societies experiencing very high prevalence rates. These are theoretical developments that would, ceteris paribus, have to be affirmed by those advocating the securitization of HIV/AIDS. 

Upon closer inspection, however, the case of HIV/AIDS again disrupts the three specific scholastic moves made by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde: expanding the security framework to a five-sector model, determining the essential meaning of security, and the distancing from an objectivist methodology. Starting with the first of these three moves, the five-sector model actually appears rather restrictive when viewed from the perspective of the case of HIV/AIDS. Of course, those researchers active within the field of HIV/AIDS are likely to generally welcome the expansive and widening gesture of their framework, not least because HIV/AIDS actually has important ramifications within many of the five sectors outlined by their approach. Scholars have already sought to highlight how high levels of HIV/AIDS could undermine the military, state stability, economic growth, and social cohesion. Scholars researching the securitization of HIV/AIDS would thus clearly find this framework convenient for capturing the diverse and multifarious ramifications of the AIDS pandemic, which cuts across these four fields. The case of the environmental sector, however, is already less clear regarding HIV/AIDS. When referring to the environmental sector, Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde identify three types of threats: (i) threats to human civilization that are not directly caused by human activity and that emerge from the natural environment; (ii) threats from human activity to the natural environment that appear to pose an existential threat to civilization or parts thereof; and (iii) threats from human activity to natural environment which do not seem to pose existential threats to the environment.
 Even though surprisingly little is still known about the detailed origins of the virus, the case of HIV/AIDS does not fit squarely into any of these categories; it is more likely to form a combination of these various types of threats. This is not necessarily an insurmountable problem for their framework, however, because Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde themselves concede quite rightly that ‘the distinction between natural and manmade hazards is becoming blurred.’

Where the five-sector model does become unduly restrictive, however, is when thinking about the implications of security implications of health issues more generally. In what sector, for example, does a health-security issue like HIV/AIDS ultimately belong? Although the impact of HIV/AIDS can be felt in most of the sectors outlined by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde, the case of HIV/AIDS also points to the need to expand this framework by adding at least one further sector. Within their definition of security sectors, for example, it is not immediately evident why the health sector has been excluded from their framework, especially when dealing with widespread and epidemic illnesses. As some scholars have been vigorously arguing over the course of the past years, both in relation to HIV/AIDS as well as other widespread illnesses such as tuberculosis and malaria, there is a case to be made for a ‘health security’ sector as well, pointing to the need to open up a sixth sector in their analytical framework.
 Yet even though this would, in all likelihood, have to be permitted on the basis of their own definition of security, it would also lend further pedigree to the two criticisms launched at them by the traditionalists in terms of making the work of the security analyst more unmanageable and less coherent. The prospect of adding yet a sixth sector would indicate that their specific definition of security is still not narrow enough to contain the amount of information that scholars would have to acquire in order to remain abreast of contemporary developments. Although the case of HIV/AIDS thus generally confirms the need to widen the security agenda, it makes the specific resolution of this dilemma proposed by the three authors appear increasingly unsatisfactory.

The five-sector framework also seems unduly restrictive from the perspective of the case of HIV/AIDS in that the individual level of analysis does not achieve sufficient prominence in their framework. Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde do point out in passing that ‘[a]t the micro end of the spectrum, individuals or small groups can seldom establish a wider security legitimacy in their own right’.
 From the perspective of HIV/AIDS, however, this exclusion of lower level referential objects seems normatively problematic, placing the three authors in a difficult position. For, in order to shield themselves from the sceptical arguments advanced by traditionalists regarding the new security agenda, they would implicitly have to endorse this marginalization of the individual level of analysis, which, in the case of HIV/AIDS, is arguably the most important level. Their claim to have addressed the traditionalists’ criticism by giving their framework a narrow analytical focus consequently comes at the considerable price of potentially excluding human security concerns for the added convenience of manageability and coherence, further indicating that from the perspective of HIV/AIDS their response to the scholastic debate is less than optimal.

