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Abstract
This article investigates how securitisation processes may become institutionalised by examining 
how the securitisation of illegal immigration at the EU level trickled down and became internalised 
by the Swedish government and police post-2001. Utilising discourse analysis, it investigates how 
the Swedish government and police spoke about REVA and the ICFs to show how the two institutions 
internalised the securitisation of illegal immigration. By applying a sociological understanding of 
Securitisation Theory, whereby not only speech acts but also contexts and bureaucratic developments 
are considered, it demonstrates how processes of securitisation can unfold also when securitising 
speech acts seem hidden.
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Introduction 
From the end of 2012 until mid-2014, Sweden witnessed an intense public debate regarding REVA 
and an increase of internal controls of foreigners (ICFs) carried out by the police. As gradually 
became known, REVA (“Rättssäkert och Effektivt Verkställighetsarbete”), meaning ‘Legally Secure 
and Efficient Enforcement’ was a government initiated project lasting between 2008 and 2014, 
which sought to increase the number of executed deportations of illegal immigrants from Sweden 
(Justitiedepartementet 2008b, p.5).[1]  Through the discussion about REVA, it became know that the 
great increase in ICFs was a result of Sweden operationalising the Schengen Agreement in 2001, 
as well as a result of a governmental aim to increasing the number of deportations through REVA.

After REVA became known to the public, journalists and citizens wrote articles and organised 
protests condemning a seemingly new and intensified governmental focus on finding and 
deporting illegal immigrants (Heberlein 2013; Lindell 2013; Stark 2012; Åberg 2013). Interestingly, 
as the government and police began to defend REVA and the ICFs, it became evident that neither 
institution understood why REVA and the ICFs resulted intense resistance.

Looking at REVA and the ICFs through the lens of securitisation theory (ST), interesting questions 
arise. The intensified focus from the government to increase the number of deportations of illegal 
immigrants clearly points to a securitisation of illegal immigration in Sweden. Still, the lack of 
securitising speech acts on behalf of the government and the police, depicting illegal immigration 
as a security threat and REVA as the solution to this threat, calls into question a strictly speech 

[1] As the discourse utilised by the Swedish government and the police use the terminology of ‘illegal immigration’, this is the language adopted 
henceforth in this article. Here, illegal immigration refers to people who either reside in Sweden without having applied for asylum or a residence 
permit, or people who have had their asylum request rejected but have not left the country. Acknowledging that ‘illegal immigration’ is not a 
neutral terminology referring to undocumented migrants, this terminology will still be used henceforth as it is the language employed in the 
Swedish context.
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act approach to securitisation (Wæver 1995). Still, as the founding figures of ST themselves put 
it, even when the language of security is absent, the process of securitisation may still be taking 
place (Buzan et al., 1998). In such instances, the threatening character of an issue has become so 
taken for granted that securitising actors no longer have to justify why an issue poses a threat–the 
securitisation has become institutionalised (ibid).

As many scholars have already demonstrated, immigration has not always been seen as a potent 
security issue within the European Union (EU) (Boswell 2003; Huysmans 2000; van Muster 2009). 
Equally, before the 1980s, collaboration on the issue of immigration between EU member states 
was primarily orchestrated via the United Nations and the Council of Europe, and not through EU 
institutions (van Muster 2009, p.2; Lavenex 2001). However, as European integration increasingly 
became understood as a key issue for economic and political stability in the 1980s and 1990s, 
various platforms within the EU–not least the Schengen Agreement–began to link the topic of 
immigration to that of terrorism, trafficking and other illegal activity (van Muster 2009; Boswell 
2003; Bigo 2002; Bounfino 2004; Mitsilegas et al., 2003). Over the past three decades, immigration 
has, as Ulrich Beck put it, increasingly become the scapegoat for all the current ills of society (1992, 
p.75). Truly, the Schengen Agreement has played a crucial role in this securitisation of immigration 
at the EU level (van Muster 2009; Mitsilegas et al., 2003). As borders within Schengen have been 
removed, pressure has risen on member states to implement so-called compensatory measures 
(CM), such as ICFs, in order to counter illegal stay and entry in and to the Schengen area (Boswell 
2003; Ette & Fais 2007).

Against this backdrop of a preceding securitisation of illegal immigration on the EU level, the article 
will investigate how this securitisation process has trickled down to the national level of Sweden, 
and how it has become institutionalised by the Swedish government and police. Because REVA 
and the ICFs were not preceded by any justification on behalf of the government or the police, and 
only became a topic of political debate after the media and the public became aware of them, the 
case study of Sweden serves a particularly valuable example with which to investigate the concept 
of institutionalisation within ST. By examining the increase in ICFs in Sweden post-2001, and the 
emergence of REVA in 2009, the article asks – Where Does Securitisation Begin?

The aim of this article is to examine how the securitisation of illegal immigration has become 
institutionalised in Sweden through the ICFs and REVA. In doing so, the article will expand on 
and further develop the existing ST, as well as the current literature regarding the securitisation of 
immigration. Secondly, by looking specifically at the case study of Sweden, the article will examine 
how the institutionalisation of a securitisation processes may materialize through bureaucratic and 
institutional developments, where the threat image is implicit. This specific case study will also 
illuminate how securitisation processes may not only include one actor-audience relationship, 
but rather, that multiple relationships–where actors and audiences may change place–can exist. 
Subsequently, the article will contribute to the existing, albeit underdeveloped, literature on 
institutionalisation within ST.

In order to explore how the Swedish government and police have institutionalised the securitisation 
of illegal immigration through REVA and the ICFs, this article will use discourse analysis (DA). Whilst 
acknowledging the existence of multiple classifications of discourse (Jorgensen & Phillips 2002, 
p.9; Hansen 2011), the definition utilised here regards discourse as: a series of written or spoken 
utterances that intersect over a specific topic, policy, identity or alike, and which frames that ‘issue’ 
in a certain way, and which also limits the possible responses to the ‘issue’ described. Building on 
this definition, the usefulness of adopting DA for this particular investigation lies in the ability of DA 
to highlight what dominant discourses exist and how they serve to create structures of power and 
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meaning. Indeed, as Hansen (2006) notes, discourses not only define identities, but also ultimately 
construct them in relation to one another, creating power structures where some are empowered 
and others constrained, and where the ability to speak is unevenly distributed. In addition, 
adopting DA is useful as it helps us to expose the efforts made to make certain discourses and 
meanings internalised and taken for granted (Milliken 1999). As will be demonstrated in this article, 
whilst discourses and the meaning of words constantly change, discourse as the representation of 
things, when reproduced over and over again, may become institutionalised and taken for granted 
(Neumann 2008, p.61). The ability of DA to go behind and deconstruct ‘apparent’ meanings of 
things and to investigate the underlying structures and power dynamics at play (van Dijk 2000) is 
why it proves particularly useful for this article.

