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Countering Terrorism and Radicalisation, Securitising Social Policy? 
 

Abstract 

While social and security policies have always overlapped in complex ways, recent 
developments in counter-terrorism policy suggest that Western European states, and 
the United Kingdom more specifically, are accelerating what can be termed the 
“securitisation of social policy” – namely, the increased submission of social policy 
actors and their practices to the logics of security and social control. With the Prevent 
programme remaining highly controversial, what are the effects of these state 
practices? Has David Cameron’s project of “muscular liberalism”, aimed at 
integration and community cohesion, been enforced through counter-radicalisation 
policies? This themed issue examines preventative counter-terrorism policies in the 
UK and the politics of religion, ethnicity and race they enact. The relation between 
social policy and critical security studies is explored by an interdisciplinary group of 
scholars. 

Keywords: Multiculturalism, Radicalisation, Suspect Community, Governmentality, 
Belonging. 

Introduction 
 
The London bombings of July 7 (2005), the murder of Lee Rigby (2013) and the 
recent departure of hundreds of British citizens for the Syrian conflict are some of the 
episodes in a long sequence of events that has been labelled “radicalisation” in the 
United Kingdom (UK) (Githens-Mazer, 2012; Kundnani, 2012). For more than a 
decade, the UK government has re-oriented counter-terrorism from foreign policy and 
border control to the domestic realm through policies aimed at tackling 
“radicalisation”. This has resulted in an unprecedented blurring of social and security 
policies (Abbas, 2005; Klausen, 2009; Spalek and Lambert, 2008; Pickering et al., 
2008; Husband and Alam, 2011). Although the logics of security and the logics of 
welfare have always been intertwined in complex ways, it appears that counter-
terrorism in Europe, and in particular in the UK with the controversial Prevent 
programme, has marked an increased foregrounding of security over welfare. How 
can we disentangle the complex web of relations between these logics and the effects 
they produce on the populations they target? What are their impacts, not only in terms 
of civil rights and liberties, but also in terms of identification and sense of belonging? 
Do the objectives of homogenisation and integration contradict the differentialist 
policies of targeting “communities”? Can we go beyond the notion of “suspect 
communities” shared by many of the critics of these policies (Kassimeris and Jackson, 
2012; Pantazis and Pemberton, 2009) and analyse the productive effects of the 
securitisation of social policies? In this themed issue, we propose to examine the 
policies aimed at the prevention of terrorism based on the politics of religion, 
ethnicity and race they produce by bringing into dialogue an interdisciplinary group 
of scholars working at the intersection of social policy and critical security studies.  
 
Counter-terrorism, counter-radicalisation and their effects 
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Countering violent extremism in the UK  
 
While the UK’s counter-terrorist policies adopted in the aftermath of attacks in New 
York and Washington on 11 September 2001 focused on a terrorist threat perceived as 
coming from abroad – located in Afghanistan, Iraq, or the tribal areas of Pakistan – 
after the Madrid bombings of March 2004 and the London bombings of July 2005, the 
European Union’s (EU’s) Muslim populations became the center of attention (Cesari, 
2004). The public discourse on terrorism, reframed under the new label of 
“radicalisation”, started to affirm itself in national and European arenas (Bossong, 
2007; Coolsaet, 2010).  
 
David Cameron’s 2011 speech in Munich crystallised and summarised an emerging 
discourse, according to which multiculturalism (i.e. diverse ethnic and religious 
identities are recognised to assure equality for all) was at the root of the problem of 
domestic terrorism (Cameron, 2011). The speech was in line with a broader trend of 
repudiating multiculturalism and the development of a new assimilationist discourse 
(Allen, 2007; Bleich, 2009; Joppke, 2004; McGhee, 2008; see Meer and Modood, 
2009, for a critique). The accusation that multiculturalism had led to the development 
of “parallel lives” – a trope gathered from the Cantle report on the 2001 riots (Great 
Britain Home Office and Cantle, 2001) – was reinvested by David Cameron’s call for 
“muscular liberalism”, which Cameron defined as an “unambiguous and hard-nosed 
defence of liberty”, as well as the defence of “certain values” and their active 
promotion (Cameron, 2011). The view according to which multiculturalism is in need 
of replacement is widely shared across Europe (Vertovec and Wessendorf, 2010). 
Abolishing multiculturalism has been presented as the best way to fight against 
terrorism; indeed, voices have emerged to support social and cultural policies destined 
to limit the expression of ethnic, religious and political identities to consensual 
national identities and “common values”. This was then presented as a guarantee of 
increased security (Veldhuis and Bakker, 2009; Waldmann, 2010).  
 
