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Political Violence and Democracy: Do Societal Identity Threats Matter?

The subject of ‘security’ has received immense attention in recent years due to a number of international events, foremost the terrorist attacks of September 11. Yet the debate about ‘security’ has a long and contentious history in which countless cause and effect relationships have been offered to explain (in)security, underpinned by forces ranging from material aspects such as economic and military capacity to ideational phenomena such as formal and informal international institutions. Within the security debate a more contemporary theory called ‘securitization’ focuses on the role of political argumentation. ‘Securitization’ maintains that security can be about much more than state territory and militaries – it can be extended to encompass, for example, the identity of a societal group as the referent object of security, while threats are escalated primarily because actors put forth arguments that demand extra-normal courses of action. However, securitization theory does not explore security within the specific context of a democratic system, an aspect which the powerful global trend of ‘democratization’ has made most salient. The link between democracy and securitization is important because the theoretical position supporting western democratization efforts (namely, the Democratic Peace Theory) – while focusing on peace between states – begins with the empirically inaccurate presumption that democracies are peaceful domestically. Democracy is put forth as the quintessential system by which to manage conflict peacefully – to include the protection of identity. But what about Northern Ireland, Spain, and the Philippines for example? This paper locates itself at the crossroads of these three major components: democracy, political violence and the notion of securitizing group identity threats. In doing so, the paper investigates political violence from the Basque society in Spain by using both securitization theory and democratic peace theory. It concludes that the notions of identity protection underpinning Democratic Peace Theory are overly simplistic, and as a direct consequence political argument has the capacity to escalate societal identity threats despite the existence of a democratic political system.   

