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Abstract
Scholarship on securitisation in International Relations is stratified into different strands of 

research that compartmentalise fear into narrow logics that focus on either its agential or 

unconscious aspects. We take Zygmunt Bauman’s notion of ‘Liquid Fear’ to develop a framework 

that offers a conceptualisation that allows for a more complex and nuanced understanding of the 

intricate relationship between the emotion of fear and agency, intentionality and unconscious. We 

argue that pre-existing affective dynamics outside of individual actors’ control are instrumental 

for securitisation to occur. Actors can attempt to stir and instrumentalise these dynamics by 

channelling them into particular objects, whereas every channelling always entails the risk of 

overflowing and unintentional side effects. We demonstrate the analytical utility of our approach 

through the case study of the securitisation of COVID-19 in the United Kingdom which we argue 

can only be understood by accounting for agential and unconscious aspects.
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Résumé
Les études sur la sécuritisation dans les relations internationales se subdivisent en différents 

courants de recherche qui compartimentent la peur en logiques étriquées se concentrant 

soit sur ses aspects agentiels, soit sur ses aspects inconscients. Nous empruntons la notion 

donnée par Zygmunt Bauman de « peur liquide » pour développer un cadre qui offre une 

conceptualisation permettant une interprétation plus riche et nuancée de la relation complexe 

entre l’émotion de la peur et de l’action, l’intentionnalité et l’inconscient. Nous soutenons que 

les dynamiques affectives préexistantes échappant au contrôle des acteurs individuels jouent 

un rôle déterminant dans la sécuritisation. Les acteurs peuvent essayer de provoquer et 

d’instrumentaliser ces dynamiques en les canalisant vers des objets particuliers, mais chaque 

canalisation comporte un risque de débordement et d’effets secondaires involontaires. Nous 

démontrons l’utilité analytique de notre approche à travers l’étude de cas de la sécuritisation 

de la Covid-19 au Royaume-Uni qui, selon nous, ne peut être comprise qu’en tenant compte 

des aspects agentiels et inconscients.

Mots-clés 
Anxiété, peur, sécurité ontologique, sécuritisation, Royaume-Uni, pandémie de Covid-19

Resumen
¿Los estudios académicos sobre la securitización en el ámbito de las relaciones internacionales 

se estratifican en diferentes líneas de investigación que compartimentan el miedo en estrechas 

lógicas centradas ya sea en sus aspectos relativos a la agencia o a lo inconsciente. Este artículo 

retoma la noción de «miedo líquido», desarrollada por Zygmunt Bauman, para elaborar un 

enfoque que ofrezca una conceptualización orientada a una comprensión más compleja y 

matizada de la intricada relación entre la emoción del miedo y la agencia, la intencionalidad y 

el inconsciente. Así, se argumenta que las dinámicas afectivas preexistentes, ajenas al control 

de actores individuales, son fundamentales para que se produzca una securitización. Los 

actores pueden intentar agitar e instrumentalizar estas dinámicas al canalizarlas en objetos 

particulares, pero estas canalizaciones siempre conllevan el riesgo de desbordarse y producir 

efectos colaterales involuntarios. Para demostrar la utilidad analítica de este enfoque, se 

analiza el caso práctico de la securitización de la COVID-19 en el Reino Unido, que solo 

puede entenderse, a nuestro parecer, cuando se consideran los aspectos relativos a la 

agencia y a lo inconsciente.

Palabras clave
ansiedad, miedo, seguridad ontológica, securitización, Reino Unido, pandemia de COVID-19
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Introduction

Fear is arguably the most theorised emotion in the study of world politics.1 Fear consti-

tutes the very basis for mainstream International Relations (henceforth IR) theories2 and 

it is integral to the study of securitisation, irrespective of whether it is understood in 

terms of emergency politics and breaking free of rules,3 material practices of various 

sorts and intensities4 or unconscious psycho-political processes.5 Whilst these three 

approaches to securitisation analyse different forms of security practices, they share a 

common interest in the concept of fear. However, their understandings of fear have sig-

nificant differences when it comes to theorisation and the matters of agency, intentional-

ity and the unconscious, resulting in a stratification of scholarship with limited points of 

interaction. We can identify three different logics of fear in securitisation literature.

One strand of research operates through the primal logic of fear as fight-or-flight that 

individuals experience when their, or a referent object’s, physical security-as-survival is 

threatened; this emphasises actors’ agency in constructing objects of fear and the role of 

fear in facilitating emergency politics.6 Another strand utilises a logic of fear as institu-

tionalisation; this can be both the result of intentional actions and discursive formative 

moves.7 Yet, another strand works with the logic of fear as an unconscious psychody-

namic relief mechanism that allows for the alleviation of existential anxiety, which is 

experienced when one’s sense of self and ontological security-as-being is under threat. 

Fear, in this logic, is often beyond the reach of agency and intentionality but guided by 

the unconscious and socio-cultural phenomena.8

We argue that IR’s tendency to stratify and compartmentalise fear into these different 

logics is artificial and detrimental to understanding contemporary security dynamics  

and that narrow understandings of fear can undermine the explanatory power of these 

different frameworks.9 Indeed, focusing exclusively on either agential or unconscious 
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processes risks neglecting the far-reaching ramifications of securitisation processes, how 

they reverberate and with what consequences. The politics of security are enabled and 

driven by fear,10 raising crucial questions regarding how objects are constructed as fear-

some in securitisation processes, and the purposes that these processes serve.

To answer these questions, it is necessary to understand fear as an affective experience 

that is simultaneously subject to agency and intentionality, as well as to unconscious pro-

cesses beyond individuals’ control. Therefore, this article develops a framework that 

appreciates these different dynamics by synthesising the literature on fear and securitisa-

tion theory with the literature on the anxiety-fear nexus and ontological security,11 com-

plementing them with insights from psychoanalytic theory, sociology and emotion 

research in IR. Thereby, this article moves beyond the unconscious–intentionality, mind–

body, ontological–physical security and anxiety–fear divides in the literature, towards a 

more nuanced understanding of the role of affectivity in the politics of security of the 

‘self-in-the-body’.12 This contributes to the literature on fear in securitisation processes as 

well as to ontological security scholarship and emotion research in IR by offering a con-

ceptualisation that allows for a more complex and nuanced understanding of the intricate 

relationship between the emotion of fear and agency, intentionality and unconscious.

