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Concrete Blocks, Bollards, and Ha- ha Walls: How 
Rationales of the Security Industry Shape Our Cities

STINE ILUM

Abstract
Security measures take up more and more space in our cities. In parallel, the security 
industry is growing. To understand these developments, we must take a step back and 
unfold the rationales and theories that lie behind such security measures and their materi-
ality, specifically in the security industry. This article uses the case of the newly developed 
counterterrorism industry in Copenhagen to unpack some of the general dynamics that 
enable growth in the security industry and an increase in security measures. Building on 
ethnographic fieldwork among security companies, architecture firms, the Municipality 
of Copenhagen, the national security service, and others, this article shows how theories 
about counterterrorism develop in an interplay between this diverse group of security 
actors. The article zooms in on a security company and an architecture firm, and their 
divergent approaches to counterterrorism measures, and shows how both develop in con-
flict with local city values and security- skeptical actors. The two companies work hard 
to establish and promote theories not only about counterterrorism but also about what 
is best for the city and its citizens, which help legitimize their work in Copenhagen and 
shape public opinion on counterterrorism, and, ultimately, the materiality of the city.
[Urban Security; Counterterrorism Measures; Security Industry; Theories; Urban 
Space]

Security measures, such as walls, gates, and soldiers, have been inte-
gral elements of many cities’ protection, dating back to ancient 
Mesopotamia and medieval Europe and continuing until today. 

Historically, the respective sovereign installed such measures to control 
access to the city and protect the rule and citizens from outside threats 
(McCrie 2014, 23). While the walls of many old cities have been demol-
ished or function now as tourist attractions, new security measures like 
bollards, planters, wedge barriers, concrete blocks, surveillance cameras, 
and guards have increasingly become part of contemporary cities, pub-
lic spaces, and urban lives (Jusionyte and Goldstein 2016). Security is 
no longer installed along the urban perimeter, to protect entire cities, 
but around certain buildings and central urban spaces, often obstructing 
the everyday lives and mobility of citizens (Fawaz, Harab, and Gharbieh 
2012; Grassiani and Volinz 2016; Monroe 2016; Peterson 2006; Sorkin 
2008). In parallel, the security industry is growing across the globe (Ecorys 
2015, 14– 17; Statista 2021). This trend reflects how contemporary secu-
rity measures are not mainly provided by a ruler or state but is developed 
across various types of both public and private actors (Ferguson 2005; 
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Grassiani and Diphoorn 2018; Jaffe 2013). The literature ascribes the 
recent increase in security measures to a current global obsession with 
fear, risk, and security, which is described as a product of 9/11 and the 
so- called war on terror, and a long- time product of neoliberalism and 
privatization (Caldeira 1996; Davis 1990; Goldstein 2010; Low 2017). 
Scholars have been criticizing these developments for decades, seeing 
security as intertwined with techniques of governance that increasingly 
control subjects, their movement, and their sense of freedom (Ghertner, 
McFann, and Goldstein 2020; Graham 2010; Low 2017; Sorkin 2008). 
The extensive criticism does not, however, seem to have curbed the 
growing security industry, nor has it been able to break recent increases 
in security measures taken in our cities.

In this article, I argue that in order for us to understand why cities 
worldwide are getting increasingly fortified, we have to take a step back 
and unfold some of the rationales and theories that lie behind security 
measures and their materiality, specifically in the security industry— a 
private industry comprised of a diverse group of actors with divergent 
approaches to security, from military- trained security specialists to land-
scape architects, who intermix with state actors in blurred ways and par-
ticipate in shaping urban security.

With an empirical point of departure in Copenhagen, Denmark, 
the particular case of a newly- developed and growing Danish counter-
terrorism industry is used to unpack some of the dynamics that circu-
late through the broader security industry and shape our cities. Where 
much of the security literature has focused on cities and countries with 
an already widespread use of security measures, like Israel, the USA, or 
South Africa (Blom Hansen 2006; Davis 1990; Grassiani and Volinz 
2016; Low 2017), Copenhagen provides an example of how the secu-
rity industry can grow and spread almost unnoticed in places with no 
or little security tradition. This article focuses on two specific com-
panies: a security company selling counterterrorism measures such as 
bollards, fences, and wedge barriers; and an architecture firm working 
with integrating counterterrorism solutions into landscape design. It 
shows how the two companies have developed different security theo-
ries and approaches to counterterrorism. “Theories” alludes to locally 
constructed rationales, knowledge, logics, and ideas about security; 
these can be understood by drawing on the in- depth research of sci-
ence and technology studies (STS) on how scientific theories and 
facts are constructed (Knorr Cetina 1991; Latour and Woolgar 1979). 
Inspired by the network- oriented thinking of STS as well as political 
anthropology (Ferguson 2005; Ferguson and Gupta 2002; Latour 1992; 
2005), this article aims to understand how security is not developed by 
one powerful actor— like a state or a large company— but by a network 
of diverse actors, and is not only shaped by neoliberalism, governance, 
and international security politics but also by commercial interests, 
professional ideals, urban materialities, city values, and mediatized sto-
ries. In recent years, several security scholars have called for a broader 
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understanding of how security develops across a network of both state/
non- state and human/non- human actors (Grassiani and Diphoorn 
2018; Maguire and Low 2019; Olwig et al. 2019). This ongoing work 
is extended here, illustrating how various kinds of actors inform how 
urban security works, with particular attention to how these are net-
worked and shaped in relation to each other.