A note on selection: to examine the government’s discourse surrounding REVA and the ICFs, a 
keyword search was conducted using www.google.se in order to study where and how the Swedish 
government had mentioned and/or discussed REVA and/or the ICFs. In so doing, four main types of 
texts were located. Firstly, the appropriation directions regarding REVA, issued between 2008 and 
2013 from the government to the police, were analysed in order to examine how the government 
has spoken about the need to increase the amount of deportations of illegal immigrants. Secondly, 
parliamentary debates that discussed REVA and/or the ICFs were examined in order to show how 
the government had spoken about the need for REVA and the ICFs. Thirdly, a close study of the 
governmental report from 2004 discussing border controls in Sweden was analysed in order to 
observe how the government’s views on illegal immigration had become influenced by Sweden’s 
membership in Schengen. In total, 10 texts where selected for the purpose of examining how the 
government has spoken about REVA and the ICFs. In order to also examine the official view held 
by the police regarding REVA and the ICFs, a keyword search was again conducted using www.
google.se in order to locate where and how the police had mentioned and/or discussed REVA and/
or the ICFs. In so doing, two main types of texts were identified. Both official statements publicised 
on various local police organisations’ web sites, and two official reports by the National Police 
Board were analysed in order to study the official view held by the police regarding REVA and the 
ICFs. In total, 9 texts where selected for the purpose of examining how the police spoke in regards 
to REVA and the ICFs. Clearly, the list of texts analysed in section 4 is by no means exhaustive and 
for a larger study a bigger pool of texts would have been included. However, due to the limited 
scope of this article, the above mentioned texts were chosen as they arguably best display the 
official view held by the government and the police towards REVA and the ICFs.

This article is divided into five sections. Section 1 provides an overview of the original formulation 
of ST and explores how the concepts of macrosecuritisation and institutionalisation have so far 
been articulated within ST. Section 2 engages with two of the key shortcomings of the original 
formulation of ST, that of the Actor–Audience Relationship, and that of the role of Contexts and 
Moves within ST. By engaging with the notion of securitising practises, the section also seeks to 
reignite the concept of institutionalised securitisation in order to develop a more readily available 
tool when looking at how institutionalisation works empirically. Section 3 introduces the case 
study of Sweden and looks closer at how the securitisation of illegal immigration has become 
institutionalised through REVA and the ICFs. By utilising DA of how the government and the police 
have spoken about REVA and the ICFs, section 4 examines how the two actors have internalised 
the securitisation of illegal immigration. In section 5, it will be argued that the securitisation of 
illegal immigration at the EU level has trickled down to the national level of Sweden, resulting in 
an institutionalised securitisation of illegal immigration by the Swedish government and the police.
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1. The Copenhagen School and Securitisation Theory: A New Framework for 
Analysis
The ST was originally articulated by the CS; a group of scholars from diverse theoretical backgrounds 
who came together to developed a new approach to security studies. As stated at the onset of the 
defining work of ST, Security: a new framework for analysis (Buzan et al., 1998), the traditionalists’ 
conceptualisation of security, which focuses merely on military issues and state security, was too 
narrow. The CS’s development of ST should be seen as a response to the calls for a ‘widening 
and deepening’ of the traditional security agenda (Nye & Lynn-Jones 1988; Buzan 2009; Wæver 
1995, Farrell 2002). The initial formulation of ST draws heavily on constructivism, which becomes 
apparent through its notion of security issues as socially constructed as well as its key focus 
on language as performative and self-referential (Wæver 1995). ST seeks to move beyond the 
traditional focus on state and military security and instead “explore the logic of security itself to find 
out what differentiates security and the process of securitisation from that which is merely political” 
(Buzan et al., 1998, p.4-5). As such, ST refutes the realist argument that pre-existing threats can be 
readily located ‘out there.’ Instead, the CS’s aim is to incorporate constructivist thinking in order 
to understand how, by whom and under what circumstances an issue is constructed as a security 
threat (ibid). 

Speech Act, Audience and Facilitating Conditions 
The CS contends that security issues are socially constructed. More specifically, by drawing on the 
work of John L. Austin (1962) and John R. Searle (1969), the CS proclaims that security is a speech 
act (Buzan et al., 1998). According to the CS, uttering security does more than simply describe a 
pre-existing threat (Williams 2003; Ciutå 2009). As Ole Wæver puts it: “the utterance itself is the 
act” (1995, p.55 original emphasis). Saying ‘I do’ at a wedding, or naming a child at a baptism, are 
assertions that not only describe a pre-existing materiality, but also serve to create “social reality for 
issues” (Stritzel 2014, p.20). Consequently, in a securitisation process, speech acts work to depict 
issues as “posing an existential threat to a designated referent object” (Buzan et al., 1998, p.21). In 
so doing, a speech act moves an issue out of the realm of normal politics and legitimises the use 
of emergency measures to deal with it (ibid). The CS elaborates that what is meant by existential 
threat and emergency measures depends on the realm or sector in which the designated referent 
object exists.[2] In short, the uttering of the word ‘security’ is the securitising move that seeks to take 
an issue “beyond the established rules of the game and frames the issue either as a special kind of 
politics or as above politics” (ibid, p.23).

However, for a securitisation to be rendered successful, a securitising move does not suffice on its 
own. As the CS makes evident, an issue is only successfully securitised “if and when the audience 
accepts it as such” (Buzan et al., 1998, p.25). Against the backdrop that Ole Wæver already 
in his earlier work formulated security as a speech act (Wæver 1995), we can see how the CS’s 
conceptualisation of securitisation, as in need of audience acceptance, seeks to combine the notion 
of language as ‘self-referential’ with the idea of security as an intersubjective practise. For the CS, 
the securitising actor and the audience together negotiate the construction of security (Buzan et 
al., 1998). As a continuation of the argument that securitisation is an intersubjective practise, the CS 
describes three main ‘facilitation conditions’ that aid the successfulness of a securitisation process 
(Buzan and Wæver 2003, p.72).

[2] Sectors (military-, political-, economic-, societal-, environmental-sector) for the CS, serve to identify specific kinds of interactions. Within each 
sector a variety of referent objects and threats can be identified (Buzan et al., 1998:7-8). Importantly, referent objects may reside in multiple sectors 
at once (Wæver 1999). Identifying different sectors promotes the CS’s claim that in theory, any issues can become securitised (C.A.S.E. 2006: 453).
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The first facilitating condition is that which refers to the internal grammar of the speech act. This 
means that a speech act has to construct a threat in such a way that it makes sense to the audience 
in relation to pre-existing logics of security. More specifically, the speech act must create “a plot 
that includes existential threat, point of no return, and a positive way out” (Buzan et al., 1998, p.33). 
The second facilitating condition declared by the CS, refers to external conditions regarding the 
actor speaking security. Certainly, not every actor is equally able to activate successful securitising 
processes and the CS emphasises that actors in a relative position of authority will have a greater 
chance for making a speech act work (ibid). The third, and final facilitation condition has to do with 
the threat itself. Arguably, if attributes of a perceived threat can be linked to issues that already are 
regarded as threatening, this can serve to aid a new process of securitisation (ibid).

Macrosecuritisation 
Traditionally, the CS has been mainly interested in processes of securitisation taking place at the 
so-called ‘middle level’ of world politics where “collective political units”, usually states, create 
friendly or hostile links to each other (Buzan & Wæver 2009, p.253). The argument behind this focus 
has been that it is the middle level that provides the most activity, and also, that it proves difficult 
to find audiences at the individual and/or system level of world politics (ibid). The concept of 
macrosecuritisation then, has been developed in order to “broaden the scope and temporality of 
a speech act” and to study “the procedural dynamics entailed at different stages of a securitisation 
process” (Donnelly 2013, p.47). More specifically, macrosecuritisation refers to the ways in which 
over-arching securitisation processes structure various lower-level securitisations and/or ties them 
together (Buzan & Hansen 2009; Buzan 2006). One such example has been the Cold War, which 
for decades served to influence multiple lower-lever securitisation processes (Buzan & Wæver 
2009). As Buzan (2006) noted, the Global War on Terror can also be regarded as a successful 
macrosecuritisation.

