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Recent years have witnessed a “vernacular turn” in critical security schol-
arship centered on everyday constructions of (in)security. In this article,
I advance this turn by arguing for greater attention to the role of num-
bers in non-elite discourse on (in)security. Doing so deepens understand-
ing of the mechanisms and registers through which (in)securities are con-
structed in the vernacular while conceptually strengthening work on ver-
nacular security through insight from literature on the rhetorical, socio-
logical, and political functions of numbers. To pursue this claim, the arti-
cle develops a new methodological framework through which to explore
the work of numbers in vernacular security discourse before applying it to
original focus group data on (counter-)radicalization. From this, I high-
light the importance of numerical arguments in vernacular constructions
of threat, evaluation of security policies, contestation of dominant security
discourses, and performances of security literacy.

Ces derniéres années, nous avons assisté a un Ktournant vernaculaire>>
dans les travaux de recherche en sécurité critique centrés sur les con-
structions quotidiennes de la sécurité et I'insécurité. Dans cet article, je
fais progresser ce tournant en défendant un plus grand intérét envers
le role des chiffres dans les discours relatifs a la sécurité et I'insécurité
des personnes n’appartenant pas a I’élite. Ce faisant, nous approfondis-
sons notre compréhension des mécanismes et comprenons lesquels per-
mettent la construction des sécurités et insécurités dans la langue vernac-
ulaire. Sur le plan conceptuel, nous renforcons aussi les travaux sur la
sécurité vernaculaire grace a des éléments issus de la littérature sur les
fonctions rhétoriques, sociologiques et politiques des chiffres. Pour étayer
cette affirmation, I'article développe un nouveau cadre méthodologique
avec lequel explorer le travail sur les chiffres dans le discours sur la sécurité
vernaculaire, avant de I'appliquer aux données d’un groupe type original
sur la (contre-)radicalisation. A partir de cette premiére étape, je souligne
I'importance des arguments chiffrés dans les constructions vernaculaires
de menace, I’évaluation des politiques de sécurité, la remise en question
des discours dominants sur la sécurité et les performances du lettrisme en
matiere de sécurité.

Durante los dltimos anos, hemos sido testigos de un «giro vernaculo">>
en el mundo académico con relacion a la critica de la seguridad centrada
en las construcciones cotidianas de la (in)seguridad. En este articulo, pre-
sentamos este giro y argumentamos a favor de una mayor atencion al papel
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2 Counting Security in The Vernacular

de los nimeros dentro del discurso no elitista sobre la (in)seguridad. Ha-
ciendo esto, conseguimos profundizar en la comprension de los mecanis-
mos y los registros a través de los cuales se construyen (in)seguridades en
lo vernaculo, al tiempo que fortalecemos conceptualmente el trabajo so-
bre la seguridad vernacula a través de la comprension de la bibliografia
sobre las funciones retdricas, sociologicas y politicas de los numeros.
Este articulo busca contrastar esta afirmacién y para ello desarrollamos
un nuevo marco metodolégico a través del cual podemos estudiar la
aportaciéon de los nimeros dentro del discurso de seguridad verndcula,
antes de aplicarlo a los datos originales de los grupos focales relativos a la
(contra)radicalizacion. A partir de todo esto, destacamos la importancia
que tienen los argumentos numéricos sobre las construcciones vernaculas
de la amenaza, la evaluacion de las politicas de seguridad, la impugnacion
de los discursos de seguridad dominantes y las actuaciones con relacion a
la alfabetizacién en materia seguridad.

Introduction

One of the most exciting developments within contemporary security scholarship
has been an increasing engagement with the “vernacular” (Jarvis and Lister 2013;
Croft and Vaughan-Williams 2017; Jarvis 2019; Djolai 2021, 8; Vaughan-Williams
2021). Drawing on the pioneering work of Nils Bubandt (2005)—but engaging with
a longer tradition of feminist and other “bottom-up” approaches—this research ex-
plores “how citizens . . . construct and describe experiences of security and insecu-
rity in their own vocabularies, cultural repertoires of knowledge and categories of
understanding” (Croft and Vaughan-Williams 2017, 22). A response to the ontolog-
ical elitisms of traditional and, indeed, much critical security work, it “brings ‘lay’
actors into the equation, offering insight into how security is constructed through
local idioms” (Downing and Dron 2022). In so doing, it harnesses a constructivist
sensitivity toward security’s contingent and provisional nature, on the one hand, to
a critical attentiveness to traditionally neglected individuals, issues, contexts, and
power relations, on the other.

In this article, I advance this vernacular turn by arguing for greater attention to
the work of quantitative claims in the “everyday security speak” (Croft and Vaughan-
Williams 2017, 23) of citizens. Such claims, I argue, are both prominent and pow-
erful within everyday constructions of (in)security, assisting in the assessment and
comparison of threats, the evaluation of security policies, and the anchoring, claim-
ing, or rejecting of arguments about (in)security. Focusing on the discursive and
political work done by numbers in everyday contexts, therefore, has huge potential
to further our conceptual and empirical understanding of the mechanisms through
which (in)securities are constructed in the vernacular. It also, importantly, provides
new opportunities for bridge-building between the insights of vernacular security
research and hitherto-unconnected literatures, including on numbers and interna-
tional security, and on the rhetoric and sociology of quantification.

The article proceeds in three parts. I begin by bringing literature on vernacular
security studies into contact with an emerging scholarship on quantification and in-
ternational security. Here, I argue that each has the potential to address the other’s
limitations, given the former’s neglect of numbers, and the latter’s focus on political
elites in rarefied contexts. A second section develops observations from sociological
and rhetorical work on quantification to construct a new methodological framework
for analyzing numbers in vernacular security discourse. A third section then offers
an empirical illustration of the framework’s utility by applying it to data collected
via focus groups on (counter-)radicalization. Here, I demonstrate that quantitative
claims are pervasive and heterogeneous in vernacular security discourse, doing im-
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LEE JARVIS 3

portant political work including in relation to the construction of threats, the eval-
uation of security actions, the contestation of dominant security discourses, and the
claiming of security (il)literacy.