Psychoanalytic theorists13 have compared affective dynamics to a stream or river that 

can be channelled, diverted, unequally dispersed or blocked altogether, as well as ebb or 

(over)flow. For these psychoanalysts, the dynamic liquidity of fear allows human affec-

tive experience to be conceptualised as changeable, rather than static. To contrive a con-

ceptual language that appreciates this analogy but remains focused on securitisation 

dynamics, we deploy Zygmunt Bauman’s conception of fear as liquid, emphasising its 

dynamism, its instability and its potential to be manipulated.14 Liquids can accumulate, 

they occupy a particular space at a particular time and they can be controlled and chan-

nelled if the right tools are available, but they also react to alterations in their environ-

ment and can spill over when handled carelessly or overflow when they are insufficiently 

contained. Conceptually, we distinguish between anxiety and fear, the former being  

the accumulation of affective flows and the latter the result of channelling and contain-

ment of this liquid in a particular container, an object of fear. However, the concept of 
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liquid fear implies that analytical categories of anxiety and fear are inherently linked. 

Importantly, understanding fear as liquid has significant analytical value as it allows 

capturing the relationship between agency, intentionality and the unconscious which 

overcomes the aforementioned limitations of securitisation research.

To illustrate the analytical added value of our argument, we use the example of the 

UK government’s securitisation of the COVID-19 pandemic. While the exact response 

is, of course, unique to the United Kingdom, British (de)securitisation processes were 

influenced by and simultaneously influenced international politics, as the pandemic was 

a global event that all governments had to address. These (de)securitisation processes 

furthermore intersected with transnational dynamics relating to migration, racism and 

racist imaginaries that influenced the construction of objects of fear and transcended 

national boundaries through global patterns and discourses. Thus, the theoretical insights 

we can derive from the case of the United Kingdom are relevant for securitisation dynam-

ics more broadly. The UK case is illuminating for our argument because it involved 

multiple agential efforts to (de)securitise COVID-19 and the implementation and lifting 

of exceptional security measures in the form of national lockdowns, both of which also 

developed unintended and sometimes unconscious but well-documented side effects. We 

primarily focus on government actors to provide a deeper analysis of tangible policies 

related to COVID-19 and their influence on affective dynamics at the time. The case of 

the pandemic is illustrative in several ways, as government (in)action was motivated by 

both ‘physical’ and ‘ontological’ security-seeking practices. The government initially 

refrained from securitising COVID-19 before ultimately engaging in securitising pro-

cesses once liquid fear had accumulated to a degree that required immediate government 

action. Once the government started to treat the virus as a security issue, it required the 

population to be fearful of the coronavirus for securitising moves to be successful, to 

enable emergency politics, and for individuals to comply with the implemented meas-

ures. Once successfully securitised by the government, fear alleviated widespread anxi-

eties but also spilled over onto objects other than the intended targets, most significantly 

onto East Asian “looking” individuals as well as certain spaces. Put differently, the con-

scious effort to render the coronavirus fearsome resulted in unconscious and often prob-

lematic side effects that facilitated a significant increase in hate crimes. Moreover, once 

the security measures were lifted, there were reports of heightened anxiety among parts 

of the population that continued to avoid public spaces.15 Overall, to explain the intricate 

securitisation processes at the time, we need to appreciate the interplay between con-

scious and unconscious processes and between concrete objects of fear and broader 

affective dynamics.

To develop our argument, we first review the role of fear in securitisation studies 

before discussing the scholarship on anxiety in IR. We then conceptualise the notion of 

liquid fear and how it can capture both the agential and unconscious aspects of anxiety 
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and fear. Subsequently, we illustrate the analytical added value of the concept of liquid 

fear by applying it to the case of the United Kingdom and COVID-19.

The Three Logics of Fear

Fear and Securitisation Theory

Fear is a crucial, if tacit, part of securitisation scholarship,16 a strand of research largely 

drawing inspiration from Buzan et al.’s magnum opus Security: A New Framework for 

Analysis.17 Even though Buzan et al. have referred to fear as the ‘foundational motiva-

tion’ for securitisation, explicit attempts to theorise it have been limited.18 Nonetheless, 

the literature is full of references to fear and this section offers an overview of its concep-

tualisations in the field.

Drawing on Schmittian and realist understandings of politics,19 securitisation studies 

emphasise how actors, usually governments, attempt to convince relevant audiences, 

usually the public, of the existential threat a particular object poses, its fearsomeness, 

which, in turn, justifies the breaking free of rules and the implementation of emergency 

measures.20 Instrumental here are the deliberate and strategic securitising moves by 

actors that attempt to deal with a political issue in concrete material and practical terms 

to (allegedly) ensure the physical security and survival of a referent object of security 

and to pursue their political agendas. Importantly, actors are not necessarily ‘unemo-

tional’ as these deliberate and strategic securitising moves might themselves be moti-

vated by fear.21 Convincing an audience to fear a particular object facilitates the 

acceptance of securitising moves and emergency measures, whilst the failure to install 

fear in an audience can result in a failed securitising move.22 Actors might consider the 

local security imaginary, and specific contextual factors to render their securitising 

moves more convincing23 yet securitisation scholars largely neglect broader affective 

dynamics. Fear, in this understanding of securitisation as exception,24 is conceptualised 
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as socially constructed through securitisation processes and ultimately created by the 

respective securitising actor. Moreover, the political implications of fear are theorised 

through the primordial psychological logic of fight-or-flight. Fear is argued to be sparked 

by one particular input, an existential threat to a referent object’s physical or ontological 

security, and has one particular output, emergency politics and the breaking free of rules 

of normal everyday politics.

However, many securitisation scholars have moved away from the understanding of 

security as an exception, emergency and struggle for survival25 as security ‘cannot be 

tied exclusively to extremity and emergency, but comprises a wider spectrum of intensi-

fication, including unease and risk, and a variety of institutional settings and practices for 

its enactment’.26 What security practices have in common, thus, is not that they constitute 

a form of emergency politics, but that they are all connected to different registers of 

fear.27 However, in this understanding, fear is not a specific emotion category, in the 

psychological sense, that is engendered by specific stimuli with pre-defined universal 

outcomes (e.g. fight or flight). Rather, it is an ambiguous affective experience that is 

subject to political agency and takes on different shapes and intensities. Fear is concep-

tualised as a pervasive, permanent, normal and routinised condition in liberal societies 

which takes multiple forms and is not inherently negative, as it both facilitates and con-

strains securitising moves and security politics.28 Nonetheless, this fear is often managed 

and regulated by techniques of government and bureaucratic apparatuses by channelling 

them in discourses, such as on migration, to structure social relations.29 Overall, in the 

understanding of securitisation as routine,30 fear operates through the logic of institution-

alisation and functions as a political resource. Whilst not artificially created by actors, 

fear can nonetheless be strategically utilised and manipulated for various political ends. 

As such, it is integral to the politics of security because it can both facilitate and inhibit 

securitisation processes.

Overall, securitisation scholars contrive an instrumental approach to fear that empha-

sises securitising actors’ agency and intentionality in material securitisation processes. 