Beyond the restrictive nature of their five-sector model, their specific definition of the essential meaning of security, too, seems problematic when viewed from the perspective of HIV/AIDS. Generally, of course, scholars active in the field of health security would welcome their reconceptualization of security as an intersubjectively constituted process, as this would allow for other issues, including HIV/AIDS, to appear on the security agenda and to be taken more seriously. Again, however, the specific way in which they delimit their definition of security entails a considerable cost, which the case of HIV/AIDS clearly exposes. One of the reasons why some scholars refer to HIV/AIDS as a security issue (rather than a threat), is because the armed forces are a high-risk group and an important vector of the illness. Consequently, in these accounts, the security sector must become more aware of, and sensitive to, the role it plays in the international AIDS pandemic, and must make a responsible contribution to international efforts to reduce overall transmission rates. This is an important argument, but one which does not conform to the semiotic grammar necessary to qualify as a securitization. What is more, this kind of argument can only operate successfully on the basis of the narrow, military conception of security deliberately rejected by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde.
 The attempt to generalise the meaning of security so that it can be expanded beyond the narrow, military domain, thus too comes at the hidden cost of disabling such an argument to be made. Again, this does not necessarily mean that their definition of security as a performative speech act is untenable, but it is to point out that their expansion of the definition of security beyond the sector concerned with deployment or armed force contains normative dangers that must be considered in trying to achieve such an expansion of the security agenda. There could also be potentially more negative results of expanding the scope of security beyond the traditional realm that are not openly addressed by the adherents of this approach. 

Arguably, this problem could be countered by referring to HIV/AIDS as a military issue rather than using the more generic term ‘security’, but then this must be made explicit in their framework. After all, if, as Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde themselves insist, ‘securitization is essentially an intersubjective process. The sense of threat, vulnerability, and (in)security are socially constructed rather than objectively present or absent,’
 then presumably the same might also be true for how security is defined, and their particular definition as a speech act is no different than other approaches in terms of foreclosing certain possibilities, and hindering certain normative possibilities. From the perspective of HIV/AIDS their sectoral framework thus still seems too narrow, and yet their definition of security possibly too wide. 

Finally, the case of HIV/AIDS also has scholastic implications for the role of the security scholar, and whether he or she should take an subjective or objective approach to studying and evaluating security. Here the case of HIV/AIDS occupies an ambivalent position, and the distinction between the securitizing the virus and securitizing certain social practices is key. When it comes to securitizing the virus, most scholars and policy-makers would probably want to go beyond the radically constructivist position, in that, except of those who deny the link between HIV and AIDS, HIV is empirically taken by most to be a lethal virus. In this case it is also different from societal security issues such as refugees that can be represented in different ways, and it seems that when it comes to describing the virus itself, the scope is much narrower. Here, the fallback on ‘objective’ criteria is not permitted by this approach, thus making it difficult to counter those denying the existence of this illness. 

This general critique is anticipated by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde, but not adequately resolved in the case of HIV/AIDS.
 The objective determination could only be achieved, in their view, in extreme cases. Even as drastic a situation as a hostile foreign tank crossing a border still depends on socially constructed criteria, such as the arriving tanks being ‘hostile’.
 Bearing in mind Susan Sontag’s concern, the same would be true with the virus, which could also be represented in a number of different ways. Nevertheless, some scholars and policy-makers would wish to point out that in many regions of the world HIV/AIDS is numerically a greater threat to the survival of individuals than armed conflict or terrorism, of which the number of victims of Africa, for example, is estimated to be ten times lower than the victims of AIDS. Yet this kind of argument would not be permitted on the basis of their approach, or could not be accommodated within it. Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde counter this shortcoming by pointing out that even though their framework cannot resolve this problem, it can nevertheless achieve other objectives which are equally important and which other approaches cannot readily accomplish. The case of HIV/AIDS, however, not only further corroborates this particular methodological weakness, but it also undermines their last claim to successfully accomplishment a number of other objectives that the authors claim their framework can achieve. Although the case of HIV/AIDS thus generally confirms many of their moves and innovations in the theoretical, normative, and scholastic domains, it simultaneously also contests the specific proposals put forward by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde to resolve the ambiguities that emerge in these three wider dimensions. 