As with any securitisation, macrosecuritisations require actors, speech acts and accepting audiences 
(Buzan & Wæver 2009, p.265). The CS contend that in order for a macrosecuritisation to be successful, 
the securitising actor is most likely a major international power and/or institution. Additionally, 
successful macrosecuritisations depend on the construction of a higher-level referent object, able 
to mobilise “the identity politics of a range of actors within [a] system” (ibid, p.268). The strength 
of this concept is its ability to highlight how securitisation processes never stand on their own but 
that they often contain several interlinked layers and parallel developments. Further, this umbrella-
type securitisation opens up for the existence of multiple audiences across different layers and units 
and it provides the tools for investigating how different layers and processes interlink (ibid, p.275).

Institutionalised Securitisation
In addition to macrosecuritisation, institutionalisation is another feature of ST by which the CS aims 
to expand the scope and temporality of speech acts. Indeed, whilst the CS argues that by saying 
security, something is done (Wæver 1995, p.55), they do not argue that a speech act is defined 
solely by the utterance of the word security (Buzan et al. 1998, p.27). Patently, there are cases 
when the word security is used without securitisation taking place as well as instances that operate 
according to the logic of securitisation without the direct use of the word security (ibid). The CS 
asserts that processes of securitisation can become institutionalised, whereby the threatening 
character of an issue has become so internalised that actors no longer have to convince an audience 
that something is a security threat (ibid). Put differently, institutionalised securitisation makes itself 
evident when the need for elaborate rhetoric describing the threatening nature of an issue has 
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become surplus. As the CS contends, when securitisation has become institutionalised, “constant 
drama does not have to be present, because it is implicitly assumed that when we talk of this […], 
we are by definition in the area of urgency” (Buzan et al. 1998, p.27 original emphasis). One such 
example of a securitisation that has become institutionalised is the securitisation of HIV/AIDS (Elbe 
2006).

In addition, institutionalised securitisation also includes developments whereby already securitised 
words eventually become so taken for granted that an actor only has to utter that word in order to 
move new issues into the space of emergency without detailed arguments regarding the threatening 
character of them. Terrorism is one such word that, when linked to other issues, for example religious 
fundamentalism, instantaneously securitise them (Buzan & Wæver 2009, p.267). Interestingly, 
Didier Bigo’s (2000) idea of ‘security continuum’ also seeks to address how fear for one securitised 
concept may affect people’s feelings towards other issues. For example, crime, unemployment, 
drugs, terrorism, and migration are often merged together in institutional documents, aiding a 
general but never justified fear for all phenomena equally. Indeed, the idea of “security continuum” 
links well to the concept of institutional securitisation in so far as it serves to show how already 
securitised words such as ‘terrorism’ has been used in such a way as to aid the securitisation of 
other phenomena, such as migration.

An additional way in which the concept of institutionalised securitisation is used is to refer to the 
ways in which institutional and bureaucratic procedures may be created in order to deal with a 
threat that is seen as persistent and/or recurrent (Buzan et al., 1998). As Marco Antonio Vieira has 
pointed out, an issue has become institutionalised “only if the threat (either perceived or real) is 
resilient enough to demand the build-up of standing bureaucracies and procedures” (2007, p.140).

After having briefly covered the CS’s original formulation of ST we now move on to investigate its 
shortcomings. The CS’s formulation of ST has received multiple and constantly evolving criticisms 
from a vast array of scholars. This massive collection of reviews has formed what is now spoken of as 
the ‘second generation’ within ST. The next section will first engage with existing criticism of the CS 
and thereafter advance beyond the current debate in order to improve the concept of institutional 
securitisation.

2. The Second Generation and the Re-ignition of Institutionalised Securitisation 

Audience(s) and Actor(s) 
The central claim of the CS is that (in)security is intersubjectively constructed in a dialectic process 
within which both actor and audience are key. Whilst securitising actors provide securitising 
moves, audience acceptance is crucial for the success of any securitisation process (Buzan et al., 
1998). Despite the centrality of this relationship for the CS however, it has been left largely under-
theorised. As Myriam Dunn Cavelty notes, whilst the CS argues that the success of a securitising 
move is dependent on the acceptance by an audience, “it remains largely unclear what audience 
must accept what argument and for how long” (2008, p. 26). Following this uncertainty, several 
scholars have sought to demonstrate that both actor and audience within a securitisation process 
constantly vary. For instance, Bigo (2000) and the C.A.S.E Collective (2006) have revealed how 
not only political elites but also special agencies may occupy the role of securitising actors. In a 
similar vein, by examining how securitisation processes may work in non-democratic contexts, Juha 
Vuori (2008) has shown how the audience may vary between power elites, the military, or a group 
of fundamentalists (ibid, p.72). Importantly, Vuori contends that it does not make sense to try and 
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allocate a constant audience within ST, as both audience and actor are context dependent (ibid, 
p.72).

Apart from identifying the existence of multiple kinds of actors and audiences, scholars have also 
shown how securitising actors may target multiple audiences at the same time (Balzacq 2005; Roe 
2008; Vuori, 2008). In addition, Michael Williams (2011) has stressed how, in a securitisation process, 
an audience is not a passive category. Rather, securitisation takes place in a dialectic process between 
actors and audiences. As Paul Roe has made evident, through examining the UK’s decision to invade 
Iraq in 2003, it is greatly misleading to perceive an audience as one single coherent actor. To the 
contrary, Roe’s work points to how one securitisation process may contain multiple audiences and 
that the links between audiences and actors are multifaceted and complex (2008). In addition, after 
having been inspired by Balzacq’s notion of moral and formal kinds of support (2005, p.184-185)[3], 
Roe argues that not only may a securitisation actor need the support from different audiences; 
securitisation is a patent two-stage process. This process includes one “stage of identification”, 
wherein a securitising move is made, and one “stage of mobilisation” where necessary responses 
to the perceived threat are developed (ibid, p.620). In short, not only does an audience provide 
different kinds of support, there are also differences as to what an audience is asked to concur with, 
i.e. “this is a threat” and/ or “given that this is a threat, this is what I propose we do about it” (ibid, 
p.622). In addition to this claim presented by Roe, it is of importance that we do not perceive of 
audience acceptance as a zero sum game. Truly, a securitisation move can be accepted by some 
part of an audience whilst simultaneously be rejected by another. What is important then, is that 
an actor receives the support (formal or informal) of enough of the audience–“the critical mass” 
(Vultee 2011, p.83) – in order to legitimise the use of extraordinary measures to deal with it.

As the authors above have shown, we must constantly ‘look and see’ (Wittgenstein 1958; Donnelly 
2013), in each case of securitisation who the actors and audiences are and what role they play in 
the process of constructing a threat, as well as legitimising the measures suggested or used to deal 
with it. In addition, we must acknowledge that processes of securitisation take place among entities 
where power is not evenly distributed and that this affects actors’ and audiences’ ability to make or 
accept a securitising move (Vuori 2008). Just like Hansen has argued that some individuals are less 
able than others to speak security (2000), the question should also be asked regarding audiences’ 
(in)ability to accept securitising moves. Accordingly, applying this ‘sociological’ approach to 
securitisation (which will be discussed at length below) – whereby social-historical contexts are seen 
as key in order to understand how securitisation works – allows us to see how actors and audiences 
are truly mutually constituted and context dependent. In effect, it also allows us to recognise that 
neither actors nor audiences, are “fully constituent [entities], across the board, […] but emerging 
[categories] that must be adjudicated empirically, before being set as a level of analysis” (Balzacq 
2011a, p.2).