These different logics are useful not only because they speak to different aspects of 

securitisation but also because they demonstrate the importance of affectivity in the poli-

tics of security. Yet, these approaches neglect the role of non-intentionality and affective 

dynamics beyond the concrete emotion of fear. Put differently, the unconscious affective 
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processes which enable and underlie securitisation processes remain undertheorised and 

underexplored. This unconscious aspect, however, has been discussed extensively by 

scholarship concerned with anxiety in IR.

The Anxiety-Fear Nexus in Ontological Security Theory

For existentialists and psychoanalytic theorists, anxiety is an ever-present condition and 

part of human subjectivity that originates in uncertainty, as both an individual and social 

experience.31 The field of ontological security studies (OSS) has translated these insights 

into the field of IR and developed a thriving field of research. In the process, OSS has 

developed a nuanced understanding of the psychological mechanisms associated with 

securitisation processes by emphasising the role of anxiety and its derivatives.32

Yet, securitisation has been understood in remarkably different terms. OSS conceptu-

alises security-as-being, which is contrasted with securitisation theory’s understanding 

of physical security-as-survival.33 The difference is both the referent subject, in the case 

of the former it is the sense of self, often operationalised as the integrity or stability of 

certain identities, practices and routines; in the case of the latter, the physical body or 

embodiment of the referent subject, as well as the affective reaction to the experience of 

threat, anxiety and fear respectively.34 The fundamental difference between the affective 

experience of anxiety and fear is their resolution, which has far-reaching political impli-

cations. Fear always has an object and necessitates immediate action to address the 

source of fear which renders it attractive to political entrepreneurs (see above), whereas 

anxiety requires resolution but is impossible to act upon; hence, its alleviation takes the 

form of unconscious psychological mechanisms.

Anxiety is derived from uncertainty and has no (representational) object to it, rather it 

is a concern with an unknown ‘something’.35 Since it is concerned with uncertainty, the 

‘something’ of anxiety is not actionable. Yet, in everyday life, the experience of anxiety 

is successfully managed and avoided through the enactment of routines, habits and prac-

tices that provide subjects/individuals with a sense of stability, continuity and certainty.36 
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In Mitzen’s words, this is the establishment of a ‘stable cognitive environment’.37 In 

times of crisis, this stable cognitive environment is ruptured, and often leads to uncer-

tainty and widespread anxieties.38 Experiencing anxiety either leaves individuals immo-

bilised or activates psychological mechanisms that manage anxiety in an attempt to 

re-instate or adapt to the stable cognitive environment of everyday life.

This brings us back to fear, a key feature of which is its capacity to mobilise. When 

something is securitised and thereby constructed as an existential threat that requires 

immediate action, it is rendered an object of fear.39 From a psychological perspective, 

this constructed existential threat is not necessarily the source of fear itself but rather a 

container for general anxieties.40 Indeed, general anxieties tend to transpose into other 

emotions attached to particular objects, specifically fear and shame, which renders these 

anxieties actionable.41 Crucially, this is not a deliberate choice but an unconscious 

defence mechanism against anxiety. Thus, fear displaces anxiety and anxiety displaces 

fear. Fear is, of course, not the only means of displacing anxiety and ontological insecu-

rity; however, it is a common form that provides the impetus and capacity to mobilise 

around a specific issue.

Successful securitisation, therefore, channels general anxieties into a concrete object, 

whereas successful desecuritisation can dissolve an object of fear and, in turn, lead to 

anxiety42 which also means that securitising moves are more likely to be successful in 

contexts where anxiety is widespread.43 The channelling of anxiety into fear is thus not 

only or necessarily a deliberate strategic move of securitising actors but can also be an 

entirely unconscious psychological process and is, at the very least, guided by it.44 Put 

differently, actors’ capacity for reason, reflection and strategic behaviour and their 

attempts to instrumentalise fear are themselves guided by unconscious affective dynam-

ics that orient their priorities, attention, preferences and appraisals.45
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The transformation of anxiety into fear through securitisation processes is an uncon-

scious attempt at managing anxiety, but this is not the only way of doing so. Managing and 

mitigating against anxiety is the primary concern of actors seeking ontological security and 

motivates much of human behaviour.46 There are multiple ways of reducing anxiety to aid 

with feelings of ontological security, including (re)establishing everyday routines and prac-

tices,47 forming consistent and positive biographical narratives,48 setting up routinised 

social relationships49 and a secure and comforting home50 to establish a sense of trust in the 

continuity of life along the trajectory of the past.51 From a securitisation perspective, onto-

logical security-seeking practices not only reduce anxiety but also potentially constrain and 

frustrate securitising moves since less anxious audiences are less likely to accept that an 

object constitutes a fearsome existential threat.52 Simply put, individuals unconsciously 

deal with uncertainty and anxiety, which often leads to the transposition of anxiety into 

fear; at the same time, the absence of anxiety makes securitisation less likely.

Overall, OSS indicates that psychological needs and unconscious processes can facil-

itate and constrain securitisation processes. The resolution of general anxiety can lead to 

the construction of fearsome objects through psychological securitisation processes, pro-

viding individuals with certainty regarding the cause of discomfort and the location of 

the danger. Conversely, desecuritising an object can lead to general anxieties. In these 

processes, affective energy flows from one state to another, where it lingers until it is 

moved on to another state; it is liquid.

Liquid Fear

We take the term liquid fear from Zygmunt Bauman53 and insert a psychoanalytic 

dimension to develop a conceptual language that appreciates the volatile affective 

dynamics of (de)securitisation processes. While fear and anxiety are often conceptual-

ised as distinct because of their (non)attachment to specific objects, liquid fear is a 

framework that can connect both understandings. In Bauman’s work, the notion of 

liquid captures the instability and uncertainty endemic to late modernity and societal 

experiences thereof, which turns fear into a ‘perpetuum mobile’ that draws ‘its energy 
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from existential tremors’.54 Crucially, Bauman argues that in the contemporary condi-

tion, fears tend to be ‘“decoupled” from their sources, set afloat, diffused, underde-

fined and unfocused’ and to be displaced into ‘areas of life largely irrelevant to [their] 

genuine source’.55 Fears, thus, are either turned into a diffuse affective state or what the 

OSS literature has referred to as anxiety or displaced into particular objects, more 

often than not other humans, and questions of physical safety.56 These dynamics are 

neither merely unconscious nor apolitical; indeed, as Bauman puts it, the ‘capital of 

fear can be turned to any kind of profit – commercial or political’ and drawing on fears’ 

‘apparently inexhaustible and self-reproducing supplies [. . .] is a temptation many a 

politician finds difficult to resist’.57

Liquid fear emphasises the dynamism and interactive relationship between what the 