It is in this context that in 2008-2009, under the informal name of Contest II, the UK 
government revised the Contest strategy it had established in 2003, with the aim of 
rationalising the multiple counter-terrorism policies inherited from the previous years. 
The prevention of radicalisation became one of its most important aspects (House of 
Commons, 2009). Contest II is structured around four “P”s: Prevent, Pursue, Protect 
and Prepare. While “Pursue” focuses on detecting, disrupting and prosecuting 
terrorism plots, “Protect” deals with reinforcing the security of “critical 
infrastructure”, such as the transport system, power plants and public spaces; 
“Prepare” aims at increasing “resilience” (i.e. the ability of the British population and 
state agencies to deal with the consequences of an attack), and “Prevent” occupies a 
place of its own. Prevent has three main objectives: “respond to the ideological 
challenge of terrorism […], prevent people from being drawn into terrorism […] and 
work with sectors and institutions where there are risks of radicalisation” (HM 
Government 2011: 7).  
 
In practice, the Prevent programme has gone through two main iterations. Until 2010, 
under the Labour government, the Home Office emphasised social programmes aimed 
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at reinforcing community cohesion and a mentoring scheme, Channel, aimed at 
rehabilitating individuals considered “at risk” of radicalisation (for more details, see 
Sabir and Mythen et al. in this issue). In 2007, under the auspices of counter-
terrorism, local authorities selected on the basis of the proportion of Muslim 
population were attributed funds to redistribute in community-led projects (Thomas, 
2010). The thinking underpinning this policy was that radicalisation is caused in part 
by social exclusion. In parallel, the Channel programme was built on principles of 
safeguarding; it established that signs of radicalisation can be detected (see Mythen, 
Walklate and Peatfield in this issue). In selected local authorities, panels of security 
and social work professionals were established, with the task of evaluating cases of 
“radicalisation”, entrusting designated cases to mentors for their social rehabilitation 
or “de-radicalisation”.  
 
With the change of majority and the arrival in power of the Conservative-Liberal 
Democrat Coalition of 2010, the orientation of the Prevent programme shifted away 
from social programmes and focused on “counter-narratives” and “ideology”. Social 
programmes were discarded as ineffectual and a waste of resources. Instead, the 
government emphasised countering the ideological dimension of radicalisation by 
offering counter-narratives to those of Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State. This was 
developed at the local level, both “offline” at the local level, by empowering 
initiatives which challenged radicalising discourses, and online, via initiatives 
targeting internet forums and social media (see more in Sabir in this issue). In 2014, 
referrals to Channel panels of individuals suspected of radicalisation, while initially 
expected to occur on a voluntary basis, became a statutory duty for professionals in  
local government, criminal justice, education and childcare, health and social care and 
police (Counter-terrorism and Security Act, 2015). 
 
For many activists and political actors, Prevent had been a divisive policy from the 
start, but its different iterations have broadened the number of critics. In its first 
iteration, reliance on the “community” as the privileged site of preventing counter-
terrorism reinforced the idea that terrorism was a problem of the “Muslim 
community” (Spalek, 2012). As Ratcliffe (2012) and Thomas (2010) have shown, and 
as Mythen, Walklate and Peatfield. summarise in detail in this themed issue, because 
of its implementation focused primarily on Muslim populations, the Prevent strategy 
came under criticism for contradicting the objectives of community cohesion, playing 
into an islamophobic narrative about the alleged risk posed by the Muslim population 
as a whole. The enlistment of doctors, nurses, social workers, teachers and other 
professionals further confirmed the sense that the objective was not rehabilitation of 
the concerned individuals, but protection of the larger society, at the cost of 
undermining relations of confidentiality and trust between the professionals and their 
patients, students (Jarvis and Lister, 2012; Ragazzi, 2016). Finally, the focus on 
ideology – as exemplified by the controversy over the secret communication activities 
of the Research, Information and Communications Unit (RICU) in May 2016 – 
reinforced the feeling that Prevent functioned as a covert operation aimed at 
manipulating public perceptions and ideas (Miller and Sabir, 2013; see also Sabir in 
this special issue).  
 