By concentrating on quantification rhetoric in vernacular security discourse, this
article makes three original contributions to knowledge. First, conceptually, it iden-
tifies and addresses gaps in two important contemporary literatures on security,
highlighting the constitutive and persuasive importance of numbers in “bottom-
up” constructions of (in)security, and taking scholarship on numbers and interna-
tional security into vernacular and quotidian sites for analysis. Second, it offers an
agenda-setting contribution through its development of an original methodologi-
cal framework through which future work might proceed in other contexts. Third,
it also offers a sustained empirical application of this framework, demonstrating its
utility via a worked engagement with original data.

Words, Numbers and (In)Security

Recent years have seen a burgeoning interest in “bottom-up” approaches to inter-
national security (see Jarvis 2019). Driven by dissatisfaction with the elitist ontolo-
gies and generalizing epistemologies of more traditional scholarship, such work
forces engagement with the granularity of localized or “everyday” experiences
of (in)security (Stanley and Jackson 2016; Vaughan-Williams and Stevens 2016a;
Nyman 2021, 314). Although conceptually and normatively plural, this research
highlights the importance of neglected actors, contexts, discourses, and encoun-
ters within which security is understood, governed, and lived. In so doing, it builds
most obviously upon a longstanding emphasis within feminist international rela-
tions (IR) scholarship on the ostensibly local and banal (e.g., Sylvester 2013, 614;
Enloe 2014; Elias and Roberts 2016). As Cynthia Enloe (2011) neatly reminds us,
the “mundane matters” within global politics.

This “turn” to the everyday and banal has been a polysemous one, with advo-
cates working through diverse frameworks including ontological security, postcolo-
nialism, and critical security studies, as well as relevant feminist scholarship (Jarvis
2019). Increasingly prominent within this conversation, though, has been work on
“vernacular security”, which seeks, explicitly, to address the “security speak of those
voices otherwise excluded from mainstream analyses” (Croft and Vaughan-Williams
2017, 24; also Downing 2021, 4). Drawing inspiration from Bubandt’s (2005, 275)
exploration of “the contradictions within and interplay between global, national
and local discourses on security” in the “political imagination in Indonesia”, this
work mobilizes an ontologically empty conception of security, taking the “linguistic
constructions of citizens’ accounts of threat and (in)security in their daily lives as
[the] primary object of analysis” (Vaughan-Williams and Stevens 2016b, 44). It of-
fers, put simply, “an approach that explores how security or insecurity is understood
and experienced by people in everyday life” (Baker and Lekunze (2019, 208).

Although relatively nascent, the breadth of vernacular security scholarship is in-
dicative of its potential to shed light on security dynamics in diverse contexts. De-
spite Bubandt’s (2005) initial focus on Indonesia, the “vernacular turn” initially
concentrated on UK citizens’ constructions of (in)security (e.g., Vaughan-Williams
and Stevens 2016b), especially in the counter-terrorism space (e.g., Jarvis and Lister
2016). More recent work, however, has taken as its focus dynamics including the
policing of gender and sexuality in Fiji (George 2017); the lived (in)security ex-
periences of internally displaced persons in Nigeria (Oyawale 2022); and the post-
conflict work of development organizations in the North Waziristan district of Pak-
istan (Makki and Tahir 2021). A shared dissatisfaction with “the prevalent elitist
focus on politicians, security professionals and private security companies—even in
the ‘critical’ study of the politics of threat and (in)security” (Vaughan-Williams and
Stevens 2016b, 43) focuses attention, in this work, on the experiences of people sub-
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4 Counting Security in The Vernacular

ject to, or governed by, security policy in quotidian and everyday sites such as homes,
workplaces, and public spaces. Although the parameters of such populations are, of
course, contextually variable, the vernacular turn tends to focus its attention on
those publics who are exposed to security discourse and policy decisions not of
their creation. Although sometimes designated “non-elite”, the growing responsi-
bilization of citizens in security’s delivery—for instance, through counter-terrorism
hotlines—means we should beware casting such populations as straightforwardly
“victim”. Indeed, a common concern in this work is to identify everyday examples
of resistance and dissent in public responses to security frameworks (O’Loughlin
and Gillespie 2012; Lister and Jarvis 2013; Vaughan-Williams and Stevens 2016b).

For advocates of vernacular security scholarship, this emphasis on “the expe-
rience and social agency of those who are ‘secured’” (Luckham 2017, 111) has
metatheoretical and perhaps normative value as a corrective to the tendency of se-
curity scholarship to “speak for, rather than to (or, perhaps better, with) ‘ordinary’
people and the conditions of (in)security they experience, encounter or construct
in everyday life” (Jarvis and Lister 2013, 158). This is, not least, due to the opportu-
nities opened for inductive research once a priori assumptions about the nature or
meaning of (in)security are removed:

“Security in the vernacular” emphasises that those who are vulnerable and insecure
are not just social categories but people, groups and communities, who perceive, cope
with and respond to violence in ways that differ, sometimes radically, not only from
the dominant state security narratives, but sometimes also from universal conceptions
of human and citizen security. (Luckham 2017, 112)

This openness has been analytically productive—facilitating conversation with
proximate theoretical concerns, including around gendered norms (George 2017;
Hart 2022), identity (Croft and Vaughan-Williams 2017), human security (Rudnick
and Boromisza-Habashi 2017), emergency politics (Kurylo 2022), and peacebuild-
ing (George 2018). It has also been generative of a valuable methodological plu-
ralism, with early focus group research complemented by recent engagements with
creative methods such as body-mapping (Badurdeen et al. 2022), digital storytelling
(Atakav et al. 2020), and visual analysis (Downing 2021; Nyman 2021). Approached
collectively, this scholarship has now shed considerable light on linguistic construc-
tions of (in)security in spoken (e.g., Vaughan-Williams and Stevens 2016b) and writ-
ten (e.g., Downing et al. 2022) discourse. It has worked through concepts familiar
to security studies (e.g., Jarvis and Lister 2013), and through less familiar adjacent
concepts (e.g., Huff 2017, 161). It has explored representations of (in)security in
dominant languages (e.g., Bogain 2020) and minority dialects (e.g., Shaykhutdinov
2018). And it has analyzed constructions of (in)security that preexist data collection
(e.g., Da Silva and Crilley 2017) and that emerge through research (e.g., Lofflmann
and Vaughan-Williams 2018). Without diminishing this work’s importance, my ar-
gument, here, is that its attentiveness to the intricacies of language—to words—has
been accompanied, perhaps understandably, by a neglect of numbers as a similarly
significant symbolic system in everyday (in)security discourse. It is to numbers—or,
more specifically, the “significance of numerical phenomena in human discourse”
(Merriam 1990, 338)—which I therefore now turn.

