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Essential SSH Research for the Societal Challenge  

Secure societies - Protecting freedom and security of Europe  
and its citizens 

 

With this Note LERU wants to advise the European Commission to include essential Social Sciences and 
Humanities (SSH) research in the programme addressing the societal challenge ‘Secure societies - 
Protecting freedom and security of Europe and its citizens’ in Horizon 2020. The Note is one in a 
series of seven Notes complementing a 2012 LERU Advice Paper on the role of SSH in Horizon 2020 
(LERU, 2012). 

The first authors of the paper are Dr. Joost Augusteijn, Lecturer of Contemporary History at the 
Universiteit Leiden and Prof. Rick Lawson, Professor of European Law at the Universiteit Leiden, with 
significant contributions from the LERU Community of Social Sciences and Humanities and with the 
support of Prof. Wim van den Doel, Professor of Contemporary History at the Universiteit Leiden and 
Chair of the LERU SSH Community and Dr. Katrien Maes, LERU Chief Policy Officer. We explicitly wish to 
thank all individuals at the LERU member universities who provided valuable input for the paper and 
comments during the drafting process. 

 

Introduction 

1. The recent developments in combatting the 
threats to security in Europe can be seen as 
a process of ‘securitisation’ which includes a 
set of concepts that explain why, how and by 
whom a security threat is put on the political 
agenda, is put into practice or is removed 
from discourse and policy again. Defining 
something as a threat to security is 
dependent on national and international 
conditions and has major implications for the 
amount of attention, political activity and 
resources committed to combatting it and 
largely determines what is justified in 
combatting these threats. Legal constraints, 
including constitutional values and 
international treaty obligations, may or may 
not evolve as a result of new social realities. 
The Social Sciences and Humanities can 
provide crucial insights into how real and 

imagined threats to security emerge and 
disappear again, and how this influences 
people, societies and governments. It is 
necessary to avoid a pre-formed application 
of the notion of security, and instead trace 
back, historicise and unpack the different, 
interlocking and interweaving notions of 
security as they emerged in discourse, rule 
and praxis in various states and international 
settings. 

2. In combatting the threats to the (personal) 
freedom and security of Europe’s citizens, 
the choice of security-threatening activities 
to be criminalised and prioritised in crime 
control has not been subjected to a process 
of rationalisation but seems to have largely 
been left to the whims, calculations or, at 
best, moral stances of politicians, law 
enforcement officials, “moral 
entrepreneurs” and public opinion. A better 



 Page 2 / 6 
 

contextualisation of the harms of crime and 
their relevance in people’s perceptions and 
crime control policies helps to provide a fair, 
legitimate and cost-effective protection of 
(individual) citizens’ freedom and security. 

3. Contextualising the development of legal 
and social frameworks, the creation of 
narratives and counter-narratives, the 
formation of identities, the securitisation 
process, and the actual harms of crime helps 
us understand the behaviour of individuals 
and groups in society. Their perception of 
and reaction to threats and their ability to 
cope with them are however also 
determined by the measure of trust they 
have in their neighbours, financial 
institutions, trade unions, state 
bureaucracies, governments and 
supranational structures such as the EU. The 
complexity of the modern world and the 
threats to stability, personal safety and 
social security create a general uneasiness in 
society. For LERU it is obvious that the Social 
Sciences and Humanities are eminently 
equipped to uncover the mechanisms which 
enhance the resilience of individuals, 
institutions, society and states and thereby 
provide a sense of security. 

4. Therefore LERU would like to stress that the 
purpose of this note is not only to argue for 
the inclusion of essential SSH research in the 
programme, but also for the inclusion of SSH 
researchers in all relevant committees so as 
to ensure that several perspectives are 
adopted on all the subtopics.  