IR literature has referred to as “fear” and “anxiety”. It moreover suggests that, while fear 

and anxiety are ultimately different phenomenological emotional states, they are inextri-

cably and intimately interwoven. Whilst Bauman uses the term liquid fear to signify both 

affective states, we retain fear and anxiety as analytical categories in the theoretical tradi-

tion of psychoanalysis, existentialism and IR.58 This is also consistent with relevant find-

ings in the natural sciences,59 as suggested by Johnson60 and Neumann.61 We thus use the 

concept of liquid fear as an umbrella term that comprises both fear, which is ‘displaced 

[. . .] to [the sphere] of safety (that is, of shelter from, or exposure to, threats to one’s 

own person and its extensions)’ and attached to an object, and anxiety ‘which is free-

floating, unanchored, and unfocused’ and thus objectless.62

In a similar vein as Bauman, psychoanalytic theorists describe various properties of 

affects, through the metaphor of the ‘liquid’.63 Lacan draws out the liquid metaphor by 

comparing affect to a river and a hydroelectric dam; it can be accumulated and ‘[a]ll the 

force that is already there can be transformed’.64 As Solomon puts it, ‘we may presume 

that the river has forceful potential, but we can work with that potential only after it is 

channelled through the dam, where its force can be manipulated directly’.65 Applied to 
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the affectivity of securitisation processes, this metaphor becomes conceptually insight-

ful. We understand anxiety as affective potential in the form of accumulated liquid, which 

puts pressure on the dam. Fear is one of the ways through which pressure can be released, 

with this release being done in specific directions. The affective potential is in the liquid; 

for this anxious potential to be rendered actionable, it needs to be channelled towards and 

into specific objects of fear.

This conceptual metaphor helps capture the intricate relationship between anxiety and 

fear, whilst appreciating agency, intentionality and unconscious in attempts to direct 

these affective dynamics. Thereby, we can bring together different strands of securitisa-

tion scholarship through a shared focus on affectivity. Liquids are not simply changeable, 

they are also dynamic, volatile and directable. Thus, the liquid implies that actors can 

utilise anxiety’s affective potential to attain a certain goal66 through a process that we 

term channelling: the deliberate movement of anxiety into an object of fear through 

securitising moves and continuous securitisation processes to influence individuals’ 

behaviour and legitimise the implementation of security measures. Channelling is agen-

tial and accepted either consciously or unconsciously; accepting an object as fearsome 

does not require a self-reflective affirmation, but simply an embodied response that 

incites individuals to support and/or comply with the suggested security measures. 

Crucially, channelling is a process; objects of fear must be continually (re)asserted as 

such to retain their status, the flow cannot ebb.

Lacan’s dam metaphor has further implications. First, there needs to be liquid in the 

dam for channelling practices to be successful. For securitisation to be successful, the 

relevant audience needs to be anxious; in other words, there needs to be what the litera-

ture has called a public mood of anxiety.67 As scholars of late modernity and existential-

ists argue, anxiety is ever-present due to the uncertainty of life and whilst it is sometimes 

successfully (if temporarily) evaded it always threatens to break through again. This 

anxiety can be unleashed, exacerbated and further stoked by political agency. Populist 

leaders, for example, often speak of crisis and nostalgia to (re)construct existential ques-

tions and anxieties which makes their audience more receptive to their rhetoric.68 Actors 

can also invoke collective memories of past ‘chosen’ traumas to make sense of their 
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presence.69 Collective traumas are an ever-present, if dormant, source of anxiety that can 

be deployed for ‘short-term political manipulation’.70 They are derived from events that 

radically disrupt individuals’ everyday lives and are thus extremely anxiety-inducing;71 

in the British context, as analysed below, narratives of the Second World War and the 

‘Blitz’ fit this frame. Crucially, collective trauma and invocations of its affectively 

charged collective memories are not only cognitive processes but can also inject feelings 

from the past into the present72 which subsequently needs to be managed. Over time, 

such collective traumas are prone to being deliberately translated into more clearly artic-

ulated ‘victim narratives’ in which a group is subjected to unfair injustice.73 However, 

during the period under study, there was neither the time nor discursive stability for full-

fledged victim narratives to emerge and any efforts to produce such narratives were 

highly contested, which was further complicated by the virus being non-agential. This 

rendered it difficult to develop narratives of injustice about the virus; whilst victim nar-

ratives failed to widely resonate, the affective transference of collective trauma was 

widespread. We show that the case of the COVID-19 pandemic in the United Kingdom 

is an excellent example of this phenomenon. However, even though actors may attempt 

to generate, stir and navigate these general affective dynamics, they are ultimately out-

side of individual actors’ direct control. Fear, thus, is not an aethereal conjuration, it 

requires a background anxiety that can be channelled towards objects and as a liquid, it 

occupies a particular space. This also means that liquid fear can differ greatly in its 

intensity.

Second, there are always several ways a dam can release pressure to avoid collapse. 

The presence of widespread anxiety does not necessitate actors to incite securitisation 

processes; anxiety can be managed in other ways.74 Crucially, however, psychoanalytic 

theory insists that anxiety needs to and will be managed, either consciously or uncon-

sciously. Even in cases where individuals endure or embrace anxiety and tap into its 

potential for radical agency,75 this anxiety will ultimately be transformed into a different 

form of affective experience, be it fear, shame, euphoria, trauma or something else,76 
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thereby releasing pressure from the dam. In sociological terms, the accumulated anxiety 

can be alleviated through different means, be it through securitisation or the implementa-

tion of novel everyday practices, habits and routines, or biographical narratives.77 Thus, 

whilst channelling anxiety into fear is never purely instrumental, it is also never a solely 

unconscious process beyond human agency.

Third, liquids are unstable which is especially applicable to fear, a feeling that often 

flows from one object to another,78 it moves ‘sideways’,79 and migrates from one context 

to another.80 In psychoanalytic terms, fear moves from one object to another through dis-

placement and transference. Any process of channelling therefore always entails the risk of 

spilling over onto unrelated and unintended targets, whereas such affective spillover effects 

can happen even if there is a ‘lack of cognitive connection between its initial source and 

subsequent target’;81 fear is seldomly truly contained in one object. Understanding fear as 

the liquid is relevant to securitisation theory as it allows a more nuanced understanding of 

both actors’ attempts to utilise fear for political mobilisation as well as unintentional and 

unconscious side-effects of fear that nonetheless have political implications.

Overall, this means that the role of liquid fear in securitisation processes is conten-

tious, ambivalent and ambiguous. Thus, it cannot be essentialised as a causal mechanism 

that always engenders emergency measures82 or extreme political mobilisation.83 Rather, 

the forms of political mobilisation fear engenders are subject to context and political 

agency. In this sense, (liquid) fear is a necessity for securitisation but its presence is not 

sufficient to cause it. Actors’ attempts to channel liquid fear into a specific object are 

securitising moves but this fear can be alleviated by different kinds of responses.