On Words and Numbers

The focus on words within vernacular security scholarship likely has multiple roots.
First is the naming of the framework itself with its connotations of local, informal
language. This etymology, no doubt, encourages attentiveness to linguistic nuances
in everyday constructions of (in)security, perhaps attracting researchers already
convinced by the productive power of language. Second, relatedly, is a wider em-
phasis on the importance of “discourse” within critical security scholarship more
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broadly (e.g., Campbell 1998; Hansen 2006), often—Ilegitimately or otherwise—
taken as synonymous with language. Numbers do, of course, receive occasional il-
lustrative use in critical security research, especially within introductory texts (e.g.,
Peoples and Vaughan-Williams 2010, 34-35) or to highlight global injustices (e.g.,
Booth 2007, 11-20). But the tendency toward an “ontological monism” in much
critical work—the refusal to distinguish the world and knowledge thereof (Jackson
2008)—helps explain a scepticism toward the straightforwardly evidential or ob-
jective status of numerical claims. This scepticism feeds both from and into the
quantitative-qualitative divide’s continuing resilience (see Mac Ginty 2019, 268),
and the sense that numbers, statistics, data, and mathematical techniques remain
the preserve of particular—positivist—traditions (Sjoberg and Horowitz 2013, 103—
4). A third factor, finally, may simply be the embryonic emergence of paradigmatic
ways of doing the “normal science” of vernacular security studies (Kuhn 1970), with
newer scholarship speaking to and building on the assumptions of earlier work.

My argument is not, to be clear, that vernacular research should turn away from
linguistic constructions of (in)security. Rather, I intend to demonstrate that em-
phasis on the linguistic framing of threats risks overlooking the potentially signifi-
cant impact of quantitative claims within everyday (in)security contexts and inter-
actions. Such neglect is important because it is almost impossible to overstate the
pervasiveness of numbers in the construction, communication, and management
of (in)security. Numbers are called upon to determine and convey the scale of
threats, as with estimates of national nuclear stockpiles or the publication of pan-
demic death tolls. Future harms are represented numerically in the quantifications
of danger that populate risk registers. Numbers have considerable, perhaps increas-
ing, agency in governing threats, with algorithms and big data identifying suspect
individuals and transactions (Amoore and Raley 2017). They operate as thresholds,
for instance, with battle death counts distinguishing conflict from war (Fazal 2014);
as limits, as on financial transfers due to concerns around organized crime; as obli-
gations, as with refugee quotas; and as benchmarks for international comparison
(Broome and Quirk 2015). Numbers signal political determination to address secu-
rity threats via commitments to future military expenditure or target setting around
climate change. Numbers justify security architectures, as with intelligence counts
of foiled terrorist plots. And, numbers, importantly, enable critique of dominant
security discourses, with initiatives such as Iraq Body Count (n.d.) highlighting the
human toll of military conflict.

This importance of numerical phenomena within international security has (be-
latedly) begun to receive recognition within critical scholarship. One recent con-
ceptual piece argues that numbers play three vital functions within global security
governance: shaping audience perception of security issues; (de)politicizing and
thereby shifting the importance of issues; and setting global standards for design,
terminology, performance, and practices (Baele et al. 2018a). Detailed case studies
trace the importance of numerical technologies and decisions in contexts includ-
ing state fragility measurement (Rocha de Siqueira 2017), global health governance
(Pichelstorfer and Paul 2022), self-determination claims (Busse 2015), and dead
body counts (Auchter 2016). Often taking theoretical inspiration from Foucault
(2007) or actor-network theory (e.g., Toom 2020), this work has been vital in stim-
ulating a reckoning with the power of numbers in global security dynamics. At the
same time—and without diminishing its contribution—it suffers from two limita-
tions.

First, its overwhelming focus, as with much global security literature, remains on
the communication, (inter)actions, and decisions of decision-makers and experts.
As the above examples indicate, it remains heavily geared toward political execu-
tives, international organizations, policy professionals, and other structurally priv-
ileged actors in the international system. Although recent studies have started ex-
ploring citizen understandings of numbers in securitization dynamics (e.g., Baele
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6 Counting Security in The Vernacular

et al. 2018b), such work still positions citizens as audiences or targets—rather than
producers—of numbers. In this sense, their agency remains restricted to the recep-
tion and interpretation of others’ discourse (see Coté 2016). Second, again with
very few exceptions (e.g., Baele et al. 2018), existing critical work on numbers and
security also focuses overwhelmingly on quantitative practices of counting, measure-
ment, and comparison. Because of this, much remains to be done in understanding
the discursive work of quantitative rhetoric in the construction, communication,
and contestation of security threats.

My suggestion, then, is that we might profitably use the insights of these two lit-
eratures to address their respective limitations. Where scholarship on vernacular
security has theorized how security is produced in everyday contexts, its emphasis
on spoken and written language has engendered a neglect of numbers and their
power in constructing (in)security. From the scholarship on numbers and interna-
tional security, we see the importance of this neglect given the ubiquity and power of
numbers across security contexts. At the same time, however, the latter’s emphasis
on quantification practices in relatively rarefied global political sites risks overlook-
ing the ostensibly mundane discursive interactions upon which vernacular security
scholarship has so successfully focused. In the following, I therefore bring these
insights together through a new methodological framework for exploring quantita-
tive constructions of (in)security that surface beyond the deliberations, decisions,
and discourses of the politically powerful.

Numbers and Vernacular Security: Toward a New Framework

To begin exploring the importance of numerical claims within vernacular secu-
rity speak, I turn now to sociological and rhetorical work on quantification. Such
work is substantial and diverse (see Berman and Hirschman 2018; Mennicken and
Espeland 2019), yet it provides important insight into the production, functions,
and implications of numerical claims in different contexts. Three prominent obser-
vations, in particular, are relevant: (i) the prevalence of numbers in contemporary
life, (ii) the contingency of numbers, and (iii) their sociopolitical significance. The fol-
lowing takes each in turn, using these as anchors for the methodological framework
that follows.