Conclusion

What happens when HIV/AIDS is thought of as an international security issue rather than as a health or development issue? Who actually decides what issues become security issues? Which ethical choices and tradeoffs are involved in speaking about the global AIDS pandemic as an international security issue? These are the questions generated when the securitization approach advanced by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde is applied directly to the recent securitization of HIV/AIDS. They are very important questions, and questions which, in the years ahead, need to be addressed in a more systematic fashion by those scholars and policy-makers driving the securitization of HIV/AIDS forward. Security scholars undoubtedly need to become more aware of the intersubjective way in which security threats are socially constituted; they need to become more sensitive to which actors are able to ‘speak’ security and with what consequences; and they also need to consider more carefully the normative implications of referring to non-military issues such as HIV/AIDS as security issues. In this way the recent securitization of HIV/AIDS also vigorously confirms the continuing relevance of the central innovations and advances of their analytical framework.

At the same time, the recent case of HIV/AIDS – which was largely securitized only after their framework was published – also points to areas of this framework that should be further explored and refined in the years ahead. On the analytical side, the question remains as to how security scholars can actually determine whether or not an issue has been successfully securitized, which is particularly difficult to determine in relation to nascent securitizations like the one recently witnessed regarding the AIDS pandemic. Here much more emphasis must be given on how audience acceptance of securitizations can be properly assessed, given that making such a determination is one of the principle aims of their framework. On the normative side, the case of HIV/AIDS also shows that the ethical complexities involved in securitizing non-military issues exceed those generally acknowledged in their framework. The need to take the responsibility of speaking security is undoubtedly affirmed by the case of HIV/AIDS, but for reasons other than they anticipate. Moreover, the tradeoffs involved in the specific case of HIV/AIDS between the normative drawbacks and benefits are much more evenly balanced than their framework generally envisions. Here, more thought needs to be given about whether it is appropriate to provide general normative guidance on which stance is the most appropriate, and if so, more explicit guidance should be given on how to evaluate these competing normative claims. Finally, in the scholastic domain, the case of HIV/AIDS both posits the need to go beyond the five sectors if it is to remain true to its conception of security. Their framework makes its case very well for going beyond the traditional restrictive conception, but less well when justifying its restriction to only those five sectors, and when justifying its definition of security. Here more thought must be given to why the framework was originally restricted to these five sectors, and whether other sectors can be added without exposing the framework to the traditionalists’ arguments they seek to shield themselves from. 

In the end, therefore, the case of HIV/AIDS both reinforces and disrupts the security framework advanced by Buzan, Weaver, and de Wilde. On the one hand, the case of HIV/AIDS confirms the general value of the central innovations undertaken in their framework, and the possibilities opened up by these important advances for scholars active in the field of security studies. On the other hand, the case of HIV/AIDS paradoxically also undermines the particular resolutions of these larger questions that the authors propose in their study. Indeed, the more general question thrown up by the securitization of HIV/AIDS is whether the very attempt to resolve these ambiguities which Buzan, Weaver, and de Wilde undertake is actually the most fruitful path to pursue regarding these wider ambiguities. Where they are undoubtedly right to problematize many features of the conventional security agenda, the case of HIV/AIDS tends to indicate that, on balance, they err most when they attempt to establish a new consensus, and when they try to shield themselves too effectively from the criticisms advanced by the traditionalists. Perhaps, though, the very reasons that drive Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde to attempt to resolve these ambiguities, are ultimately the same complex reasons that also drive some policy-makers and scholars to securitize the AIDS pandemic. In this case, however, the attempt to securitize the AIDS pandemic would not necessary be a framework for paralysis, but neither, for that matter, would the analytical framework advanced by Buzan, Wæver, and de Wilde.
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