Contexts and Moves
In addition to the various critiques directed at the CS for its failure to provide adequate theoretical 
clarity regarding the concepts of actors and audiences, the CS has also been criticised for relying 
too much on the idea of language as performative, which has made the CS put too much emphasis 
on the speech act as an event and as a self-referential practise (McDonald 2008; Balzacq 2011a). 
Indeed, this kind of focus makes itself present in Security: A new Framework of Analysis (1998), as 
well as in Wæver’s earlier work (1995). It is problematic in two main ways.

[3] There are multiple ways in which an audience can accept a speech act. A securitising actor is sensitive to both formal and moral support. 
Although moral support is generally needed to a securtitisation to be succsessful, it is formal support by institutions that can sanction extraordinary 
measures to acctually be implemented (Balzacq 2005).



Contemporary Voices, Volume 1, Issue 1 - April 2018 85

Firstly, the way in which the CS stresses the importance of language as performative, serves to make 
securitisation seem to be something that happens at a particular moment in time (McDonald 2008). 
This is problematic for several reasons. By focusing on ‘moments of securitisation’, the CS ignores 
the way in which issues can become constructed as security threats over extended periods of time 
(Bigo 2002; Abrahamsen 2005). Truly, securitisation is not an immediate or irreversible act (Salter 
2008, p.325). For instance, the securitised issue of the war on drugs in the US has continued to 
rise and fall as a prominent ‘thing’ in the public imagination, “largely independent from the ‘actual’ 
or empirical degree of threat” (ibid). Thus, the fixity of the CS formulation of securitisation, which 
describes a very lineal trajectory of politicisation, securitisation, and (hopefully) de-securitisation[4], 
hinders investigation as to how security issues move in and out of security sectors over time (ibid).

A second problem with the CS’s notion of securitisation, which relies too much on a speech act 
approach to securitisation and that pays too little attention to context and historical factors, is that 
it does not help us understand why a certain securitising move is successful at a particular moment 
in time. Also, such an approach does not provide clarity as to why a certain actor can speak security, 
or why a securitising move is received in a certain manner (McDonald 2008, p.576). For all of these 
questions, analysis has to include a wider time-span and a more constructivist understanding of 
how securitising discourses emerge and unfold, which a strictly textual and language-focused ST 
does not allow. With all of this in mind, the analysis undertaken in this article adopts a sociological 
approach to securitisation (Balzacq 2010). Rather than taking categories such as audiences and actors 
as static and pre-given, a sociological view permits us to constantly ‘look and see’ (Wittgenstein 
1958; Donnelly 2013) and ultimately unpack, how actors securitising moves and audiences are all 
embedded in larger contexts and discourses (Stritzel 2007). As Mark Salter puts it, “the discourse 
of securitisation must be understood as situated within a relationship between speaker–audience 
and within a context that predates the actual securitizing act” (Salter 2008, p.326).

Securitising Practises
In addition to the arguments previously made, the fruitfulness of adopting a sociological approach 
towards securitisation is that it allows for analysis to not only take discourse into account, but also 
practises. Because a sociological approach not only focuses on speech acts, it permits us also 
look at what happens beneath and above the level of securitising discourse. As pointed out by 
Balzacq (2011b), only focusing on what goes on at the discursive level misses out on the subtle, but 
decisive, processes of securitisation that exist around it (ibid, p.15). Indeed, a sociological take on 
securitisation makes way for research to focus on practises in addition to speech acts (Bigo 2001a; 
Bigo & Tsoukala, 2008).

As has already been alluded to, securitisation may occur even when the word security is absent 
(Buzan et al., 1998). Indeed, the very nature of institutionalised securitisation, whereby a security 
issue has been taken so much for granted that actors no longer have to explain its threatening 
character, often results in a lack of drama, usually associated with a securitising move. Whilst it would 
be misleading to say that securitising discourse is absent in cases of institutionalised securitisation, 
securitising discourse may nonetheless become hidden. In order to reveal the processes at play 
in cases of institutionalised securitisation, analysis must therefore be able to also examine various 
institutions and practises that have been set up in order to deal with a given threat. As Sarah 
Léonard notes, in instances like these, “the acts of the bureaucratic structures or networks linked 
to security practices and the specific technologies that they use […] may play a more active role in 
securitisation processes than securitising speech acts” (2011, p.235).

[4] For explanation regarding de-securitisation see for example (Buzan et al., 1998; Aradau 2004; Behnke 2006; Hansen 2001; Knudsen 2001).
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As pointed out by Balzacq (2011b, p.15) “securitising practises are enacted primarily through policy 
tools”. For Balzacq, policy tools refer to “tools used by agents [and/or] agencies to cope with 
public problems, defined as threats” (ibid). Because tools rest upon a kind of knowledge about a 
certain security issue, they can be seen to embody a specific threat image as well as a notion about 
what ought to be done about it (ibid, p.16). As a result, policy tools adopted to deal with security 
issues tell an audience “what the securitising actor is thinking” (ibid, p.17). Whilst Balzacq (2008) 
has explained the difference between policy tools and ‘instrument of securitisation’ in great length 
(2008, p.79), the way in which his argument will be utilised here concurs with Léonard’s use of it.

In accordance with Léonard, securitising practises are understood as “activities that, by their very 
intrinsic qualities, convey the idea to those who observe them – directly or indirectly – that the 
issue they are tackling is a security threat” (Léonard 2011, p.237). There are two types of practises. 
The first are those practices that are often utilised in order to combat matters widely perceived 
as security issues. For instance, using the military to tackle an issue that previously has not been 
combatted in such a way, tells those observing that this is a serious matter. The second set of 
practises are the so-called ‘extraordinary’ (bid). Importantly, “extraordinary” here only means that 
the securitising practise used to combat the specific issue at hand, has not been utilised for this 
particular purpose in the past.

Whilst the difference between these two sets of practises may be vague (indeed the two types 
overlap), the utility of adopting such a broad approach to “extraordinary measures” is linked to a 
more comprehensive understanding of what securitisation means (Léonard 2011, p.238). Rather 
than following the narrow understanding of securitisation, visible in how the CS arguably focuses 
too much on the existential character of threats, this broader understanding of security allows the 
subsequent analysis to approach the practises adopted by the Swedish government and police as 
securitising practises.

Reigniting the Concept of Institutionalised Securitisation 
As the analysis above makes evident, although the CS theorists themselves put forth the idea 
of institutionalised securitisation (Buzan et al., 1998), the concept does not sit well with the CS’s 
understanding of security as a speech act. Indeed, the traditional understanding of securitisation 
focuses too much on specific actors speaking security in particular moments in time, and too little on 
overarching contexts, discourses, and practises that perpetuate the idea of an issue as threatening. 
On the basis of this criticism, a new conceptualisation of institutionalised securitisation emerges. 
By building on the sociological understanding of securitisation outlined by Balzacq (2010; 2011b), 
the approach adopted in the subsequent analysis of the institutionalisation of the securitisation of 
illegal immigration in Sweden will be able to go beyond the shortcomings of a strictly speech-act 
focused notion of securitisation in two main ways.

Firstly, by building on the idea that context and socio-historical processes really matter, the 
analysis undertaken below will contribute to the understanding that in order to properly grasp how 
processes of institutionalised securitisation emerge and unfold, we must focus not only on discourse 
as speech-acts but also as securitising practises, institutions, and bureaucratic developments. As 
the discussion above has sketched out, processes of securitisation may still be on-going even 
when securitising speech-acts seem concealed. By examining both bureaucratic developments as 
well as securitising practises, the article will be able to show how securitisation is not only about 
speech acts, but also about “the creation of networks of professionals of insecurity, the systems of 
meaning they generate, and the productive power of their practices” (Watson 2009, p.24). Indeed, 
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as the case of the institutionalised securitisation of illegal immigration in Sweden shows, even when 
elaborate securitising rhetoric seems absent, a progressive securitisation may be taking place.