Contest, Prevent and the UK’s counter-terrorism policy have generated an equal 
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amount of criticism in academia, primarily in the fields of criminology and critical 
security studies. The discourses and practices of exceptionalism that followed 
September 2001 generated debates around questions of ethics, rights and law. The 
broad discussion around the “state of exception” spearheaded by Agamben (2005) 
posed the question of overturning the liberal order and endangering civil liberties in 
the name of a new raison d’Etat (Aradau and Van Munster, 2009; Bigo, 2007; 
Huysmans, 2011; Neal, 2012). Work in critical security studies and critical terrorism 
studies highlighted the constructed and historical contingent definitions of social and 
political actors as “terrorist threats” (Heath Kelly et. Al. 2014, Jackson 2009). 
Furthermore, scholars highlighted the effects of the recourse to precaution, pre-
emption and the logics of risk as strategies of anticipation (Amoore and de Goede, 
2008; Aradau et al., 2008; Mythen and Walklate, 2008), and in particular Prevent’s 
focus on detecting signs of radicalisation and the constitution of Muslims as sites of 
intervention, as populations both at risk of becoming radical and potentially risky 
(Heath Kelly, 2012: 404).  
 
As counter-terrorism became increasingly intertwined with concerns for “community 
cohesion” (Worley, 2005; Craig, 2013; Thomas and Sanderson, 2013), scholars 
turned their interest to the impact of these policies on identity and belonging, showing 
how security policies, and more specifically counter-terrorism policies, have 
reproduced a racialized and reified conception of Islam (Birt, 2009; Ratcliffe, 2012; 
Kundnani, 2014; Husband and Alam, 2011; Thomas, 2012). Drawing parallels with 
the situation in Northern Ireland, and among others on the work of Paddy Hillyard, 
several authors have shown that Muslims were constituted as the new suspect 
community in the UK (Bigo and Guittet, 2011; Hickman et al., 2012; Hillyard, 1993; 
McGovern and Tobin, 2010; Nickels et al., 2012; Pantazis and Pemberton, 2009; 
Poynting, 2012; Smith, 2012). For many, counter-terrorism policies, including the 
allegedly “softer” kind aimed at prevention, were therefore working precisely to 
reinforce the ethno-religious division that was diagnosed as the cause of home-grown 
terrorism (see Choudhury and Fenwick, 2011; Said, 2004). As others have 
highlighted, the performativity of counter-terrorism is grounded in the neoliberal 
principles of active citizenship (Lindekilde, 2012; Mythen and Walklate, 2009; 
Mythen et al., 2012; Peter, 2008; Thomas, 2012), in which the category of the active, 
“trusted” Muslim (Ragazzi, 2016) is at least as prominent as that of the Muslim 
considered to be “risky” or “at risk”. Surprisingly, however, despite this growing 
academic concern, little has been written specifically on the relations among counter-
terrorism, counter-radicalisation and social policy.  
 
Locating security practices in social policy 
 
Counter-terrorism, social policy, social control 

To be sure, the questions of security and their constitutive relation to ethnic, racial or 
religious categorizations have formed a substantial part of the literature in social 
policy, in particular for those who have approached welfare policy through the 
problématique of social control (Foucault, 1973, 1977; Garland, 2001; Cohen, 1985; 
Donzelot, 1979). The policies contained in the Contest strategy and the Prevent 
programme, and the blurring of social and security policy they entail, can indeed be 
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traced back to two key processes that have structured the UK’s social policy in past 
years: the managerial turn of the 1970s and the racialised reframing of social and 
police work in the 1980s. 