First, and perhaps most widespread, is the sheer pervasiveness of numbers across
contemporary life. Potter et al.’s (1991, 333) analysis of quantitative rhetoric in can-
cer research communication, for instance, begins with a typical observation: “Num-
bers and various styles of non-numerical quantification are a pervasive part of con-
temporary everyday understanding of the world”. Berman and Hirschman (2018,
257), with reference to “big data” and “the quantified self”, note that the “prolifera-
tion of scholarship on numbers goes hand in hand with a proliferation of numbers
themselves”. For Mennicken and Espeland (2019, 224), similarly, “In the past thirty
years, the pace, purpose, and scope of quantification have greatly expanded.” Re-
flections on this prevalence often highlight the nineteenth-century birth of statis-
tics, and the “avalanche of numbers” engendered by the ensuing “fetishism for num-
bering”, as Hacking (1982, 281) memorably put it. In the contemporary context,
numbers are seen as vital for everything from policy formulation (Lingard 2011)
to “everyday data cultures” in which “data is created, transformed and shared in
and through people’s daily activities” (Burgess et al. 2022, 9). The quantification of
the social sciences (Desrosieres 2016) and the rise of general readership books on
numerical literacy (e.g., Yates 2021) alike, indeed, both reflect and reproduce this
creeping ubiquity.

A second observation is the contingency of quantitative practice and rhetoric
(Bruno et al. 2016, 3). Numbers, this literature demonstrates, are constructed, not
given (e.g., Hansen and Porter 2012, 414), emerging out of contextually specific de-
cisions about what to count, how, when, and where (Martin and Lynch 2009, 245).

€20z 1snbny 6z uo Jasn eljbuy 1se3 jo Ausienun Aq £612#22/€10Pelo/g/ . L/8o1te/sdl/woo dno-ojwapeoe//:sdiy woli papeojumod



LEE JARVIS 7

As demonstrated so dramatically by contestation over death tolls—from the war in
Iraq (Steele and Goldenberg 2008) to COVID-19 (Campbell 2022)—"“when treated
as a contextual performance, the situated work of counting is subject to practical,
organizational, and political contingencies” (Martin and Lynch 2009, 245). This
contingency helps to explain widespread and common concerns over the manip-
ulation of numerical data, evidenced in the aphoristic conjoining of “lies, damn
lies, and statistics”, and the continuing success of texts such as Huff’s (1993) How to
Lie with Statistics as, “a sort of primer in ways to use statistics to deceive”. Once we
recognize numbers’ contingency, importantly, we can also begin to pay attention
to the form they take in specific communicative contexts. Mitra (2012, 155), for
instance, highlights the importance of heterogeneous numerical forms in relation
to the 1943 Bengal famine, noting, “By numbers here I not only mean numerical
data but a host of structural devices like enumeration, listing and non-numerical
quantification rhetoric like ‘vast” and ‘overwhelming’ that develop a sense of scale.”
Billig’s (2021) recent account of COVID-19 discourse, relatedly, focuses attention
on the political and “semi-magical” power of round numbers as targets and mile-
stones.

Third, sociological and rhetorical literature on quantification also highlights the
significance of numbers for social, political, and economic outcomes. It reminds us,
put simply, that numbers have power (Rose 1991): power to create, to construct,
to illuminate, to hide, to inform, to deceive, and to contest. This power takes mul-
tiple forms. Rhetorically, it involves a persuasive authority and a capacity to struc-
ture and communicate knowledge (Merriam 1990). For Rocha De Siqueira (2017,
168), for instance, “numbers authorize themselves and gain power by continuously
reinforcing the view of a world that can be measured.” But numbers have a consti-
tutive power, too, whereby they do not simply count preexisting realities, but (re-
)produce those realities, such that, “to collect, store, retrieve, analyse, and present
data through various methods means to bring those objects and subjects that data
speaks of into being” (Ruppert et al. 2017, 1).

This constitutive power of numbers renders them particularly valuable to “prob-
lem promoters’—governments, activists, the media, corporations, and so on—who
may use numerical claims as “ammunition” to “draw attention to or away from a
problem, [or to] arouse or defuse public concern” (Best 2012, 28). It is, of course,
no coincidence that the emergence of statistics dovetailed with the state’s growing
appetite for accurate “political arithmetic” (e.g., Fioramonti 2014, 4). From a very
different starting point, however, work on “statactivism” demonstrates how “social
movements use statistics and quantification as part of their repertoire of actions,
both criticizing certain statistics as well as using other ones as powerful instruments
in political fights” (Bruno et al. 2014, 202) on political and ethical issues such as gen-
der equality (e.g., De Rosa 2014). As related work on “data activism” demonstrates,
engaged citizens respond to the growing datafication of everyday life in multiple
ways (Milan and van der Velden 2016).

This productivity of numbers is linked directly to their valorization. Numbers are
able to (re)create the world in particular ways, in part, because they are so vener-
ated:

In our society, statistics are a sort of fetish. We tend to regard statistics as though they
are magical, as though they are more than mere numbers. We treat them as powerful
representations of the truth; we act as though they distil the complexity and confusion
of reality into simple facts. (Best 2012, 160)

For Bruno et al. (2016, 3), these connotations of objectivity and impartiality
connect to a widespread perception of numbers’ apoliticality, and yet, as Wendy
Espeland (2022, vii) recently summarized:
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Numbers do things. They highlight and obscure. They integrate and disaggregate.
They mark and measure. They represent and intervene. They tame and inflame. They
structure people’s interactions. They create new objects and new kinds of people.
They possess a power that hides itself. They are rhetoric that is anti-rhetorical. What
all of these features of numbers share is that they express a certain agency. They
perform.

Drawing on these insights into quantification’s ubiquity, contingency, and signifi-
cance, I now present a new framework for analyzing the rhetorical work of numbers
in vernacular security discourse organized around three questions.

First: What numbers are present in vernacular security discourse? What, specifically, is
given quantitative treatment in non-elite discourse on security issues? Who
does the counting, when, and where? Are numerical claims attributed to
specific sources or sites of expertise? Are numerical claims spoken with
confidence or hesitation? What goes uncounted or unquantified in nu-
merical security constructions?