Understanding securitisation processes through the concept of liquid fear links secu-

ritisation theory and ontological security theory by acknowledging the importance of 

agency, intentionality and the unconscious. Securitisation theory maintains that every 

securitising move always has at least two elements, the identification and construction of 

an existential threat, an object of fear and a referent object that is being threatened. OSS 

emphasises that threat construction entails a (re)construction, reification and homogenis-

ing of a referent subject of security, which is a subject (identity) that is being threat-

ened.84 By contrast, focusing on the channelling of anxiety into objects of fear entails a 
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double move. Every emotion entails an object of feeling (here the existential threat) and 

a subject of feeling (here the referent subject of security).85 Fear, in particular, influences 

how humans relate to one another.86 The notion of liquid fear directs us towards how the 

channelling of anxiety for the construction of objects of fear also always entails the (re)

construction of fearing subject identities that structure social relationships and are inclu-

sive of some and exclusive of others.

Conceptualising fear as liquid contributes to the growing literature that recognises 

that physical and ontological security are not unrelated properties, but inextricably 

linked. A threat or damage to actors’ physical security impinges on their sense of onto-

logical security and vice versa.87 In this sense, actors are always embodied,88 a ‘self-in-

the-body’.89 To paraphrase Martin Heidegger,90 subjects, be they individuals, groups or 

states, do not have a body, they are bodily. Yet, in IR literature, the differentiation of fear 

and anxiety is partially based upon the assumption that anxiety is about the self, that is, 

ontological security, whereas fear is about the body, that is, physical security. The con-

cept of liquid fear, in contrast, helps us to acknowledge the embodied nature of self and 

to transcend the discipline’s prevailing mind-body dualism.

In this section, we argued that the notion of liquid fear conceptualises the integral role 

of anxiety and fear in securitisation processes and helps capture the intricate relationship 

between agency and the unconscious in said process. Actors can attempt to channel anxi-

ety into fear by attaching it to specific objects through securitising moves. Yet, channel-

ling requires the prevalence of a public mood of anxiety and can always entail unintended 

side effects as fear can spill over onto unrelated objects. Importantly, the success of, and 

embodied responses to, securitisation processes is contingent on affective dynamics out-

side of individual actors’ control even though actors can attempt to generate and navigate 

these affective dynamics through securitisation discourses. The channelling of anxiety 

not only requires an object of fear but also fearing subjects/individuals; in other words, 

the construction of objects of fear also comprises the (re)construction of specific identi-

ties and modes of relating. To demonstrate the analytical value of the concept of liquid 

fear, we turn to the case of the COVID-19 pandemic in the United Kingdom.

The Securitisation of the ‘Coronavirus’ in the United 

Kingdom

Here we investigate the illustrative case of the (de)securitisation dynamics of the corona-

virus in the United Kingdom from March 2020 to March 2021. Within this timeframe, 
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the World Health Organisation (WHO) declared Coronavirus a global pandemic on 11th 

March 2020. UK lockdowns took place from 26th March to 23rd June 2020, and 6th 

January to 8th March 2021 (the latter fully ending on 19th July), with a smaller lockdown 

from 5th November to 2nd December 2020.91 We demonstrate throughout this section 

how the British government’s responses to the COVID-19 pandemic shaped and were 

shaped by liquid fear. We make our case by exploring public discourse, government 

practices and (in)action, and various surveys attempting to quantify feelings of anxiety 

and fear at the time. Whilst securitisation is not an exclusive government enterprise, the 

emphasis on the government is a pragmatic choice that helps us to illustrate the analytical 

utility of the concept of liquid fear. First, we look at the initial failure of the UK govern-

ment to exercise agency by either alleviating public anxieties or channelling them into 

fear through securitising COVID-19; we argue that this is analogous to the dam holding 

back water. Following this, we explore the government-led securitisation process through 

the channelling of liquid fear and its spillover effects through the releasing of pressure 

which had built up against the dam. Finally, we discuss how affective experiences oscil-

lated between anxiety and fear during the pandemic, demonstrating the value in under-

standing fear as an unstable and dynamic liquid.

Attempted Anxiety-Mitigation Prior to Lockdowns

Prior to lockdowns, UK media helped foster uncertainty by showcasing harrowing situ-

ations abroad, whilst depicting the government as ineffectively preparing and dealing 

with the virus. Lockdowns and their responses in Italy and Spain received widespread 

publicity in the United Kingdom92 and helped exacerbate an existing public mood of 

anxiety. COVID-19 anxiety manifested, even before the WHO’s pandemic declaration, 

as people in the United Kingdom began panic buying items such as toilet paper and hand 

sanitiser,93 further aggravating the situation. This is a case where the reservoir was filling 

up and the dam had yet to be opened, leaving liquid fear unchanneled. The public was 

left to deal with this reservoir, there was anxiety that had yet to be addressed; the dynamic 

potential of liquid fear was not yet being utilised. As the primary securitising actor, the 

government had the power to release pressure on the dam by channelling anxiety towards 

specific objects of fear, but it did not do so until later.

Rather than securitising COVID-19 and channelling anxiety, then Prime Minister 

Boris Johnson attempted to alleviate public anxieties by routinely downplaying the threat 
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of the virus. Johnson shook hands with COVID-19 patients against government advice,94 

claimed the United Kingdom would ‘send coronavirus packing’ within 12 weeks95 

(despite the WHO affording it pandemic status) and did not attend COBRA (the Civil 

Contingencies Committee that deals with national emergencies) meetings.96 More gener-

ally, the Prime Minister urged the public to remain calm and emphasised the NHS’s abil-

ity to cope with the virus.97 Managing anxiety through other means than channelling and 

securitisation is always a possibility, yet in the case at hand, it failed and had the opposite 

effect. Instead of alleviating anxiety, Johnson’s actions exacerbated public anxiety; the 

government was seen to be doing little to combat the virus’s spread in and around the 

United Kingdom.98

Overall, data suggest that there was widespread anxiety about the coronavirus and a 

desire for securitisation that was not met by the government.99 In a study from mid-

March 2020, 62% of respondents reported anxiety100 about the pandemic.101 The Office 

for National Statistics recorded that in March 2020 as many as 86% of respondents 

reported feeling anxious,102 not including those who were affected but non-self-reflective 
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about their embodied experiences. Indeed, people were increasingly anxious and request-

ing measures to combat the virus, but the government did not act.103 Therefore, people 

were afraid of the virus and simultaneously anxious about the possibility of potential 

harm to their bodies in the future due to government inaction. Simply put, the self-in-the-

body was under a dual threat as the feeling of physical insecurity and the possibility of 

bodily harm were major sources of anxiety and helped foster ontological insecurity.