The separation of the functions of “care” and “control” is historically contingent. 
Garland, for one, showed that social policy emerged in the late 19th century from 
incorporation of the rehabilitative and charitable work carried out by churches and 
philanthropic societies within the realm of the state along with the retributive 
functions of punishing crime; he termed this dual function “penal welfarism” 
(Garland, 2001: 51; Rodger, 2008: 5). The establishment of state-run social services 
led to the emergence of trained professionals (Perkin, 1989; Polsky, 1991), which in 
turn conferred on this new class autonomy and discretion in relation to the criminal 
justice system. A process of “colonisation” (Garland, 2001: 53) of the criminal justice 
system took place, as psychologists, social workers and youth workers were 
increasingly consulted and included in the process of sentencing criminals. The 
underpinning belief was one of “root causes” of crime being found in inequalities and 
discrimination within society. Professionals in social work developed distinct 
principles of self-representation similar to those of the philanthropists they replaced, 
framed as disinterested moral commitments aimed at the rehabilitation of individuals, 
consistent with the mission that the state had set for itself in the context of penal 
welfarism (Bisman, 2008: 21; Clark, 2008: 36).  
 
The 1970s, with the experience of two economic shocks, high crime rates and 
politicisation of immigration, marked a break in the discourse about the welfare 
mission of the state (Rodger, 2008: 6). While aspects of penal welfarism continued to 
be applied, their purpose and objectives changed significantly. Managers increasingly 
replaced welfare professionals (Dahl, 2009; Dominelli and Hoogvelt, 1996; Lund, 
1999). Addressing the “root causes” of crime became secondary to “protecting 
society”. The logic of prevention became progressively dominant, as did a new set of 
principles underpinned by the new penology thinking: risk management, self-reliance 
and community solutions (O'Malley, 1992; Johnston and Shearing, 2003; Driver and 
Martell, 1997; Ward and Mullender, 1991; Croft and Beresford, 1989). It is in the turn 
away from penal welfarism that we find two important transformations in the relation 
between social work and criminal justice. 
 
The first key effect of the managerial turn is a questioning of the professional 
distinction made over the years between social work and policing. “Joined-up” teams, 
multi-agency and community-police partnerships, became the new model of crime 
prevention grounded in interdisciplinarity and budgetary frugality (Burnett and 
Appleton, 2004: 35; Pitts, 2003; Kemshall and Wood, 2008: 112). Although some 
have pointed out the limited implementation of such initiatives (Burnett and 
Appleton, 2004: 35), we find a core principle of the securitisation of social policy: 
Narrow, professionalised groups of individuals (police, social workers, youth 
workers) should not have a monopoly on the maintenance of social order. Instead, the 
entire spectrum of professions that are in contact with the public should be involved. 
We find the roots of the current involvement of teachers, university professors, 
doctors and other professionals in matters of preventive policing and countering 
extremism (Department of Education, 2015).  
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A second key transformation has been the growing importance of race and ethnicity. 
Authors like Fiona Williams (1989) were among the first to conceptualize the 
racialized politics of welfare, and its intersection with key categories such as class and 
gender, and their continuities with the heritage of colonialism. As Gail Lewis showed, 
while the 1960s were primarily oriented towards the “assimilation of racialised groups 
of colour in existing social, political and cultural formations”, the late 1970s and 
1980s saw the emergence of a “cultural pluralist” approach in both policing and social 
policy (Lewis et al., 2000: 276–277; see also Ratcliffe, 2012). This resulted in 
strategies aimed at training white social workers to be “ethnically sensitive” and 
employing “ethnic minority” women as both an equal opportunity policy and 
recognition of the increasingly multicultural makeup of British society (Lewis, 2000: 
4, 120). While this process can be interpreted as a move towards a more inclusive 
multicultural society, Lewis showed that it produced a hierarchy of racialised 
categories of citizens, in particular minority categories perceived to be in need of 
“particularistic welfare needs”, related to essentialised understandings of their 
gendered, racialised or ethnicised identities (Lewis, 2000: 9). The heteronormative 
family, in particular, became inscribed in social policy as “the exemplar of 
responsible parenthood and citizenship” (Lewis, 2005: 545). These trends of 
dissolving social inequalities into a single notion of social exclusion and re-inscribing 
the heteronormative family as the core unit of a stable, law-abiding and responsible 
citizenry, together with the discursive histories of race, coalesced to form the 
parameters of the government's approach to the question of race in education (Lewis 
et al., 2000: 278). Therefore, social policy became a key instrument for a 
particularistic government of difference, where figures like the “black single mother” 
became specific objectives of intervention, rehabilitation or retribution (Lewis, 2005: 
552). This phenomenon was paralleled in the field of policing where specific 
minorities were targeted as sites for similar forms of interventions (Hall, 1978). We 
find in Lewis’ work several of the processes at play in the subsequent government of 
the Muslim community through religion (Singh and Cowden, 2011; Modood, 2014a; 
Singh and Cowden, 2014; Modood, 2014b) in particular in the context of the 
communitarian turn of New Labour (Lister, 1998; Driver and Martell, 1997; Cain and 
Yuval-Davis, 1990; Hughes, 1996; Cheong et al., 2007). We also see a focus on 
young Muslim males as a frequent target of social policy (Mizen, 2003; Alexander, 
2004; Muncie, 2006), as well as the problematisation of the Muslim woman (Afshar 
and Maynard, 1994; Archer, 2001; Dwyer, 1999), with Islam and islamophobia 
operating as a new layer of othering (Abbas, 2005; Allen and Nielsen, 2002; Poynting 
and Mason, 2007; Runnymede Trust, 1997). 