 

The development of effective legal regimes 
at local, national and transnational levels 

5. The European Union, its citizens and its 
international partners are confronted with a 
range of security threats like cross-border 
crime, cybercrime, terrorism and mass 
emergencies due to man-made or natural 
disasters. Europe is not immune from 
worldwide phenomena such as institutional 
disintegration, human trafficking and (civil) 
war. The impact of these phenomena is 
further amplified by globalisation, vast 

migration flows, environmental crises and 
conflicts about new technologies and moral 
and religious pluralism. Research on the 
development of effective legal regimes at 
local, national and transnational levels as 
well as effective police, justice and other 
security actors’ cooperation at local, 
national and transnational level is critical as 
new threats to security emerge, but greater 
understanding is also needed concerning 
issues of human rights, ethics, justice and 
public acceptability which underlie them. 
New normative frameworks are being 
developed to restrain and manage 
international and domestic conflicts through 
conflict resolution, restorative justice, 
peace building and social reconstruction; and 
to create stability, identifiable norms, public 
order and legitimacy. The expanding 
international and regional frameworks to 
protect and promote human rights and 
fundamental freedoms initiated by 
governments, civil society and NGOs play a 
significant role in preserving human dignity. 
The EU plays a leading role in this area, both 
internally (with the EU Charter of 
Fundamental Rights as an important point of 
reference) and in its external relations.  

 

Understanding of the cultures, social 
positions and claims of the relevant groups 
in conflict 

6. Within Europe, technology alone cannot 
create secure societies. A better 
understanding of the behavourial, social and 
cultural dimensions of security, the historical 
causes of insecurity, the role of media and 
communication and the citizens’ 
perceptions, are equally important elements 
in this objective. For a new security concern 
to gain support from competing political 
groups in society and be accepted by state 
bureaucracies, a sense of legitimacy is 
required which can only be established on 
the basis of an intimate understanding of the 
cultures, social positions and claims of the 
relevant groups in conflict. A particularly 
important element in the consequent 
creation of a secure society is the response 
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of its citizens to the narratives of groups 
which question the basis of its existence. 
The Social Sciences and Humanities provide 
the historical experience and skills to decode 
the content and performative power of these 
narratives and the way they are presented, 
which is central in successfully undermining 
threats and mobilising support for a counter-
narrative and security policies, and thus 
maintaining the political legitimacy of both 
the state and non-state security actors 
among the public. 

 

 Recommendations 

7. It is clear from the above that there is an 
urgent need for the European Commission to 
consider the inclusion of SSH research in the 
programme for addressing the challenge 
Secure societies - Protecting freedom and 
security of Europe and its citizens. 

 

 LERU suggests the following research lines:  

8. For a proper understanding of security 
threats in all their forms, from the individual 
to the transnational level, from natural 
disasters to cyber and terrorist attacks, the 
social, legal, historical and cultural 
dimensions of security regimes need to be 
analysed. We have to establish on what basis 
and how societies are evolving towards 
defining certain  events or developments as 
threats and which implications such 
definitional processes have on the perceived 
nature of the phenomenon. Further research 
is also necessary to establish how such 
security definitions are translated into policy 
and action and which legal, criminological, 
political and social frameworks are put in 
place on local, national and international 
level to deal with threats effectively. The 
balance that can and should be struck by a 
state between security issues, their actual 
harms, and personal freedom and privacy is 
directly related to these concerns.  

9. Threats to security are not only the 
consequences of outside factors, both 
natural and manmade, but also stem from 

developments within society itself. The 
complexity of modern society, the impact of 
political, economic, ecological and social 
crises as well as of various forms of violence 
in society, from political to mob or street 
violence associated with perceived declining 
social controls, and the way society (police, 
justice and other security actors) reacts to 
this violence, can lead to loss of trust and 
serious feelings of insecurity among the 
population with concomitant dangers for the 
system associated with it. The rise of 
populism is a case in point:  originating from 
multiple forms of societal uneasiness, it may 
entail serious threats to the democratic 
nature of our political system. An 
understanding  of what causes uneasiness in 
society is therefore not only vital in the 
capacity of a political system to provide 
security for its citizens, be it through state 
or non-state actors, but it is also crucial to 
strengthen and enhance the democratic 
resilience of its citizens. This ability of 
individuals, groups, societies and states to 
cope with threats varies widely and is 
directly related to the levels of trust they 
have in other people and institutions present 
in societies. Research into how a democratic 
state and its institutions such as schools, the 
health system, the family, churches, welfare 
systems, the criminal justice system and 
even supranational institutions can create 
(or indeed fail to create) this sense of 
security is necessary to uncover and support 
the mechanisms which enhance the 
resilience of individuals, institutions, society 
and states and thus avoid institutional 
disintegration. 