Second: How do numbers appear in vernacular security discourse? Are numbers
rounded or precise in vernacular quantifications? Are they absolute or rel-
ative? Are numbers offered as evidence, as illustrations, as targets, as mile-
stones? How are numbers represented and visualized in graphs, charts, or
images? How do numerical quantifications interact with linguistic quan-
tifications such as “tiny” or “huge”? Are numbers reproduced or altered as
they travel between sites or issues?

Third: What work is done by numerical claims in vernacular security discourse? How,
for instance, do numbers constitute specific issues as security threats? How
do quantitative arguments help explain or justify responses to threats?
How do numbers challenge or critique security claims? What sorts of secu-
rity knowledge or arguments do numbers militate against?

This framework is deliberately broad and designed for adaptability to a range
of research contexts, recognizing that the pertinence of these questions will, in-
evitably, vary. In the remainder of this article, I now demonstrate its utility through
engagement with original focus group research.

Counting (Counter-)Radicalization in the Vernacular: An Illustration

The focus groups on which I draw were organized to explore vernacular under-
standings of radicalization, counter-radicalization, and the UK Prevent Strategy
amongst students at higher education institutions (HEIs) in England and Wales.'
Eight online groups were conducted between June and July 2021, with forty-three
participants from twelve HEIs recruited via voluntary and snowball sampling. The
conversations lasted between 65 and 81 minutes and generated a corpus of 96,378
words. My coding of this material for the purposes of this article began with a first,
deductive, reading of the transcripts to sift the data into the three above themes. A
second, inductive reading then sorted the material within each.

The groups were organized around a topic guide structured around five ques-
tions: (i) What can you tell me about the Prevent Strategy? (ii) Where does your
knowledge of Prevent come from? (iii) What does the term radicalization mean to
you? (iv) How successful is Prevent in countering radicalization? and, (v) If you were
in charge of the UK’s counter-radicalization program, what would it look like? The
immediate background to this research was the then-ongoing Independent Review
of the UK’s Prevent Strategy. Participants were told that the findings would be sub-

Prevent is the UK’s official counterradicalization strategy, first introduced in 2003. The strategy has a preemptive
orientation—seeking to intervene before terrorist activity becomes manifest. It has undergone several iterations and
received widespread criticism not least due to fears that it stigmatizes minority communities.
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mitted to the review team and inform academic publications. This opportunity to
contribute directly to public policy in this highly charged area means, as Jarvis and
Lister (2016, 281) argue elsewhere, “It is a reasonable assumption . . . that at least
some individuals saw [participation] as an opportunity to ‘speak truth to power’.”
Ethics approval was granted by faculty research ethics committees following submis-
sion of information on the project’s purposes, processes, and management; review
of research materials to assess issues such as participant consent; and reflection on
participant confidentiality given the topic.

Two points regarding my illustrative use of this material merit mention. First, the
method and sample size obviously militate against any claims to statistical represen-
tativeness. I make no argument here about the wider resonance of the numerical se-
curity claims explored below, or about my arguments’ external validity. Instead, my
emphasis is on questions of construction and function that are typical of discourse
analytic approaches (Potter 1991, 336), namely: (i) how are numerical claims and
arguments about (in)security communicated within vernacular contexts; and (ii)
what explanatory and justificatory work is performed by such claims. Second, these
groups were not explicitly designed to explore quantitative rhetoric in vernacular se-
curity discourse, and contained no questions relating directly to numbers. As such,
they provide important original insight into the unprompted use of numerical dis-
course in vernacular constructions of (in)security. This use of unprompted insight
builds on earlier studies such as Billig’s (2002, vii) on how “ordinary families” talk
about royalty: “To talk about royalty is to talk of many other things: privilege, equal-
ity, nationality, morality, family and so on. . .as families sit in their living-rooms,
discussing the life of royalty, so they give glimpses of ordinary ways of living.” In this
sense, the article moves beyond the emphasis on responses to targeted questions
typical in the work on vernacular security considered at this outset.

Counting Security, in the Vernacular

In the following, I explore four types of discursive work performed by quantita-
tive rhetoric: (i) threat construction, (ii) evaluating security actions, (iii) contesting
dominant security discourses, and (iv) reflecting on security (il)literacies (see table
1). As noted above, this framework is illustrative and provisional rather than exhaus-
tive, and intended to highlight the significant yet heterogeneous work of numbers
within vernacular security speak.

The first, and most immediate, discursive work done by numerical claims in ver-
nacular security speak is in the construction of security issues. A range of quanti-
tative claims relating to a variety of threats were evident in our focus groups, from
gang violence—“We currently have a massive, a huge, amount of young people . . .
who get recruited and groomed into gangs . . . in terms of numbers we can’t have more
issues in regards to things like these” (Group [G] 8: Participant [P] 3),% to online
radicalization, which was seen to:

pose quite a threat, especially with the likes of social media. ...it’s so prevalent in everyday
life, a lot of younger kids now use social media as well. And a lot more than they did a few
years ago...it’s a quite a big problem. (G5: P1)

This use of nonnumerical or “vague” quantifiers is important because they per-
form evaluative as well as numerical functions, attributing qualitative significance
to threats such as radicalization and gang violence by virtue of their scale. Although
ostensibly imprecise, such quantifiers pull attention to relations between objects
(Pezzelle et al. 2018, 117)—numbers of people, social media use, and so on—and
are “rhetorically intended to facilitate the drawing of specific inferences that are
relevant to the broader argument in which they stand” (Lischinsky 2015, 555). As

2Citations are lightly edited for readability; all emphasis is mine.
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Counting Security in The Vernacular

Table 1. Numbers in vernacular security discourse

Function

Features

Example

Threat construction

Evaluating security
actions

Contesting dominant
security discourses

Reflecting on security
(i) literacy

Threats can, in principle, be
accurately counted or estimated.
Large numbers and small numbers
may emphasize risk.

Recognition that numerical threat
assessments have limitations.
Numbers to evaluate the
effectiveness and legitimacy of
security policy.

Numbers to reflect on the challenges
confronting security professionals.
Recognition that numerical threat
assessments have limitations.
Media and government security
discourse may be biased.

Statistical evidence may challenge
official threat constructions.
Numbers often seen as reliable and
accurate, in principle.

Numbers to demonstrate public
misconceptions of (in)security.
Numbers may offer evidence of
security literacy.