Conceptualising the securitisation of social policy 
 
Building on these two processes, we can conceptualise what we term the 
“securitisation of social policy”1 as the product of (1) a future-oriented managerial 

                                                 

1 On the notion of securitisation, see Waever (1991) and c.a.s.e. collective (2006). 
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conception of policing attached to a (2) racialised conception of the social order. 
Counter-terrorism and counter-radicalisation policies and objectives can indeed be 
conceived, first, as particular modes of reasoning premised on the logics of suspicion, 
anticipation and prediction (Amoore and de Goede, 2008; Aradau and Van Munster, 
2009) which belong to specific professionals located within national and transnational 
social fields (Bigo, 2006; Bonelli and Ragazzi, 2014). In contrast with a growing 
body of literature in surveillance studies pointing solely towards the role of 
algorithmic reasoning and “big data”, it indeed appears that the rationality of counter-
radicalisation is to inscribe prediction in the tapping, harnessing and use of social 
relations as modalities of information gathering, influence and coercion (Ragazzi, 
2016). Second, the merging of securitization of social policy operates through a 
racialised filter: While the majority population is to be policed through a “muscular 
liberal” conception of community, formed by citizens who entrust the police with a 
monopoly on the maintenance of social order, counter-radicalisation falls into the 
logic of the policing of minorities, perceived, through communitarian lenses, as 
tightly knit face-to-face societies were social control is diffused through multiple “key 
community figures” such as imams, community leaders and older brothers and sisters, 
endowed with the responsibility to carry out police and intelligence work2.  The 
“securitisation of social policy”, in other words, seems to mark a “re-colonisation” of 
social policy by the security logic, but only for racialised and ethnicised minorities. 
 
Suspicion, Resistance, Trust 
 
Tackling the question of counter-radicalisation practices through this angle opens at 
least three lines of research along which the papers of this special issue are organised. 
First, what are the competing categories of suspicion through which social policy is 
securitised? This question calls for an analysis of the politics behind the formation of 
these categories – bureaucratic struggles, forms of symbolic competition, as well as 
how categories of suspicion, established in official policy documents, become 
translated, enacted and re-appropriated in local contexts by street-level bureaucrats 
(Lipsky, 1980). Mythen, Walklate and Peatfield (this issue) show how the concept of 
radicalisation – which finds its roots in policy and security circles rather than 
academia – justifies the logic of “indicators” and “signs” as a way to identify 
processes of political violence. These official categories of suspicion, for failing to 
rely on a processual, structural and political understanding of political violence, are 
bound to produce arbitrary categorizations, orienting repressive practices towards 
racialised categories. Similarly, through analysis of policy documents, parliamentary 
reports and legislative changes, Choudhury examines how the legal responses to 
radicalisation are rooted in a colonial history of government of racialised subjects, in 
which access to citizenship functions as a reward for good behaviour rather than a 
right. The contemporary injunction for British Muslims, however, is not only to 
adhere to “moderate” forms of Islam, but to actively embrace vaguely defined 

                                                 