In lieu of mitigating public anxieties, the government’s downplaying the pandemic 

and general inaction arguably further fuelled them, as the government offered no clear 

way for the United Kingdom and its people to deal with (feelings regarding) COVID-

19.104 Thus, individual citizens made attempts to mitigate anxiety by adapting their 

everyday practices and preparing for worst-case scenarios. Trust in the government  

to provide for its people reached its lowest recorded level for decades, during the  

pandemic.105 This record lack of trust suggests that there was an exceptional level of 

government failure and resulting public anxieties at this time. The Prime Minister’s 

conscious and agential inaction may be demonstrative of his lack of fear but facilitated 

the accumulation of anxiety (through non-channelling). Simply put, the dam was full 

of affective potential and ready to burst.

The Securitisation of the Coronavirus and Its Spillover Effects

On 23rd March, the United Kingdom announced a national lockdown which included 

far-reaching social contact restrictions, a ‘stay at home’ order, a general shutdown of 

public life and a closure of non-essential shops.106 These directives, and the language that 

comprised them, positioned COVID-19 as a threat and asserted it as a security concern. 

This came after widespread public anxiety as the government’s ‘language followed pub-

lic pressure for extraordinary measures, rather than language enabling support’.107 Thus, 

accumulated anxieties required management and the government consciously channelled 

them towards the virus, turning it into an object of fear to legitimise security politics. The 

various implemented security measures provided individuals with certainty and a range 

of new everyday routines to cope with the emergency and avoid the existential threat of 

the virus. It is important to stress that the dam holding back liquid fear did not have to be 
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‘filled up’ to a certain level for channelling to occur. It was an agential decision by the 

government to give in to public pressure and begin channelling, and it could have opted 

to not act and let the public (continue) manage anxiety by itself. In fact, the United 

Kingdom was comparatively late to securitise COVID-19108 with other governments 

beginning channelling processes far earlier.

Whilst it is hard to gauge how fearful a population may be, data suggest that around 

45% of people in the United Kingdom felt ‘scared’ or ‘fairly scared’ of contracting the 

virus in the early stages of the lockdowns,109 immediately following the government’s 

securitising moves. Furthermore, UK government data suggest that ‘fear of the corona-

virus (COVID-19) and passing it on to others, especially the vulnerable, motivated many 

participants across all groups to comply with the guidance’.110 Whilst the level of com-

pliance can be contested,111 it is reasonable to claim that individuals felt fear during this 

time, facilitating the acceptance of the government’s securitising moves and adjusting 

their behaviour accordingly. Some argued that the government tried to rule through fear, 

asserting its authority to handle a disease they believed to be near harmless.112 Whilst 

incorrect about COVID-19, the ‘lockdown-sceptics’ were right about governments pro-

ducing climates of fear that legitimised emergency powers. By channelling anxieties into 

objects of fear, the government was able to implement emergency measures to deal with 

COVID-19, we take this as a clear example of liquid fear. Conversely, this suggests that 

a lack of fear amongst the public is what facilitated a lack of compliance with the rules, 

making government efforts to maintain and channel fear central to the management of 

both the people and the pandemic.

Through its Opinions and Lifestyle Survey, the Office for National Statistics attempted 

to gauge public anxiety levels throughout the pandemic. Respondents recorded their 

highest levels of anxiety from 20th to 30th March 2020.113 This was immediately before 

and during the beginning of the first lockdown. Anxiety dropped after this point, which 

suggests that lockdowns provided a sense of relief. The Opinions and Lifestyle Surveys 
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indicate that pre-pandemic anxieties persisted but also anxiety peaks correlated with the 

beginnings of lockdowns; these peaks fell as the lockdowns continued. The lockdowns 

were cases of exceptional practices facilitated by securitisation which required, and 

affirmed, fear to function. Through securitisation, and in particular restrictive measures 

and lockdowns, public anxieties flowed into fear which was actionable.

Yet, it is difficult for a virus to be rendered as an object of fear because it can only be 

seen and felt once it has been contracted. Therefore, a securitisation of COVID-19 from 

a liquid fear perspective, required concrete objects of fear to which anxieties could be 

channelled. However, channelling processes also risk spillover. It may be a necessity that 

additional objects become fearsome for securitisation to be effective, but the dynamism 

and fluidity of liquid fear mean that unintentional effects of securitisation can be uncon-

scious and unpredictable, irrespective of intention. Here, the unconscious dimension of 

securitisation becomes apparent. The disease itself was securitised for the public, but 

associated individuals and public spaces also became objects of fear through channel-

ling. For many, it was other people that became objects of fear. People became scared of 

strangers, even family members and friends114 because they were seen as potential 

spreaders of the disease, rendering them potentially harmful. Public spaces, in which 

these dangerous others could be encountered, also became fearsome. Conversely, some 

also considered themselves to be dangerous if they unknowingly spread the disease, but 

this still rendered these spaces fearsome because these were the locations where the 

spreading could occur.

Whilst rendering other people as objects of fear fell within the government’s strategy 

to ensure compliance with security measures, some spillover effects seem unintended. 

The securitisation of the virus and the deployment of nationalist rhetoric resonated with 

racist imaginaries and previously racialised constructions around securitised migra-

tion,115 constructing people of East Asian background as objects of fear and facilitating 

racial violence. In other words, the government’s securitisation of COVID-19 in combi-

nation with the alleged origin of COVID in China thus unintentionally tapped into exist-

ing security dynamics, general societal racism and stereotyping of East and Southeast 

Asians which led to a spillover effect. Indeed, hate crimes against East Asians rose sig-

nificantly during the pandemic.116 From the outset, COVID-19 was framed as China’s 

fault,117 people who were assumed to be Chinese were constructed as objects of fear and 

resentment. Spillover resulted in hate crimes against people of East and Southeast Asian 
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ancestry. One study showed that hate crimes against East and Southeast Asians in London 

increased by 80%118 during the pandemic. Another showed that hate crimes against East 

and Southeast Asians across the United Kingdom had increased by approximately 50% 

from 2019 to 2021,119 whilst an NGO reported an increase of hate crimes by 300% in the 

first quarter of 2020.120 This made the pandemic particularly anxiety inducing for the 

UK’s East Asian and Southeast Asian communities as it rendered other (white) people 

even more fearsome. This also means that different fearing subjects emerged, a British 

subject fearing the virus (see below) but also different fearing minority subjects that, 

although technically included in the former, were also effectively alienated and violently 

excluded from it.