Evident in arguments around public
underestimation and overestimation
of threats.

“We currently have a massive, a huge,
amount of young people . . . who get
recruited and groomed into gangs”

“there’s going to be hundreds and
hundreds of reports, where the
general public aren’t privy to”

“the actual percentage of people that
[are] likely to be radicalized and
then go on to perform violent
extremism, which then results in
people dying is so low compared to
how sensationalized, uhm, Islamist
terrorism has become in the media”

“I think the general public think it’s
a strategy just to combat Islamic
extremism. But you know
consistently in regions around the
UK, far right referrals have made
considerable numbers of the
referrals, you know, big percentage"

the following indicates—from a participant recollecting a training session on the
UK Prevent Strategy—they have potential to convey more information than would
be possible through referencing an abstract number alone (Potter et al. 1991, 34):

there’s a bog-standard video saying if they have a lot of contact lens solution, don’t
assume that they have bad eyes, they’re probably a terrorist and you’re like, OK? You
know a bit of a big step, but I can get that and then just loads of like similar things like that
like hair dye. Anything in ridiculously large volumes. (G1: P2)

Although this sense of a positive relationship between quantitative size and threat
significance was common in the groups, other quantitative claims, including re-
flection on the importance of ostensibly small numbers in specific contexts, were
also made. Examples included reference to the victims of specific violences—*if,
uhm. . .people go to a concert and [there’s a terrorist attack] and I think it’s 21 peo-
ple died. . .I think it’s inevitable that these things are gonna’ make headlines” (G7:
Pl)—and to the occurrence of terrorist attacks in the UK: “It was people that car-
ried out like London terror attacks. I think there was four or fivein the span of six or
seven yearsin London” (G2: P2). One participant, indeed, suggested that the empha-
sis on the already-large within official security imaginaries may engender neglect of
emergent threats: “animal rights activists don’t really get brought up. . .there’s a lot
of things that don’t. It’s difficult, right? Because in terms of the number of attacks and
percetved threat and damage done by these groups may be quantifiably less. It doesn’t
necessarily mean that they should receive less attention” (G1: P1). This participant
subsequently moved this observation into overtly normative territory, arguing that

€20z 1snbny 6z uo Jasn eljbuy 1se3 jo Ausienun Aq £612#22/€10Pelo/g/ . L/8o1te/sdl/woo dno-ojwapeoe//:sdiy woli papeojumod



LEE JARVIS 11

the emphasis on statistical recurrence within security politics may link to implicit
biases:

[if] you’re looking at tackling radicalisation and extremism...when you specifically
say like this group or this selection of people...then you have an image in your head-
...who the problem is and so on. So I think that you know there’s a lot of groups out
there, even if they're quantifiably doing less harm, it’s still worth mentioning them or
not mentioning anyone at all. (G1: P1)

The correlation between quantity and significance was also problematized, on oc-
casion, by reflection on the limits of numerical risk assessments. For one participant,
such assessments could lack the nuance of finer-grained qualitative understandings:
“you don’t look at every single white male in the UK as someone who’s willing to join
proud boys simply because they’re white and they’re male. You have to understand
why” (G2: P2). Another argued that official risk assessments could mislead because
they are inevitably based on incomplete and therefore inadequate numerical data:

every year or two you get...the government...or somebody that’s really high up in coun-
terterrorism say, you know, we stopped X amount of attacks this year, and, that’s very much.
Those attacks are kind of the tip of the iceberg, because people can get radicalized.
They might not act on it, but...it feels like a problem that needs to be addressed. (G5:
P6)

These problematizations of official risk assessments reflect concerns with the
availability rather than veracity of security numbers: concerns that official data may
be incomplete rather than objectively false. This speaks to a general sense across
the groups that threats could—at least, in principle—be accurately counted or esti-
mated, hence the concern with both under- and over-estimation of risk, for instance:
“you should not underestimate [ the threat of radicalisation], because. . .you have young
people in the UK and they are basically getting brainwashed from. . .a very young
age” (G2: P1), and “I think the perceived threat is possibly more of an issue than the
quantity in the statistical accounts. . .I think the risk is really in people’s views” (G1:
P1). In each of these cases, a distinction is clearly drawn between the statistical real-
ity of specific threats and (mis-) perceptions thereof. This faith in statistical realities,
moreover, also opens space for comparison between contextualized risks within ver-
nacular discourse. As one participant argued: “the United Kingdom is at risk for
sure ... more than other countries without that particular history [of colonialism]” (G2:
P5). In the words of another: “the West has been so protected that they think that,
oh, this is the most violence that we have ever seen, but in the global South, we’ve
seen more violence on a day to day basis, which is not just coming from bombs” (G6: 4).

A second function of quantitative language in vernacular security discourse is in
the evaluation of security policy and professionals. One participant, for instance,
employed what Billig (2021, 544) terms “non-numerical number words” to empha-
size the scale of the challenge confronting intelligence communities: “there’s going
to be hundreds and hundreds of reports the general public aren’t privy to” (G1: P2).
Related to, but distinct from, the non-numerical quantifiers considered above, un-
specified number-plurals such as this employ numbers to convey size without denot-
ing exact quantities (Billig 2021, 544): How many “hundreds” of reports, here, is
not specified.

Within vernacular evaluations of security policy, quantitative language also
helped discuss measures and metrics of effectiveness. In the following, we see one
participant questioning the utility of numerical assessments of policy success, with
another going further to argue that policy effectiveness may be fundamentally resis-
tant to quantification:

how it’s making you feel? Do you feel safer in the UK as a result of this? ...that’s kind
of how I would want to measure an impact. Like, we had four terrorist attacks in 2017,
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and we haven’t had four in one year in the UK since, so maybe something is working in
our counterterrorism strategies, but...I’d want to ask people (G2: P1)

And:

the same way that you can’t gauge success, you can’t kind of quantify failure. So even
if you've so-called de-radicalised someone, the negative press that came as a re-
sult...might’'ve pushed a lot more people over the edge ...Unfortunately...these
things...can never really be quantified (G1: P1)