10. In a democratic society, freedom and 
security are not ‘given’ a priori or just 
provided by public authorities in a top-down 
way; they have to be realised in everyday 
life.  Against the background of theoretical 
insights in securitisation trends in current 
societies, pilots and other practice-oriented 
studies should be designed and undertaken 
on how citizens in their own environment, 
through intermediary processes and in on-
going interaction with institutions, can 
participate in dealing with different types of 
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conflict and tensions and thus can contribute 
to security solutions themselves. Bottom-up 
approaches should be developed where 
people through active participation in 
conflict resolution can link their new 
perceptions of security to feelings of 
freedom and where this linkage can offer an 
empirical basis for the formation of new 
concepts of responsible citizenship. 

11. The various threats to security facing us all 
need effective and targeted answers, but it 
is of paramount importance that these are 
based on the values which form the basis of 
our democratic societies. It is therefore 
critical, as new threats to security emerge, 
to develop a morally and ethically grounded 
democratic framework for our actions and 
policies to counter these threats. 

12. The history of European integration is itself 
at least in part a powerful narrative of what 
can be achieved if a spirit of courageous 
cooperation prevails against sentiments of 
suspicion and fear. Cultural, legal, political 
and historical scholarship explores strands of 
this narrative to better understand the 
ambitions and visions of the agents driving 
them and to articulate in detail the 
possibility conditions for their success. It is 
essential that this research be continued: 
our past is always in need of re-reading and 
re-writing, not only because new data are 
discovered, but also because new 
technologies and methods (such as digital 
social network analysis) open innovative 
perspectives in which creative new questions 
can be pursued. The public dissemination of 
the multidisciplinary research exploring 
these new perspectives in inventive new 
(typically digital) formats can be a powerful 
tool in the formation of civic confidence. 
Evidently, the history of Europe is also a 
history of trauma and destruction, and that 
narrative equally needs further exploration, 
not only for the salutary warnings it can 
generate, but also for the record of courage 
and resilience in the face of the extreme it 
harbours.  

13. In the transmission of the European narrative 
of freedom, security and justice, a major 

role must be played by the teachers 
educating our new generations. These 
teachers must be trained in their disciplines 
of choice by academics conducting 
innovative research, but they must also be 
taught to teach in ways that are adequate to 
the constantly changing classroom culture. 
For such teacher training to be effective and 
to result in classroom performances that 
enlighten and empower our youth, 
fundamental research on learning and 
teaching conducted by psychologists, 
pedagogical scientists, and discipline-
specific educationalists is indispensable. 

14. In responding to the alternative claims to 
loyalty from individuals and groups 
challenging the legitimacy of the existing 
political system, it is crucial to analyse the 
content, values and strength of the 
narratives put forward by these groups and 
to identify effective counter-narratives that 
are broadly acceptable to all those 
constituting a democratic society. 
Underlying these narratives and their 
acceptance are processes of identity 
formation on individual, group and national 
level, which need to be understood in their 
cultural, social and political contexts. A final 
element in this area of research is 
constituted by the role of the media and the 
performative power of the messages 
influencing citizens’ perceptions. In 
addition, it is important to study the societal 
impact of this security agenda. How 
effective are security measures ? What are 
the unintended side effects of political 
action in security issues? How do citizens 
experience certain types of securitisation? 

15. In addition, it is important to focus on the 
process and impact of 'securitisation'. We 
need to know under which conditions (social 
or political context), which 
actors (intentionally or unintentionally) may 
influence what is put on the political 
agendas. This is particularly relevant in 
times in which the security agenda is rather 
volatile as a consequence of rapid social, 
geostrategic and technological changes, with 
many issues competing for attention. 
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Moreover, it is important to know to what 
extent security issues tend to rank high on 
political agendas in general and how they 
may overrule other social issues or create 
unnecessary moral panic. Researching these 
processes and the impact of securitisation 
can also contribute to finding answers to the 
fundamental questions 'what is the idea of 
'protecting freedom and security of Europe 
and its citizens' actually about, how is it 
constructed, and how does it affect Europe’s 
citizens?  