Overall, people were afraid of the virus, it had been successfully securitised, but by 

channelling pre-existing anxiety into the virus as an object of fear, other objects were 

securitised through spillover effects; these objects were unconsciously accepted as fear-

ful by the population. These other objects were: people, public spaces and people consid-

ered other (specifically people of East and Southeast Asian background). With these 

objects becoming threatening, there was little to do but follow the government slogan: 

‘stay home, protect the NHS, and save lives’.121

Securing and (Re)constructing the ‘Home’

To (re)securitise COVID-19, the UK government had to continue channelling liquid fear 

into objects. However, it also required some space wherein people could feel ontologi-

cally and physically secure, the home. The imperative to ‘stay home’ was central to the 

government’s securitisation efforts.122 Indeed, throughout the pandemic, the ‘home-as-

house’123 was presented as a safe space to escape fear and anxiety. Yet, lockdowns 

increased feelings of loneliness and separation from friends and family.124
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Securitising public spaces beyond the house-as-home turned previous homes, such as 

community centres, workplaces, schools, etc., into sites of fear. Thus, anxiety was chan-

nelled towards objects previously not considered to be fearsome, rendering the individual’s 

home, as well as the national home of an imagined community, particularly affectively 

appealing and authoritative figures frequently invoked it.125 The NHS, a source of national 

pride,126 became a rallying point for the government’s securitisation of Covid-19, epito-

mised by the ‘stay home, protect the NHS, and save lives’ campaign.127 The intertwining of 

these imperatives helped in the production of patriotic subject, whose core patriotism was 

based on the protection of a nationally valued provider of healthcare. However, the national 

home became a referent object of security that needed to be protected against the virus.

This was furthered by the mainstream deployment of metaphors suggesting the United 

Kingdom was at war with a virus128 and evoking the so-called ‘Blitz Spirit’.129 Deploying 

the ‘Blitz Spirit’ helped (re)produce a patriotic British subject through a nostalgic read-

ing of the Second World War, wherein British society was mobilised to protect itself 

from a foreign entity. This militarised response was inspired by wider practices of com-

memoration of the world wars in British society which tend to be selective in remember-

ing predominantly white British male soldiers rather than women or people of colour 

from commonwealth countries that fought for Britain,130 further feeding into the racial-

ised dynamics discussed above. This nostalgic patriotism, combined with a contempo-

rary one over the NHS, was invoked by the government to justify securitisation processes 

and widely resonated with the UK public. This is illustrated by efforts like ‘Clap For Our 

Carers’, which encouraged people to show support for NHS staff,131 alongside figures 

like ‘Captain Tom’ who raised money for the NHS132 which further fostered patriotic 
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sentiment, with a specific focus on healthcare provision and military prowess.133 This 

served as a means of stabilising a positive British autobiographical narrative, provided a 

sense of meaning and belonging to a larger community and constituted a form of secu-

ritisation of subjectivity.

Therefore, the construction of an object of fear, COVID-19, also entailed a reconstruc-

tion of a feeling, that is, fearing, a British subject. Through the liquidity of fear, a new 

fearing British subject was created, one which had to be fearful to be British. To conform 

with this Britishness, individuals had to be fearing subjects. In an effort to appeal to the 

British people and through materially securitising COVID-19, another, more psychological 

securitisation developed. This psychological process secured and homogenised the identity 

of the British people as patriotic subjects. This securitised subjectivity also had to be per-

formed to provide a sense of ontological security, since individuals’ usual self-identity 

narratives and everyday routines and habits were severely disrupted by the pandemic.

To be patriotic British subjects, individuals had to stay home and protect themselves 

and others. People were not only fearful of certain spaces, but their identities were also 

partly premised on their bodies not entering such spaces and, more generally, performing 

patriotic duties to protect the nation. With Krickel-Choi’s concept of ‘self-in-the-body’,134 

we see that the body is the site of selfhood and therefore central to physical and ontologi-

cal (in)security. In this case, both the body and the self were under threat, the body from 

disease and the self from loss of subjectivity. Thus, the ‘self-in-the-body’ had a dual 

problem of non-being, the disease could take the body and damage the self and the self’s 

subjectivity could be lost through non-performance of patriotic duties. The patriotic 

British subject stayed home to protect its own body, others, the nation and the NHS but 

also its subjectivity as a British subject. This production of a novel British subject pro-

vided a sense of ontological security through maintaining a stable positive self-identity 

and through a lack of physical harm.

This is demonstrative of the fluidity and unconscious aspect of securitisation, an effort 

to securitise the virus allowed for the production and securitisation of a patriotic British 

subject, a subject that was centred on identification with the welfare state and a glorified 

national past.135 These deployments positioned the people of the United Kingdom as actors 

capable of defending it from a foreign other. This was a powerful securitising move that 

justified emergency politics in the protection of both individuals and the state, asking indi-

viduals to do both. Yet, the reconstruction of the fantasy of a homogeneous nation at war 

with a foreign other also contributed to the increase in racist violence against those assumed 

to belong to this other, namely individuals of East and Southeast Asian ancestry.

The Ebb and Flow of Liquid Fear

Whilst liquid fear (when taking the form of anxiety) may build behind the dam and then 

be released through channelling, it is not always fully controlled. Therefore, we suggest 
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that fear and anxiety were in a state of ebb and flow throughout the pandemic. The dyna-

mism of liquid fear is apparent when it spills over to other objects but can also be seen in 

how quickly individuals’ experience may flow from anxiety to fear and vice versa. This 

phenomenon is observed by research on ontological security but neglected by securitisa-

tion scholars, which means the latter struggles to account for the unconscious aspects of 

securitisation. The suggestion that lockdowns would be lifted was enough to move estab-

lished fears towards conditions of anxiety through their detachment from specific objects. 

During these lockdowns, certain spaces and people became objects of fear, but these 

helped with alleviating anxiety. This is well documented for January 2021, when levels 

of anxiety increased, cases of the virus spiked, and the United Kingdom returned to lock-

down.136 Levels of anxiety subsequently decreased throughout February.137

The lifting of restrictions was coupled with governmental efforts to consciously  

desecuritise COVID-19. These desecuritisation efforts were often done implicitly 

through the presentation of a ‘world leading’ vaccine rollout138 or the promotion of the 