Until recently, a Danish counterterrorism industry hardly existed. 
Denmark is generally considered a peaceful, low- crime country with 
almost no history of terrorism. Though the national security service 
(PET) has assessed the terror threat there to be “significant” for more 
than a decade (Denmark became the center of global attention when a 
newspaper depicted the Prophet Muhammed in 2005, and again when 
the cartoons were reprinted in 2008), very few security measures have 
been found in Danish cities (PET 2010). Copenhagen has a tradition 
of keeping public buildings and urban spaces free from security mea-
sures and open to the public. Until recently, for example, one could 
walk freely into the parliament building or city hall without meeting 
any sort of barrier. Since the 1950s, this openness has been cultivated 
by Danish city planners, architects, researchers, and philanthropists. 
Copenhagen should be “a city for people,” where public spaces are 
associated with liberal democracy and the welfare state, and thus 
should be people- friendly and inviting to everyone (see Ilum 2020; 
Municipality of Copenhagen 2017). In this light, it is surprising that 
counterterrorism measures have been installed in Copenhagen’s pub-
lic spaces, and that the Danish security industry has grown so consid-
erably over the past five years; however, a series of events led to this 
growth.

In urban spaces across Europe, several vehicle- based terrorist 
attacks on crowds of people took place from 2015– 2017. Subsequently, 
PET advised larger cities to secure main streets, infrastructure, and 
tourist attractions. As in many cities internationally, this led to the 
placement of concrete blocks in the urban space as a cheap, temporary 
counterterrorism measure. During the same period, several Danish 
companies identified a business opportunity in promoting counterter-
rorism. For the companies, the concrete blocks came to be a sort of pet 
aversion— easy to criticize and to improve upon. Since PET is only an 
advisory institution and there exists no legislation regarding physical 
counterterrorism in Denmark, the floor was open to new security 
actors and their ideas. A Danish counterterrorism industry started to 
emerge from, among others, architecture firms and more traditional 
security companies, resulting in new types of counterterrorism mea-
sures being developed and installed in urban public spaces. Copenhagen 
thereby provides a setting for detailing how a new private security 
industry can develop hand- in- hand with new types of security mea-
sures, even in a security- skeptical context.

This article follows the counterterrorism industry through the work of 
a security company and an architecture firm establishing and promoting 
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different security theories. The employees at the security company base 
their theories on calculations, models, and certainty, which provide 
people with a “real sense of safety,” as one interlocutor phrased it.1 The 
architects, on the other hand, base their theories on aesthetics, nature, 
and camouflage. According to them, camouflaging security by using sand 
dunes, stones, and trees saves people from being confronted by the sense of 
“unsafety” that classic security measures can evoke. Both companies make 
great efforts to communicate their theories publicly and to validate them by 
referencing research, showcasing successful projects, and dismissing com-
peting approaches. This article argues that their theories are shaped by the 
interplay and conflicts with local security skeptical actors, such as research-
ers and municipal employees, who disapprove of the consequences of an 
increasing number of counterterrorism measures within the city. To comply 
with local values and the idea of Copenhagen being a city for people, both 
companies frame their theories as revolving around what is best for the city 
and its citizens. The concerted efforts of both companies to construct and 
communicate counterterrorism measures in line with local values have— 
together with the efforts of several similar companies— the effect of casting 
counterterrorism in Denmark as a public “matter of concern” (cf. Latour 
2004), thereby preparing the ground for commercializing their products and 
enabling growth in the counterterrorism industry. Understanding the details 
of local security actors and theories provides us with important insights into 
the fundamental dynamics that legitimize the role of security measures in 
our cities and facilitate the growth of the security industry globally.