Secondly, whilst a range of second generation scholars (McDonald 2008; Salter 2008; Stritzel 2007; 
Balzacq 2011b) have engaged with how the CS’s narrow notion of time, and its dependency on 
language as the only form of securitising moves, prohibit a comprehensive understanding of how 
processes of securitisation work when becoming institutionalised, further empirical and theoretical 
analysis is needed. Thus, the analysis below seeks to stress how multiple actors and audiences, on 
multiple levels, over extended periods of time, and in multiple ways, have, and continue to shape 
the institutionalisation of illegal immigration in Sweden. Whilst continuing attempts have been 
made (Bigo 2000; C.A.S.E. 2006; Balzacq 2005; Roe 2008) to develop a richer understanding for 
how various actors and audiences co-constitute security issues, an additional development will be 
made here. The analysis of institutionalised securitisation of illegal immigration in Sweden will show, 
that not only do different kinds of actors and audiences exist but also, as the institutionalisation of 
a securitisation process emerges and evolves through different levels (international and national), 
actors and audience may change places. Indeed, categories of actors and audiences are not mutually 
exclusive. Social subjects and/or institutions may at one point of a securitising process serve as the 
audience of a securitising move, and may at a later stage materialise as the securitising actor. On 
this premises, the argument proposed here is that we must begin to conceptualise securitisation as 
a multi-tiered process where the possibilities for actor–audience relationships are endless.

3. The Increase in ICFs and the Implementation of REVA: Institutionalising the 
Securitisation of Illegal Immigration in Sweden

Setting the Stage - the Securitisation of Immigration and the EU level
As mentioned at the onset of this article, immigration has not always been seen as a potent security 
issue within the European Union (EU) (Boswell 2003; Huysmans 2000; van Muster 2009). Equally, 
before the 1980s, collaboration on the issue of immigration between EU member states was primarily 
orchestrated via the United Nations and the Council of Europe, and not through EU institutions 
(van Muster 2009, p.2; Lavenex 2001). However, in the 1980s and 1990s, European integration 
increasingly became understood as a key issue for the economic and politically stability of Europe. 
Simultaneously, various platforms within the EU increasingly linked the topic of immigration to 
that of international terrorism, trafficking and other illegal activity (van Muster 2009). Indeed, the 
Schengen Agreement contributed to the securitisation of immigration at the EU level (ibid). It is 
with this pre-established securitisation of immigration at the EU level in mind, that this section 
explores how the securitisation of illegal immigration in Sweden has become institutionalised. It 
does so by examining how two parallel developments – the implementation of the ICFs and REVA, 
have served to alter and intensify the ways in which the Swedish government and police work with 
the search for, and deportation of, illegal immigrants.

REVA in the Public Eye
During 2013 and 2014, major Swedish media outlets continuously reported on the newly discovered 
REVA project. According to the journalist Linda Stark, whose article in the magazine Re:public in 
December 2012 began the intense public debate surrounding REVA, REVA had resulted in an large 
increase of ICFs and an intensified police search for illegal immigrants, with the aim to increase the 
number of deportations of illegal immigrants in Sweden (Stark 2012, p.2). Following this, all major 
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Swedish newspapers began to write about how REVA was directly linked to a substantial increase in 
the number of ICFs and multiple public demonstrations against REVA were organised (Rasmusson 
2013; Karlsson 2013; Expressen 2013; Bergquist 2013; Hrustic 2013). Also, as citizens began to 
observe an increase in ICFs in the subway of Stockholm in the early spring of 2013, human rights 
organisations and individual activists created Facebook groups in order to warn illegal immigrants 
of when and where ICFs were taking place (Expressen 2013). As a result of popular criticism, 
politicians and police began to counter the intense and widely shared opposition towards REVA. 
For instance, the Stockholm police issued a statement on 1st March 2013, declaring that REVA had 
nothing to do with the ICFs (Polisen 2013a). Likewise, the Chairman of the National Social Insurance 
Committee, Gunnar Axén from the Conservative Party - Moderaterna - defended REVA by stating 
that the project had not called for an increase in ICFs, but only for a more effective decision making 
process in regards to deportations of illegal immigrants (Axén 2013). Whilst it is correct that REVA 
did not explicitly ask for an increase in ICFs, statistics from the Central Border Control Agency 
nevertheless confirm that the number of ICFs in Sweden increased from 28 092 in 2009, to 42 467 
in 2012 (Leander 2014, p.6). In order to understand how this development took place, we must 
trace the two aforementioned parallel processes - the ICFs and REVA - back to their origin. The next 
section will map out the first of these two developments, the effects on the Schengen Agreement 
on Swedish border policing post-2001.

The Schengen Agreement and the ICFs
Sweden became an operational member of Schengen in March 2001 (SOU 2004). Whilst the official 
aim of the Schengen Agreement has been to create a zone of free movement, the agreement has 
meant that external border controls have been replaced by so-called CMs, such as the ICFs (van 
Muster 2009). As visible in the Swedish governmental report on border policing from 2004, the 
government recognised the demand by the Schengen Agreement to intensify the number of ICFs, 
as a CM, in order to counter “illegal smuggling of people and other criminal activity” (SOU 2004, 
p.62).

Despite the Swedish government clearly recognising the demand for the increase in the number of 
ICFs, the employment of the ICFs continued to be a task only carried out by Swedish border police 
until 2007 (Leander 2014). Then, in 2007, the National Police Board decided that ICFs should be 
an integrated part of everyday police work. The National Police Board also decided that from then 
on, annual statistics would be collected on the number of ICFs carries out in order to make sure 
that the CMs called for by the Schengen Agreement were met (Leander 2014, p.7). In 2011, the 
National Police Board published the report, ‘The National Police Board’s General Recommendations 
Regarding ICFs’, which made clear that ICFs had to be an integral part of everyday police work, and 
which called on each regional police authority to work actively with ICFs (Rikspolisstyrelsen 2011, 
p.2).

REVA 
The second parallel development that has institutionalised the securitisation of illegal immigration 
in Sweden is REVA. REVA, which stands for “Legally Secure and Efficient Enforcement”, is a 
governmental project initially implemented in the region of Skåne in 2009 with the aim of making 
the deportation process of people whose asylum request had been rejected more effective, in order 
to thereby increase the number of deportations (Justitiedepartementet 2008a). REVA is a united 
action project comprising three governmental agencies–the Swedish Migration Board, the Swedish 
National Police Board, and the Swedish Prison and Probation Service. The project was initiated by 
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the Swedish government in 2008 through its annual appropriation directions to the three above 
mentioned government agencies. REVA was included in the appropriation directions between 
2008-2013, after which the procedures introduced through REVA were made standard procedures 
of the three governmental agencies (Leander 2014). The report, which preceded REVA was partly 
financed by the European Return Fund (Migrationsverket 2012). On the recommendations made by 
this report, REVA set out to make the collaboration between the three government agencies work 
more effectively with the ultimate aim of increasing the number of deportations (ibid).

In terms of increasing the number of deportations, REVA was successful. Between the start of 
2008 and the end of 2012, the number of executed deportations rose from 4800 to approximately 
7000 (Polisen 2013b, p.11). In Stockholm, the number of executed deportations increased by 
47% between 2010 and 2012 (Fremnell 2013, p.1). The great rise in the number of deportations 
carried out by the police can be explained both by an increase in the number of deportation cases 
received by the police from the Migration Board, and because of the police’s increased efficiency 
when executing deportations (Polisen 2013b, p.11). Thus, REVA succeeded in its aim of making the 
police deport more illegal immigrants than before.