‘Eat Out to Help Out’ scheme which incentivised citizens to return to public spaces, in 

particular restaurants and pubs.139 Yet, whenever ends to restrictions were announced, 

societal levels of anxiety swelled, as the lifting of these restrictions began.140 After the 
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first lockdown, many people were uncomfortable going to public spaces or using public 

transport141 and the Office for National Statistics reported that a majority of people sur-

veyed did not feel ‘safe’ or ‘very safe’ outside their homes due to COVID-19.142 These 

phenomena were referred to as the ‘fear of going out’ and, the aforementioned, ‘post-

lockdown anxiety’.143

Thus, despite desecruitising moves, people were still afraid of the virus and the dif-

ferent objects of fear that had been constructed during the pandemic. Therefore, they 

still complied with the everyday security practices that had provided them with a system 

of certitude throughout the lockdowns. Nonetheless, many became anxious as the 

potential for interacting with fearsome objects reappeared, due to the easing of restric-

tions which disrupted their everyday practices and the certainty that these objects could 

be avoided. Interaction was not a necessity, but it was a possibility that facilitated a 

general return of anxiety. The NHS has continued to assist in dealing with COVID-19 

anxiety,144 suggesting this condition continued post-easing of restrictions. At the same 

time, research observed a decrease in compliance with security measures over time,145 

indicating that many individuals became used to living with the constant threat of 

COVID-19 and for those, the objects of fear became less threatening. For most people, 

the ending of lockdowns and restrictions ended the government-sanctioned fear-derived 

securitisation of COVID-19 and governmental channelling processes stopped directing 

anxiety towards fear.

The end of channelling does not mean that there was an absolute return of anxiety, 

fear also remained. Fear and anxiety will never be entirely removed; one can become 

more dominant, the purpose of channelling is to produce this dominance, but this does 

not mean that the other is completely depleted. Despite channelling efforts, there will 

always be something left behind the dam. Liquid fear flows, but it is only ever directed 

by agents and not all of it will follow this direction. In sum, through securitisation pro-

cesses, liquid fear flowed into objects of fear, whereas through desecuritisation processes, 

it ebbed back into a more ambiguous state of anxiety. Without efforts to channel anxieties 

into objects of fear, general anxieties returned. This is demonstrative of the dynamic and 

fluid nature of the relationship between fear and anxiety, which requires appreciation 

when understanding deployments of fear in securitisation theory. Crucially, agency, (un)

intentionality, and unconscious processes interact in processes of material and psycho-

logical securitisation.
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The case of the British government’s response illustrates the analytical value of  

conceptualising fear as liquid, with anxiety forming part of this liquid too. Employing 

securitisation theory’s logic of fear as intentionally constructed by actors explains the 

government’s attempts to channel anxiety into objects of fear, yet it neglects the uncon-

scious and unintended side effects, such as racist violence against people of East Asian 

and Southeast Asian descent. Whilst OSS’s logic of fear as a relief mechanism against 

anxiety appreciates these unconscious dynamics, it struggles to understand the govern-

ment’s agency in (de)constructing certain objects of fear rather than others. Lastly, the 

understanding of fear as institutionalisation certainly offers a convincing account of the 

role fear plays in structuring social relationships and its reification into government prac-

tices and everyday habits and routines. Yet, this fails to appreciate the psychological 

processes and side effects of these moves as well as how they were institutionalised in 

the first place. These explanatory frameworks, of course, offer analytical insights that are 

useful for their respective field. Understanding of fear as liquid, however, offers a more 

complex and nuanced understanding of the role of fear in securitisation processes as well 

as its consequences.

Conclusion

Our article illustrated the necessity for further integration of securitisation studies and 

OSS. Research into ontological security and securitisation has significant overlap in the 

attention afforded to the concept of fear, but the understandings of fear are profoundly 

different. Whilst useful in conceptualising the agential social construction and deploy-

ment of fear, understanding the role of fear in securitisation processes as purely instru-

mental fails to grasp how actors are always subject to unconscious affective dynamics, 

as well as the socio-psychological side effects of security politics. Likewise, conceptual-

ising fear as merely a derivative of psychodynamic processes downplays the role of 

actors who attempt to navigate and utilise the affective dynamics in which they find 

themselves. Liquid fear builds a conceptual bridge between securitisation studies and 

OSS through showing that fear can be both instrumentalised by actors but also that these 

actors can be subject to affective dynamics and the effects of action are not always 

intended. We argued that whilst significant differences between both scholarships exist, 

they share a common conceptual focus, liquid fear, either in the form of fear of specific 

objects or anxiety over uncertainty.

Overall, we posited that (1) successful securitising moves are contingent on pre-exist-

ing affective dynamics, an accumulation of liquid fear; actors cannot conjure up fear but 

they can attempt to divert and channel existing affective dynamics; (2) liquid fear will 

channel into certain objects, either because of actors’ instrumental use of securitisation 

or because of an (unconscious) overflow of the stream of affect; (3) liquid fear is usually 

unequally dispersed and structures social relations; (4) liquid fear is a dynamic process 

that is never static or contained for long, it moves back and forth from one state to 

another and (5) it ebbs and flows and audiences’ acceptance of and compliance with 

security measures follows this.
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Through the case of COVID-19 in the United Kingdom, we have illustrated the fluid-

ity and dynamism involved in the emotional politics of securitisation and demonstrated 

the value of understanding fear as a liquid. During the initial stage of the pandemic, 

public anxieties put significant pressure on the government to engage in securitisation 

processes and to transform the uncertainty around COVID-19 into concrete measures to 

ensure its citizens’ physical safety and survival. After the government gave in to this 

pressure and treated the virus as a security issue, attempts to channel these anxieties into 

concrete objects of fear were largely successful but also resulted in unintended spillover 

effects onto other objects, leaving people afraid of friends and family, and facilitated 

violence against people of East and Southeast Asian ancestry. The success of securitising 

moves relied upon the pre-existence of public anxieties around COVID-19, in part pro-

duced through government (in)action, which were then channelled into objects of fear. 

The fearsome status of these objects was (re)asserted through government and media 

discourse; certain objects needed to be fearsome for COVID-19 securitisation to work 

(public spaces, other people, etc.), which then ensured individual citizens’ compliance 

with security measures. Overall, the illustrative case study showed that the notion of 

liquid fear provides the conceptual language to develop an understanding of the role of 

agency, intentionality and the unconscious in stirring affective dynamics in in securitisa-

tion processes.

Recent ontological security scholarship illustrates the need to overcome the artifi-

cial stratification of research along the lines of (un)consciousness, pointing out that 

physical security and ontological security are not neatly separated.146 The experience 

of security of the ‘self-in-the-body’, then, is closely connected to liquid fear that oscil-

lates between the fear of bodily harm and the anxiety of non-being. To be anxious, 

requires a body that can feel, whilst being afraid presupposes a self-reflective mind and 

its unconscious psychological properties that enable and underly a fearful response. 

Future research, thus, should further interrogate the nexus of conscious and uncon-

scious aspects of securitisation of objects and subjectivity, to push both fields beyond 

the prevailing mind–body dualism. Looking forward, this also raises questions of the 

potential liquidity of other emotions such as shame and how they relate to securitisa-

tion dynamics.
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