16. Within the European Union, Member States 
remain ultimately responsible for the 
provision of internal security. Still, the trans-
national nature of (societal) security risks 
means that these can no longer be addressed 
within the confines of the nation-state 
alone. Increasingly, international and 
European actors come to play a role in the 
provision of security within networks of 
multilevel governance. Police and judicial 
institutions, the primary actors in protecting 
freedom and security, play a particular 
important role. Trans-national cooperation 
and transparency will be essential in 
addressing contemporary challenges. The 
development of Europe’s Area of Freedom, 
Security and Justice with a strong external 
dimension forms a case in point.  

17. While the emergence of security actors and 
security practices often takes place ad hoc, 
in response to actual and perceived security 
threats, there is a slow but certain process 
of juridification of security cooperation, 
which is to provide for a normative 
framework in which security actors operate. 
This framework has both substantive and 
institutional dimensions. On the one hand 
there is the issue of standards and standard 
setting. What is, for instance, an appropriate 
level of data protection as new techniques 
become available to roam large quantities of 
personal data – and how much weight should 
the EU attach to its own standards when 
negotiating the transfer of such data to third 
countries? Although the image of freedom 
and security as conflicting values is 
contested, they are often presented as such. 

Research is needed to evaluate how the legal 
framework governing the provision of 
security affects fundamental freedoms and 
how this framework can be used to reinforce 
rather than to come at the expense of 
citizens’ freedoms. Much like the provision 
of security takes places at multiple levels of 
governance, fundamental rights and 
freedoms are protected at different levels. 
This carries an obvious risk of conflict, 
overlap, but at the same time of gaps in the 
protection of citizens’ rights. 

18. On the other hand there are various 
institutional issues. A key question is how 
both state and non-state security actors can 
be provided with a satisfactory constitutional 
grounding. The need for democratic, judicial 
and public control of security actors, must 
be balanced with the need for efficiency, 
effectiveness and often confidentiality. It is 
therefore key to monitor this process, to 
evaluate existing practices and where 
necessary re-think the way in which security 
threats are being addressed. To complicate 
matters further, any legal analysis must take 
into account various actors and levels of 
jurisdiction. Thus, the accession of the EU to 
the European Convention of Human Rights 
will affect the legal landscape in which the 
EU operates. Financial sanctions, an 
instrument in the fight against international 
terrorism, are instituted by the UN Security 
Council, incorporated in EU Regulations, 
implemented by Member States, and finally 
applied by banks and other institutions. But 
it would be a simplification to regard the 
interaction between legal systems as a one-
way relationship. On the contrary. The 
Strasbourg Court takes into account 
developments at the national level when 
interpreting the European Convention of 
Human Rights; the EU is bound by general 
principles common to the laws of its Member 
States; the United Nations policies are 
essentially determined by its Member States. 
Interaction is a two-way process indeed. 

19. Finally if it is true, as was argued above, 
that effective answers to security threats 
must be based on the core values of our 
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democratic societies, then it is also 
necessary to rethink the relationship 
between religious and cultural pluralism, the 
state and society from a comparative human 
rights perspective. How to deal with cultural 
and religious pluralism is one of the greatest 
challenges European countries 
face.  Immigrant groups press for equal 
citizenship by claiming reasonable 
accommodation of cultural and religious 
norms and practices that may differ from the 
dominant standards. In this context 
(potential) conflicts of rights often play an 
important role (e.g. rights of women, LGTB 
rights, rights of minorities within minorities). 
Social cohesion seems to be threatened by 
increasing social and political strife over this 
issue and endangers European peace and 
security. A human rights perspective on 

these matters is essential, as human rights 
provide a legally binding, normative 
framework for assessing the legitimacy of 
any solutions suggested. Thus, human rights 
may give guidance as to which road(s) to 
take in European societies and in Europe’s 
external policy.  A comparative approach is 
very important since the dilemmas European 
(and other Western) countries face are very 
similar indeed, while developing countries 
present dilemmas of their own. This calls for 
a comprehensive inquiry into the different 
approaches and solutions sought. Which ones 
are most promising in which contexts? And 
how can the need for contextual 
appropriateness, local legitimacy and 
ownership be rimed with the inclusive 
universality of human rights? 
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