This article is based on twelve months of ethnographic fieldwork 
between 2017– 2020. During this time I followed the Danish counterterror-
ism industry through attending a large number of conferences and Network 
meetings; through reports and memorandums, on social and public media; 
through interviews with selected actors and long- term participant obser-
vation in both a security company and an architecture firm. The fieldwork 
was conducted as part of an industrial Ph.D. project, which is academi-
cally conducted like any other Ph.D. but is aided by a governmental fund 
supporting research that shares knowledge with both private and public 
industry. Therefore, as part of my fieldwork I decided to create a network 
of actors working with counterterrorism in Denmark, which could function 
as a forum to share insights from my research and at the same time act as 
a large focus group to collect data. I called it the Danish Counterterrorism 
Network. During eight four- hour Network meetings throughout 2018– 
2021, approximately fifty Network members met and discussed their work 
in counterterrorism. These meetings were a door- opener, allowing me to 
conduct interviews and fieldwork with several of the Network’s members. 
They also provided the opportunity to have multiple public and private 
actors in one room— to get an overview of their different ways of thinking, 
and of the ongoing developments in the industry.2

In the following, I introduce some of the recent anthropological 
security studies that have engaged with the diversity of security actors, 
and show how this line of work can benefit from a network- oriented way 
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of thinking. A description of a meeting of the Danish Counterterrorism 
Network provides an overview of some of the central actors in the 
industry and both their conflicting and overlapping ideas. It is fol-
lowed by a description of a visit to both the security company and the 
architecture firm. Finally, I return to the Network to discuss how the 
different actors and security theories impact each other, and how they 
collectively contribute to the development of a Danish counterterror-
ism industry.

A Network of Security Actors and Theories

In a City & Society issue on security in/of the city, Fawaz, Harab, and 
Gharbieh (2012) criticize the literature’s strong focus on security as 
intertwined with state power. They argue that in Beirut, the urban 

landscape is shaped by many different, overlapping, and sometimes 
conflicting “securities,” and that this reflects Lebanon’s fragmented 
political landscape and weak state, with different types of actors devel-
oping their own security measures (ibid., 188– 9). This article builds 
on the work of Fawaz, Harab, and Gharbieh by showing that even in 
a country with a strong state, like Denmark, different securities or 
security theories coexist. Though the Danish state in past decades has 
strengthened legislation, surveillance, and intelligence in relation to 
counterterrorism, there is still great latitude for other actors to par-
take in the development of counterterrorism measures (Kublitz 2021). 
The Municipality of Copenhagen and city politicians formally make 
decisions regarding counterterrorism in the city’s urban public space, 
but advice from PET weighs heavily. Moreover, private architecture 
firms, engineers, and security specialists have consulted with the 
Municipality regularly in recent years. Researchers like myself have 
been invited to meetings with PET and the Municipality, to inform 
them about current research. And finally, if the Copenhageners do not 
agree with solutions installed in urban public spaces, they voice their 
concerns (e.g., Larsen 2010). In this way, many actors participate in 
developing a project like that of physical counterterrorism measures 
in Copenhagen.

In the anthropological literature, several scholars focus on how 
states, institutions, and industries make and deploy different types of 
security through border patrols, police, military, private security com-
panies, and so forth (Blom Hansen 2006; Diphoorn 2017; Grassiani 
and Volinz 2016; Maguire and Fussey 2016; Møhl 2020; Samimian- 
Darash and Stalcup 2017; Sausdal 2019). Here the line between state 
and non- state actors is often blurred, for instance when private secu-
rity companies imitate or take on state roles. Other studies show how 
a range of actors, from local vigilantes and criminal “dons” to urban 
developers and real- estate agents also participate in the making of 
urban security (Dinzey- Flores and Demshock 2020; Jaffe 2020; 
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Martínez 2020; Risør 2013). As Ferguson and Gupta (2002) argue, 
while the state often has been imagined as a vertical, top- down gov-
erning force, its actual operation is far more complex, and the lines 
between state and non- state actors are often fluid. They point to how 
mechanisms of governance are found both in and outside state institu-
tions, which work vertically and horizontally, and across national bor-
ders (ibid., 994). Along the same lines, Ferguson (2005) describes how 
private companies, in relation to security, often bypass states and are 
connected in “transnational networks that link dispersed spaces in a 
selective, point- to- point fashion” (ibid., 379). More ethnographically, 
Jaffe (2013) has shown how “dons” in Jamaica take on governmental 
functions, such as providing security, and argued that instead of think-
ing in separate formal/informal, state/non- state, public/private catego-
ries, the entanglement of different governmental actors, from dons to 
state bureaucrats, can be described as a “hybrid state” (ibid., 735). 
Grassiani and Diphoorn (2018) have built on this work, proposing an 
approach to security that explicitly addresses “the overlap and entan-
glement of the practices and discourses of state and non- state security 
providers, and the associated forms of cooperation and conflict that 
permit an analysis of these actors’ activities as increasingly ‘blurred’” 
(ibid., 2). They argue that when studying security actors separately, 
the complexities of security are overlooked. Instead, one should focus 
on the overlapping and intermixing of actors, roles, motivations, val-
ues, materialities, and power dynamics of security (ibid., 2). In this 
way, several scholars have in recent years underlined the importance 
of understanding how both state/non- state and human/non- human 
security actors work in a networked (and blurred) fashion (Grassiani 
and Diphoorn 2018; Maguire and Low 2019; Olwig et al. 2019). If one 
wants to understand how physical counterterrorism is constituted in 
Copenhagen, it is not enough to attend to one key actor, like a com-
pany or state institution; one must attend to the variety of networked 
actors and their overlaps and conflicts.