2 I would like to thank François Bonnet for helping me make this distinction clear. 
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“British values”. The threat of the deprivation of citizenship organizes a hierarchy 
between citizens who are not equals, but divided between “good”, “tolerated” and 
“failed” (on the politics of tolerance, see also Brown, 2006). The importance of 
categorisation for the logic of counter-terrorism is similarly found by Sabir in his 
analysis of the influence of military counter-insurgency doctrines in the investment of 
‘the social’ as a specific ‘human terrain’, constituted as a malleable object of consent. 
As in military operations, British Muslims become the designated targets of “strategic 
communication operations” – in other words, propaganda – where the aim is to “win 
the hearts and minds”. As in the article by Choudhury, Sabir shows that these 
apparently “softer” forms of influence are always embedded in a broader range of 
practices of power, which include an important degree of coercion.  
 
Second, what are the effects and the forms of resistance produced by these policies? 
Through which processes do categorised groups accept or subvert “from below” the 
identities that are attributed to them “from above”? As the contribution of Jarvis and 
Lister shows most forcefully, the resistance to official policies produces a multiplicity 
of subject positions grounded in conceptions of family relations, gender and race, 
which are far more complex than the simple identification to religion. Through the 
analysis of original focus group data, Jarvis and Lister explore the performativity of 
counter-terrorism and counter-radicalisation on processes of identification. With the 
emerging and overlapping categories of “Muslim”, “Target”, “Woman” and 
“Unaffected”, the authors show the mutually constitutive dimension of counter-
terrorism and social identifications. Furthermore, Jarvis and Lister’s research on the 
place of “British values” resonates with Choudhury’s legal analysis: in their findings, 
respondents struggle to “feel British” precisely as a result of their interactions with 
counter-terrorism and counter-radicalisation policies. Counter-terrorism, they argue, 
is therefore at odds with the objective of cohesion that lies at the core of “British 
values” and “muscular liberalism”. Through the legal prism, the effects of counter-
terrorism and counter-radicalisation are drastic: Dual citizenship in particular appears 
to be a hard-coded category of belonging, underpinned by suspicion through which 
British Muslims are disciplined. Therefore, counter-terrorism and counter-
radicalisation not only merge social policy and security concerns, but also create a 
hierarchy of British citizenship in which access to civil, political and social rights is 
uncertain and subject to administrative arbitrariness with limited procedural 
protections. Mythen, Walklate and Peatfield equally conclude their analysis of the 
“drivers” of radicalisation by acknowledging the importance of state intervention, and 
in particular the role of state violence, both domestically and abroad, in shaping the 
“contexts in which commitments to violence become possible”; the ill-defined 
policies, they argue, end up “potentially criminalizing legitimate political opposition 
and institutional critique” (Mythen, Walklate, and Peatfield,, this issue). Furthermore, 
as Sabir shows, through the promotion of acceptable “Muslim representatives” and 
the imposition of liberal conceptions of ‘Islam’, the government of terrorism “through 
the social” curtails political deliberation by reducing issues to questions of 
management, capacity building or good governance. Thus, as Jarvis and Lister 
suggest, the practices of “community policing”, while heralded by some as more 
desirable forms of counter-terrorism, turn segments of the population into both 
political subjects and subjects of politics.  
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Finally, this re-colonisation of social policy by the logics of security poses key 
normative questions raised by the four papers. The enlistment of the professions into 
functions of intelligence gathering poses the key question of the place of 
confidentiality and trust. While not without regular challenges, doctors and 
psychologists have relied on the Hippocratic oath (Jotterand, 2005; Wynia, 2007), 
lawyers on the privileged relation with their clients (Hazard, 1978) and priests on the 
confidentiality of the confessional (Zacharias, 1989), so what are the consequences of 
asking these professionals to “spot signs of radicalisation” and adopt the role of 
police(wo)men and intelligence officers? In several instances, policy goals such as 
public health or prevention of disease have meant that the autonomy of certain 
professions has prevailed over the logic of surveillance and the repressive hand of the 
state, as in the case of safe injection rooms and medical assistance to undocumented 
migrants. However, what is left of this autonomy when it comes to counter-
radicalisation policies? What are the long-term consequences of subordinating one of 
the bases of the fabric of democratic societies – relations of trust – to a constant logic 
of suspicion?  
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