This argument that purely numerical considerations may be limiting for evalu-
ating security policy was common. One participant, discussing counter-terrorism,
suggested: “it’s difficult to judge based on you know number of terrorist attacks be-
cause like you don’t know at any point whether any of these systems really have
worked. . .by definition you only see the system failing’ (G2: P3). Others, however,
drew on explicitly quantitative terminology to highlight legitimacy issues here, es-
pecially in relation to racial biases: “the disproportionate impact [Prevent] has on peo-
ple of colour, particularly men, or young black men...I can’t see how Prevent can
be justified” (G7; P4). These two examples, taken together, point toward a poten-
tially counterintuitive situation wherein numbers have their credibility questioned
for empirical assessments, yet are seen as inherently valuable for normative evalua-
tions. Indeed, as the second above participant continued, we can see how claims to
injustice benefit directly from overtly numerical framing in vernacular discourse:

I read somewhere like 16% of police interaction with Asian, ethnic minority groups,
particularly men involved stop and searches for drug charges. So, I think prevent is
being abused by the police to promote...interventions into communities. (G7: P4)

This brings us to a third function of numbers: contesting dominant security dis-
courses. Government framings of threats received quantitative criticism from sev-
eral participants in our groups: “Muslims are more targeted by Prevent because they’re
supposedly more likely to become terrorists, even though there’s no basis to that” (G4:
P4). As, more frequently, did sensationalist and misleading media representations:

in terms of deaths caused by terrorism in the UK the numbers aren’t all that high to
something like natural causes like cancer rates or things like that, but it gets a lot of
the media coverage. (G1: P1)

the media will say, OK, we had 100,000 people come into the countrylast year and we’ll see,
well, that’s 100,000 too many for [right-wing extremists who] will see that as a threat
(G2: P2).

In the following example, indeed, we see a convergence of government and me-
dia biases:

the Prevent Duty...stipulates at the very beginning that the terrorist threat has never
been higher. But then if you look at the actual percentage of people likely to be radicalized
and then go on to perform violent extremism, which then results in people dying is
so low compared to how sensationalized, uhm, Islamist terrorism has become in the
media, it’s become one of those things that I feel like is a really hot topic and sells
a lot...and kind of gains a lot of traction in media. ...there’s so many instances of actual
threats within the country that have more likelihood of causing terror or causing harm or
causing death than actual radicalization itself. (G7: P4)

None of these examples offer specific numerical claims—recalled or invented—
to characterize or challenge dominant security discourses. The value of quantitative
rhetoric here, again, is in its contrastive ability to distinguish official constructions
from empirical actualities. In this sense, the claims move between objectivist and
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constructivist desecuritizing moves (Huysmans , in Roe 2004, 285-7). Where the for-
mer contrasts official framings of threats with security’s “reality” to highlight distor-
tions and exaggerations, the latter focuses on the contingent and invented dramati-
zation of threats. In making this move, though, these examples clearly share a faith
in the reliability of numbers to contest authoritative prejudices. Although numbers
are vulnerable to manipulation, they appear, here at least, fundamentally truthful.

A final invocation of quantitative rhetoric related to public awareness of security
issues. Examples here ranged from documenting “ordinary” citizens’ ignorance—
“I know the majority of my peers had not heard of the [Prevent] scheme before” (G2:
P3)—to highlighting ostensibly widespread public misconceptions:

people might be surprised at how many referrals are not in relation to Islamic extrem-
ism. I think the general public think [Prevent’s] a strategy just to combat Islamic
extremism. But you know consistently in regions around the UK, far right referrals
have made considerable numbers of the referrals, you know, big percentage. (G3: P2)

And:

it’s been shown that there is no higher likelihood of someone that’s Muslim become a
terrorist than someone of any other religion. [But] people that don’t have any kind
of background in counterterrorism or any sort of criminal background that that’s
kind of just what they assume. (G4: P4)

Although participants were sometimes cautious in their generalizations—*“maybe
I'm in a minority knowing about [Prevent] for so long” (G2: P1)—these examples see
the speaker claiming privileged access to numerical truths that are not apparent
to the wider public. And, as illustrated above, this is the case whether the public is
believed to under- or over-estimate (in)security realities.

Making Sense of Numbers in Vernacular Securities

Notwithstanding my opening caveats about representativeness, the above examples
illustrate the saturation of vernacular security discourse with quantitative rhetoric.
Indeed, across these focus groups, an abundance of subjects and objects were sub-
ject to quantification. Security threats and their responses—as we have seen—were
prominent recipients of numerical treatment. But so, too, were entities including
time—"“a 60 second video on what Prevent is. . .people might scroll past it” (G1: P2);
money—*“[Prevent has] become a bit of a cash cow. . .[charging] a couple of grand
a day to deliver training” (G3: P2); and epistemic confidence—*“I might not be 100
percent accurate on that” (G1: P4). Numeric idioms and phrases were widespread, as
rhetorical flourishes—“no one thought twice about [it]” (Gl: P2)—or for argumen-
tative emphasis: “there’s zero kind of apology [from Shamima Begum]” (Gl: P4). As
shorthand signifiers of atrocities—“7/7” (G7, P4) and “9/11” (G7, P4)—numerical
references re-affirmed the significance of ostensibly singular events (Derrida 2003,
85-87). And, numbers were called upon, too, in thought experiments and hypo-
thetical scenarios as in this questioning of counter-terrorism’s proportionality:

if there’s a handful of incidents, you know, across a span of years, is it worth putting
...however many resources into...a program like this? I also wouldn’t know how large
Prevent actually is either, so you know if it’s, if we’re spending, you know like a couple
million pounds on it, is that worth however many lives that you're saving through this?
(G2: P2)

This repeated invocation of quantitative rhetoric is possible, in part, because of
the connotations of objectivity and neutrality numbers enjoy (Fioramonti 2014, 20—
24), and their perceived susceptibility to verification and replication. Notwithstand-
ing awareness of a vulnerability to manipulation—explicitly recognized by some
participants, as we have seen—much of the above vernacular discourse replicates a
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wider understanding of numbers as conveyers of certainty, such that “A shift to num-
bers implies, often problematically, a shift toward accuracy and truth” (Hansen and
Porter 2012, 415). In this sense, vernacular constructions of security draw on and re-
produce the sociopolitical ubiquity of numbers explored in the preceding section:
A ubiquity not unfamiliar to participants in our groups as indicated by commentary
therein on data’s contemporary pervasiveness: “everyone kind of like does live in
their own kind of algorithm” (G1: P4).