In terms of the relationship between REVA and the ICFs, REVA did not officially give the police, or 
any other governmental body, extended authority to search for illegal immigrants. Nevertheless, 
the appropriation directions to the National Police Board between 2008 and 2013, whilst never 
explicitly demanding an increase in ICFs, did, by demanding an increase in the number of executed 
deportations, put increased pressure on the police to further extend the number of ICFs carried out. 
As the police chief of the Border Control Agency in Malmö, Kristina Hallander Spångberg, explained 
in a 2013 radio interview, the 2009 report, which aimed at making the Police’s deportation process 
more effective, made the police carry out ICFs in a more effective manner (Landelious 2013). In 
2014, Kristina Hallander Spångberg further explained that because the appropriation directions 
from the Swedish government between 2008 and 2013 declare that the police had to increase the 
number of deportations of illegal immigrants, it had resulted in both an increase of ICFs and a more 
effective collaboration between the Police, the Migration Board, and the Prison and Probation 
Service (Leander 2014, p.8-9).

After having first been implemented in the region of Skåne, REVA was thereafter implemented 
by all regional police organisations post-2011 (Polisen 2013b, p.12). As statistics from the Central 
Border Control Authority demonstrates, the number of ICFs continued to increase steadily after the 
implementation of REVA.

2007 10 202

2008 17 185

2009 28 092

2010 33 630

2011 36 640

2012 42 467

2013 28 930

(Leander 2014, p.6; Polisen 2014, p.5)

Table 1: Total number of ICFs in Sweden between 2007-2013

When examining the statistics as outlined above, a few things need to be kept in mind. Firstly, the 
city of Malmö saw a rapid increase in gang related violence in 2011. This resulted in the local police 
authority increasing the number of police personnel patrolling the city. Whilst this was meant as 
an effort to prevent further crime taking place, it also resulted in further increasing the numbers 
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of ICFs in Malmö during 2011 (Funke 2014). Secondly, as mentioned above, 2011 was the year 
in which the National Police Board published a report calling on all regional police authorities to 
make ICFs an integral part of everyday policing, which arguably also added to the rapid increase in 
ICFs (Rikspolisstyrelsen 2011, p.2). Thirdly, the increase in ICFs does not follow an increase in total 
immigration to Sweden. As the figures from ‘Statistics Sweden’ show, whilst the ICFs rose rapidly 
between 2007-2013, Sweden witnessed a downfall in total immigration in 2010 and 2011 (see 
appendix 1). Finally, whilst no single explanation has been found to explain the downfall in ICFs 
between 2012 and 2013, statements made by local police officers indicate that the downturn in 
ICFs is a result of insufficient economic resources (Sandin 2014; Jalkner 2013).

As the above sections make evident, the processes by which the number of ICFs increased as 
a result of Sweden joining Schengen, and how the number of deportations rose due to REVA, 
involve three main actors: the EU through the Schengen Agreement, the Swedish government, and 
the Swedish police. These three actors have together served to institutionalise the securitisation 
of illegal immigration in Sweden. Subsequently, in order to better unpack this process, the next 
section will turn to examining the language used by the two actors at the national level of Sweden–
the Swedish government and the Swedish police.

The EU has certainly played a central role in the institutionalisation of the securitisation of illegal 
immigration. However, this article wants to examine how this process has trickled down to the 
national level in Sweden. Thus, the next section will only focus on how the Swedish government 
and police have spoken about REVA and the ICFs. It will be shown how the securitisation of illegal 
immigration has been taken for granted due to an underlying acceptance of illegal immigration as 
a potent security issue. The next section will firstly conduct a DA over the language that has been 
uses in relation to REVA and the ICFs by the government and the police. Secondly, the section 
will turn once again to ST in order to spell out exactly how we see an institutionalisation of the 
securitisation of illegal immigration taking place in Sweden.

4. Internalising Securitisation: REVA and the ICFs as understood by government 
and police 

The Government – ‘This is Not That Remarkable’
In order to understand how the Swedish government made the Swedish police increase the 
number of deportations of illegal immigrants, we must go back to December 2008 when the first 
of a total of 18 appropriation directions was issued. Whilst the appropriation directions analysed 
below are those directed at the Swedish National Police Board, the same appropriation directions 
were simultaneously issued to the Swedish Migration Board, and the Swedish Prison and Probation 
Service. The appropriation direction, issued in December 2008 to the National Police Board read:

“The National Police Board, the Migration Board, and the Prison and Probation Service 
shall through consultation evaluate the work conducted to execute deportations and 
refusals of entries. The institutions shall, based on this evaluation, take necessary 
action in order to increase the number of enforced deportations and refusals of entry” 
(Justitiedepartementet 2008b, p.5 emphasis added).

In the appropriation direction to the National Police Board for 2010, the government declared 
that the institution would be given 10,000,000 SEK in order to “further improve and make more 
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effective the work conducted in relation to refusals of entries and deportations that have had their 
final judgement” (Justitiedepartementet 2009, p.5 emphasis added).

After having issued an almost identical appropriation direction in 2010 (Justitiedepartementet 
2010, p.7) the appropriation direction for 2012, requested an even greater increase in the number 
of deportations:

“The Swedish National Police Board […] shall through consultation make more effective 
the work conducted to execute deportations and refusals of entries, with the purpose 
of substantially increasing the amount of applied verdicts” (Justitiedepartementet 2011, 
p.7 emphasis added).  

In 2012, the appropriation direction for 2013 even further emphasised the importance of increasing 
the number of deportations carried out by the police by adding that:

“The Swedish National Police Board […] shall through consultation make more effective 
the work conducted to execute deportations and refusals of entries, with the purpose of, 
relative to the number of deportations in 2012, substantially increase the amount of applied 
verdicts of people registered at the Swedish Migration Board” (Justitiedepartementet 
2012, p.4 emphasis added).

As the REVA project was coming to an end in 2013, the government told the National Police Board 
that REVA should be incorporated as standard procedure in everyday police work: 

“…The National Police Board shall report how the experiences of the common 
strides towards affectivity and implemented projects will be utilised henceforth” 
(Justitiedepartementet 2013, p.5 emphasis added).

As has previously been alluded to, as a result of REVA, both the number of executed deportations, 
and the number of ICFs rose substantially (Polisen 2013b; Leander 2014; Polisen 2014). When this 
increase became known to the public towards the end of 2012, massive public debate erupted 
questioning the legitimacy of this kind of prioritisation by the Swedish government. Many journalists, 
citizens and politicians argued that this kind of prioritisation was highly problematic. Simultaneously 
Sara Karlsson, a Social Democratic Member of Parliament, questioned the ruling government’s, and 
the appointed Attorney General’s decision to give special financial aid to the police as part of REVA, 
whilst neglecting other areas of police work (Riksdagen 2013a). In the debates on these matters 
between Karlsson and the Attorney General Beatrice Ask during 2012, the government’s view on 
REVA and the ICFs became clear. As Beatrice Ask declared in response to Karlsson’s question on 
12 March 2013:

“It is correct […] that the REVA project has been intensified […] This is not that remarkable 
[…] We have sufficient problems today with people who, after having had their asylum 
request denied, refuse to leave Sweden […] This has huge financial implications” 
(Riksdagen 2013a, p.5). 