The heterogeneity of that which is counted within vernacular security discourse
is matched, I suggest, by the plurality of ways in which numbers appear. As indi-
cated already, precise numbers were relatively uncommon in these groups, with
many participants using nonnumerical, often informal, language to count every-
thing from experience of the Prevent Strategy—“I seem to remember reading a few
news articles about it” (G2: P5), to vicarious encounters with terrorism—“A couple
of members of my family have had near misses” (G1: P4) and media biases—"By
and large you see Muslims portrayed as terrorists in film and TV” G4: P6). Num-
bers were also, however, expressed as fractions—with Prevent depicted as “a quar-
ter of the [UK’s counter-terrorism] strategy” (G3: P2). And, more commonly, as
percentages—whether known or estimated:

I think Muslims in the British Army make up less than 0.5 %, I'm sorry this is such like
random knowledge and that. ...I think in 2015 it was like 98 % were white and then I
think...they got to like a 5% on uhm, not white by uhm 2017. And that was like a big
win for them. (G1: P4)

To summarize, briefly, in relation to my framework’s three questions, these exam-
ples offer illustrative support for three important overarching claims. First, a diverse
range of subjects and objects receive quantitative treatment in vernacular security
discourse, with threats and their responses particularly prominent. Numbers, more-
over, may be attributed to a range of sources, including the government, the me-
dia, and the public imagination, and spoken with varying degrees of confidence.
Second, quantitative claims take on heterogenous forms in vernacular (in)security
speak. They are used, amongst other things, to empirically evidence arguments
and critiques, and to construct hypothetical scenarios. Moreover, while nonnumer-
ical quantifiers appear particularly common, percentages, fractions, precise, and
rounded numbers are also evident. And, third, as we have seen, numbers also play
multiple roles in constituting and contesting (in)security in the vernacular, includ-
ing via practices of counting and comparison.

Conclusion

This article offered the first exploration of quantitative rhetoric in vernacular se-
curity discourse. In so doing, it made three original contributions. Conceptually, it
connected emerging literatures on vernacular security, and on numbers and global
security. Combining insight from these, I argued, provides us with rationale and re-
sources with which to explore vernacular quantifications of (in)security. Second, the
article developed a new methodological framework for exploring numbers in vernacular
securities, drawing on insights from rhetorical and sociological work. Third, it of-
fered empirical illustration of this framework’s potential via original focus group data
demonstrating that quantitative claims play multiple important roles in vernacular
discussion, including in relation to threat construction, evaluating official security
activity, contesting dominant security discourses, and reflecting on public security
(i) literacies. As we have seen, numbers’ association with objectivity or truth renders
them powerful everyday tools for normative argumentation on security’s workings
and (in)justices. At the same time, concerns around statistical manipulation means
official numbers are often approached with caution, or seen as contingent, contex-
tual, and subject to misrepresentation.
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My findings on the plurality of roles played by numerical claims in vernacular se-
curities have an immediate and a wider significance. Immediately, they offer a force-
ful demonstration of the power of numbers to critique and contest security policies
and their sociopolitical consequences. In this sense, the article extends earlier schol-
arship on the contestation of dominant security discourse within vernacular (e.g.,
Vaughan-Williams and Stevens 2016b) and everyday (e.g., Grayson 2013; Davies and
Chisholm 2018) sites of global politics. It does so by charting numbers’ capacity
to add concision, facticity, or rhetorical flourish to vernacular security speak, and
to challenge the foundations, integrity, or outcomes of professional security work.
This is particularly important given the longstanding assumption in fields like IR
that security discourse and quantification are the projects, if not quite the preserve,
of structurally privileged actors.

This brings me to the findings’ wider significance, which is the opportunity they
occasion for exploring further connections between vernacular security research
and other scholarship that has concentrated on the deployment of numbers by secu-
rity’s governed. Literatures on data activism and statactivism, in particular, highlight
the deliberate, strategic production and use of numerical information by individu-
als and groups attempting to effect societal change (see Milan and van der Velden
2016). My focus here on the conversational productivity of numbers away from the
exertions of targeted political action broadens and builds on this earlier work’s in-
sight, situating my findings—as well as the article’s rationale and framework—within
wider academic discussions.

The focus on how citizens give meaning to security frameworks such as Prevent
also, of course, resonates with work on security-as-practice within international po-
litical sociology. Although my attention, here, is on security’s subjects, not profes-
sionals, there is a shared emphasis upon the espousing of security logics and justifi-
cations in concrete contexts (Coté-Boucher et al. 2014, 198). Indeed, the contem-
porary reliance on citizens as providers of security policy (Vaughan-Williams 2008)
adds further urgency to the study of vernacular security constructions here, allow-
ing us to center the numerical work of “everyday security practitioners” (Rowley
and Weldes 2012, 518) in (counter-)radicalization and other contexts. Such work,
as we have seen, goes beyond (de)constructions of threat to include the situating of
the self socially—by positioning oneself as better or less informed than, say, other
citizens or the wider public—or by reflecting on questions around authority and
expertise within contemporary society.”

As a first exploration of quantification in vernacular securities, this article also
presents opportunities for future related work. First, such work might profitably
study numerical claims in more “natural” (in)security discourses, such as online
conversations to provide insight into whether numbers are used with enhanced or
reduced frequency, intent, and precision in particular contexts. Second, future re-
search might explore how citizens produce, reflect on, and critique quantitative
constructions of security when explicitly prompted. Do requests for, say, numeri-
cal assessments, estimates, or predictions relating to nuclear stockpiles or illicit mi-
gration change the functions, form, or vernacular work done by numbers? Do dif-
ferent publics engage differently with numbers? Third, and relatedly, my focus on
(counter-)radicalization provides opportunity for complementary scholarship on
other security challenges from the climate crisis to COVID-19 and beyond. Do offi-
cial numbers—1.5C, the “R” value—resonate at everyday levels? Do publics use al-
ternative numerical framings to official discourse? And, fourth, given the UK-based
focus of this article, there is clear capacity for comparative work with other national
contexts, especially where characterized by different security priorities and imagi-
naries.

3 My thanks to both anonymous reviewers, whose comments significantly shaped my thinking here.
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