In a similar debate one month later, Attorney General Ask explained further:

“Over the last years, there has been a massive increase in the number of cases of refused 
asylum requests that have been handed over from the Swedish Migration Board to the 
police. Right now that number is at about 19,500. This is a lot. This is not acceptable, 
neither from an economic- nor from a humanitarian perspective, and this is why the 
government has put clear pressure on the Migration Board, the police and the Prison 
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and Probation Service to make their work with deportations more effective” (Riksdagen 
2013b, p.2).

In addition to the rhetoric displayed by the government regarding REVA, examining the language 
used concerning the ICFs in the governmental report “Border Control Law–a More Efficient Border 
Control” from 2004, also shows how the government did not problematize the implementation 
of the ICFs. As the government declared, “in order to ensure that the free movement [between 
Schengen member states] does not aid international criminality, compensatory measures must be 
set in place” (SOU 2004, p.58). The report further described the CM as measures taken in order 
to “prevent the smuggling of persons and other criminal activity”. Further, the report also stated 
that the Schengen Agreement meant an obligation upon Sweden to “expel people who do not 
have the right to reside within the Schengen territory” (bid, p.62). And also, that the compensatory 
measures are meant to “prevent people who pose a threat to the general order and security from 
entering and residing within the Schengen Area” (ibid, p.282).

The same view and argumentation was again used by Attorney General Ask in 2006 when the ICFs 
were debated in the parliament:

“As Sweden joined Schengen in 2001 we also agreed to pursue so-called compensatory 
measures. The aim of these compensatory measures is to prohibit that the removal of 
the border controls [between Schengen member states] lead to increased criminality 
and illegal immigration. To reinforce the ICFs is an important part of these measures” 
(Riksdagen 2006, p.1). 

The Police - ‘We Only Follow Orders’
As the majority of media reports from 2013 make evident, the actions undertaken by the government 
and the police were interpreted as securitising practises (Léonard 2011), signalling to the public 
that illegal immigrants were seen as an increasing security issue that had to be dealt with forcefully 
(Bankel 2013; Dagens Nyheter 2013). However, as the written responses by the police examined 
below show, the police merely saw themselves as carrying out orders given by Schengen and the 
Swedish government, and not as political actors whose actions communicated a message to the 
public. As one such official statement reveals, the police tried to calm down the public debate by 
declaring that it only followed the rules set out by higher authority:

“ […] REVA is a project meant to increase the number of applied verdicts in relation to 
deportations. The commission comes directly from the government. The ICFs are so-
called compensatory measures […] All Schengen member states have undertaken the 
task to carry out ICFs in order to counter illegal stay within the Schengen area” (Sahlström 
2013, p.1 emphasis added). 

Similarly, the regional police organisation in Stockholm declared that REVA “is partly financed by 
the European Return Fund […] REVA corresponds to the Government’s intention to make more 
effective the work with increasing the number of deportations and applied verdicts” (Fermnell 
2012, p.1). A comparable message was also provided by the National Police Board in its report 
regarding deportations from 2013. The report clarified that, “The appropriation direction from 2012 
declares that the National Police Board, the Migration Board and the Prison and Probation Service 
shall collaborate in order to make the efforts concerning deportation more effective in order to 
increase the number of applied verdicts” (Polisens 2013b, p.9 emphasis added). In another report 
regarding ICFs, the Police stated that, “in line with the Schengen Agreement, the Swedish police, 
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not only can, but has to, conduct ICFs” (Polisen 2014, p.5 emphasis added). The same arguments 
regarding REVA and the ICFs were repeatedly stated in various official statements and opinion 
pieces by both local police authorities and the National Police Board (Fremnell 2012; Norberg 
2013; Rikspolisstyrelsen 2013; Polisen 2009; Nitz 2013).

Institutionalisation of Securitisation of Illegal Immigration in Sweden: a Multi-
tiered Process 
The aim of this article has been to investigate how the Swedish government and police have 
institutionalised the securitisation of illegal immigration. As stated in the introduction, the article 
set out to answer the question–Where Does Securitisation Begin?

As the diagram below demonstrates, the first stage of the process by which the securitisation of 
illegal immigration has trickled down to the national level of Sweden was through the Schengen 
Agreement. The Schengen Agreement called on Sweden to implement CM, e.g. the ICFs, in order 
to assure that the free movement within Schengen did not result in the “illegal smuggling of people 
and other criminal activity” (SOU 2004, p.62). In addition, the EU has also, through the European 
Return Fund, ‘spoken security’ to the Swedish government by finically supporting REVA, which 
aimed at increasing the number of deportation of illegal immigrant (Migrationsverket 2012). 

 

Figure 1. How the Securitisation of Illegal Immigration at the EU Level has Filtered Down to the 
National Level of Sweden through the Schengen Agreement.

As previously explained, the result of the EU ‘speaking security’ to Sweden in this way has been 
clear. Firstly, the ICFs were made customary practice by the Swedish police post-2001. And after 
the National Police Board declared that the ICFs should be an integral part of everyday police work, 
the ICFs rose by 183,5% between 2007 and 2013 (Leander 2014, p.6; Polisen 2014, p. 5). Secondly, 
the process by which the government’s REVA project called for a considerable rise in executed 
deportations, resulted in an increase by 45,8% between 2009 and 2013 (Polisen 2014).

The second stage of the process by which the securitisation of illegal immigration at the EU level 
has trickled down to the national level of Sweden, concerns how the Swedish government and 
police have institutionalise this securitisation. This stage of the process concerns the REVA project 
itself. Judging by the appropriation directions to the police between 2008 and 2013, it is clear that 
the government saw illegal immigration as a potent security issue. After the first few appropriation 
directions in 2008 and 2009 ordered the police to increase the number of executed deportations, 
the appropriation directions in 2011, 2012 and 2013 asked the police to “substantially increase the 
amount of applied verdicts” (Justitiedepartementet 2012, p.4 emphasis added). Consequently, not 
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only did the government order the police to prioritise the execution of deportations, but this order 
also intensified over time.

Indeed, as Bigo (2001b) argues, the place in which security is most often spoken in Western 
societies today is not primarily in political speeches, but rather within bureaucratic systems. As the 
context surrounding REVA and the appropriation directions to the police show, they were neither 
preceded by any official political debate, nor by any evident securitising move on behalf of specific 
politicians. Rather, it is the appropriation directions themselves that display how illegal immigration 
is perceived as a potent security issue by the Swedish government, one that ‘goes without saying’. 
As evident by the appropriation directions between 2008 and 2013, the Swedish government has 
already institutionalised the securitisation of illegal immigration, which is why no elaborate rhetoric 
is needed. To quote the CS, when securitisation has become institutionalised, “constant drama 
does not have to be present, because it is implicitly assumed that when we talk of this […], we are by 
definition in the area of urgency” (Buzan et al., 1998, p.27 original emphasis). As the image below 
clarifies, in the second phase of the institutionalisation of the securitisation of illegal immigration 
in Sweden, the Swedish government spoke security to both police and the public, through the 
appropriation directions, and the succeeding political debates, regarding REVA.

Figure 2. How the Swedish Government has Spoken Security to the Police and the Public Through 
REVA.

Withal, the institutionalised character of the securitisation of illegal immigration in Sweden also 
becomes evident when recognising that intense debate and contestation regarding REVA only 
arose after the project became public in 2012. Indeed, only then did REVA and the ICFs become 
criticised and problematised, and not by the ruling government, but by journalists and citizens. 
Indeed, the way in which the government and police refused to see the problematised issues 
surrounding REVA and the ICFs exposes how the threat image of illegal immigration at the EU level 
has been internalised by the two institutions.

As also displayed above, in regards to how the police spoke about REVA and the ICFs, the official 
statements issued by the police clearly show how they tried to elevate the criticism by stating 
that the police only followed orders set out by the government and/or the EU. The lack of clear 
securitising moves on behalf of the police, explaining why illegal immigration poses such a great 
threat to the Swedish society, also shows that the securitisation of illegal immigration has become 
institutionalised (Fremnell 2013; Norberg 2013; Rikspolisstyrelsen 2013; Polisen 2009).

In addition to how the initial lack of debate regarding REVA reveals how the securitisation of illegal 
immigration has become institutionalised, the government’s decision to make REVA standard 
bureaucratic procedure in 2012 also points to this institutionalisation (Justitiedepartementet 2013). 
As Vieira argues, an issue has become institutionalised “if the threat […] is resilient enough to 
demand the build-up of standing bureaucracies and procedures” (2007, p.140). Indeed, in the case 
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of Sweden, one becomes strikingly aware of the lack of elaborate rhetoric bluntly depicting illegal 
immigration as an existential threat, and REVA as the solution to that threat. Thus, whilst the CS 
tells us that we should not be fooled by an absence of drama, the case of REVA clearly shows the 
usefulness of taking Léonard’s (2011) claim seriously.

As REVA displays, in instances of institutionalised securitisation, bureaucratic structures may actually 
“play a more active role in securitisation processes than securitising speech acts” (2011, p.235). Just 
like Léonard suggests, the case of REVA shows how “securitising practises” (2011, p.237), i.e. the 
intensified focus on executing deportations and carrying out ICFs by the Swedish police, indeed are 
activities that, “by their very intrinsic qualities, convey the idea to those who observe them, directly 
or indirectly, that the issue they are tackling is a security threat” (Léonard 2011, p.237). Indeed, 
the many critical newspaper articles regarding REVA confirms how these securitising practices, in 
themselves, have served to communicated to the public that the government and the police saw 
illegal immigration as a pressing security threat to Sweden.

By examining the case of how the securitisation of illegal immigration has become institutionalised 
in Sweden, the need for a more dynamic understanding of institutionalisation within ST becomes 
apparent. Certainly, applying a strictly speech acts approach to securitisation (Waever 1995) when 
investigating processes of institutionalised securitisations makes it difficult to make sense of the 
Swedish case study, as securitising discourses have become so internalised that they no longer 
have to be uttered. Truly, as previously examined in section 2, applying a sociological approach 
(Balzacq 2011) when looking at the institutionalisation of securitisation processes proves much 
more useful. Such an approach goes beyond the focus on speech acts to include historical contexts 
and developments, political and bureaucratic, in order to map out how processes of securitisation 
evolve and change over time.

By adopting a sociological approach to securitisation, analysts are also given sufficient theoretical 
tools to examine, as this Swedish case study shows, how securitising actors and audiences may 
change over time. As REVA and the ICFs display, the Swedish government and police have at one 
point possessed the position of the securitising audience, spoken to by the EU through the Schengen 
Agreement. Then, later, the same government and police possess the role of the securitising actors, 
which through REVA and the ICFs replicate the same securitisation of illegal immigration towards 
the Swedish media and public. As the below imaged shows, the answer to the original question 
of this article–Where Does Securitisation Begin?–is that if we take historical and contextual factors 
seriously, we can begin to trace the process of securitisation of illegal immigration back, through 
bureaucratic developments and political initiatives. When doing so for this case study, we see how 
the securitisation of illegal immigration did not begin at the national level of Sweden, but has 
filtered down from the international level of the EU. We also see how the process of institutionalised 
securitisation is multi-tiered and complex, with several actor- audience relationships taking place 
at the same time. Thus, what the case of the institutionalised securitisation of illegal immigration in 
Sweden shows, is that we must always look at the context, historical, political, and social, in order 
to be able to see how processes of securitisations change and evolve over time. 
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Figure 3. The institutionalisation of the securitisation of illegal immigration transcends both the 
level of the EU and the national level of Sweden. The process involves several, and parallel, actors 
- audiences relationships.

5. Conclusion
This article has investigated how processes of securitisation work when they become institutionalised. 
This was done by looking at the case study of Sweden, and specifically at the emergence of the ICFs 
and REVA. Consequently, the article has sought to show how the securitisation of illegal immigration 
at the EU level has been internalised and replicated by the government and police at the national level 
of Sweden. Thus, the article has shed light on the question – Where Does Securitisation Begin? This 
was done by developing further the concept of institutionalisation within ST. By bridging ST with the 
specific case study of Sweden, the article advanced a more dynamic concept of institutionalisation, 
one that also accounts for historical contexts and bureaucratise developments in order to examine 
how securitisation may advance even when securitising discourses seem hidden.

The article began by looking closer at the original formulation of ST. Special attention was given to 
the concept of institutionalisation within ST. By thereafter engaging with, and expanding on, the 
various critiques posed by the second generation, the article sought to advance a more applicable 
understanding of institutionalisation within ST. Especially, the importance of adopting a sociological 
approach to ST was highlighted, as well as the importance of also including institutional- and 
bureaucratic developments, in addition to speech acts, when looking at processes of institutionalised 
securitisations. Indeed, the article has aimed to also highlight how securitising practises can further 
processes of securitisation.

As the article moved to its cases study, the way in which the securitisation of illegal immigration, 
through the Schengen Agreement, has trickled down to the level of Sweden became most 
apparent. It was examined how the ICFs became gradually intensified in Sweden, as a CM, post 
2001, and how the REVA project was implemented in 2008. As revealed, the ICFs and REVA 
were not preceded by any national political discussion on the necessity or implications of these 
developments. Subsequently, it was demonstrated how the securitisation of illegal immigration 
has become internalised by the Swedish government and police. By then conducting DA of the 
language used by the government and the police in regards to REVA and the ICFs, the way in which 
both institutions had internalised illegal immigration as a potent security threat became apparent.
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By returning to the concept of institutionalisation, the article concluded by arguing for the necessity 
of approaching cases of institutionalised securitisation through a sociological approach. It has been 
argued, that such an approach will help analysis go beyond the notion of ‘moments of securitisation’ 
and instead look at how processes of institutionalised securitisations emerge over extended periods 
of time, and may transcend the international level down to the national. The article argued for the 
necessity to not take securitising actors and audiences as pre-given categories, but to constantly 
‘look and see’ (Wittgenstein 1958; Donnelly, 2013), in every new case of securitisation, who the 
actor(s) and the audience(s) really are. Indeed, as the empirical example in Sweden has revealed, 
there may exist an endless number of actor-audience relationships at the same time.

Indeed, this article has raised questions about what happens when processes of securitisation 
become institutionalised. Obviously, further analysis is required regarding the role that the public 
and the media have played in the case of Sweden. Whilst this article briefly looked at how the 
public and media pushed back against the government’s and the police’ securitisation of illegal 
immigration, further analysis should be conducted in order to map out exactly how the public and 
the media has effected the securitisation process in Sweden. Also, the article has not had time to 
examine how exactly the relationship between the EU and Sweden has furthered the securitisation 
of illegal immigration. Because of this, further study regarding the relationship between the EU and 
Sweden should be undertaken.

What this article has hoped to do, is to show that we must continue to be critical towards that 
which might be taken for granted. Indeed, even if bureaucratic and institutional developments are 
often explained as ‘natural’ responses to deal with ‘obvious’ problems, we must always seek to go 
beyond the ‘obvious’. As this and other investigations display, state security does not necessarily 
imply security for the person. Ergo, the task at hand is to keep questioning the established power 
structures at play that benefit some whilst silencing others.
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