I draw on this network- oriented approach, and its roots in both 
political anthropology and STS, to understand the relation between 
different security actors in Denmark. To grasp the details of how secu-
rity theories develop among these actors, some of the thinking in 
STS and actor- network- theory (ANT) is helpful, partly due to this 
literature’s insistence on the importance of both human and non- 
human actors (Latour 1992), but particularly due to its theoretical 
framework for understanding how knowledge, ideas, and theories are 
developed through concrete practices (Latour and Woolgar 1979; 
Pickering 1992). Evans, Leese, and Rychnovská (2021) have recently 
called for more research at the intersection between security studies 
and STS, and have argued that the tradition for studying knowledge 
production in STS, for instance, can enable studies of how “threats” 
are constructed in the security industry (ibid., 2). Along the same 
lines, Maguire and Fussey (2016) have drawn on a combination of 
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STS and assemblage- oriented thinking in understanding counterter-
rorism practices in airports. They have argued that security officers 
construct “theories” about how to spot malintent and abnormality, 
which has in turn shaped and legitimized their work with the identi-
fication of potential terrorists (ibid., 34– 25). My research contributes 
to this line of work by turning attention toward how actors in the 
security industry develop and promote theories about counterterror-
ism and what is best for the city and its citizens. This article is thus 
an extension to ongoing work on security but will focus instead on 
some under- studied security actors such as municipalities, architecture 
firms, security matériel companies, and researchers, all with the aim of 
understanding how they collectively make counterterrorism a matter 
of concern in a city like Copenhagen.

Meeting the Danish Counterterrorism Industry

“Concrete blocks can’t even stop a Fiat Punto. So, why give the 
citizens a false sense of safety?” says a broad- shouldered man with 
a buzz- cut from the back of the meeting room. He has been stand-

ing all morning, even though everyone else is sitting down with their 
coffees. His name is Karsten. He is the founder of a small Danish secu-
rity company that installs everything from bollards and wedge barri-
ers to blast- proof facades and safe rooms— until now, mainly outside 
of Denmark. Several times during this day he criticizes the concrete 
blocks that Danish municipalities and event organizers have recently 
used as temporary counterterrorism measures to block vehicle attacks. 
According to Karsten, certified security measures, such as steel bol-
lards, ought to be used to secure events and urban spaces, to provide 
people with a “real sense of safety.” In September 2018, about forty 
Danish professionals, all working with counterterrorism, gathered at 
the first of eight Network meetings in central Copenhagen. They were 
employees from municipalities, police and security services, architec-
ture firms, universities, security companies, interest organizations, and 
companies producing everything from street furniture to concrete. We 
had just heard a presentation from Lars, who works at an interest orga-
nization for Danish event organizers. He showed photos of how out-
door festivals have creatively used everything from decorated concrete 
blocks to tractors to secure their events against vehicle attacks. Lars’s 
presentation and Karsten’s provocative comment about the Fiat Punto 
sparked off a more general discussion about how to address this new 
terror threat in Denmark. Lars stated, “Vehicle attacks have got much 
attention lately, but I think it’s important to consider how much time 
and money we spend on counterterrorism compared to other types of 
safety, food safety, crowd safety, and so forth.” Neal, an elderly man 
with gray hair and round glasses, was sitting in the front row. He is a 
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professor and has researched security and street life for decades. “Lars 
is right,” he said:

We must weigh the different threats to our society. Because we need 
to prioritize carefully what we try to prevent. If we focus on terrorism: 
there are only very few attacks, we can’t put security measures every-
where, and if we put our efforts into stopping vehicles then what about 
people with [explosive] belts around their waist? So, should we even 
try?

The theme of the meeting was how to secure outdoor spaces and 
events against terrorism, but the discussion turned to the underlying 
question of whether physical counterterrorism measures make sense 

at all. Karsten replied sharply from the back of the room, “Over the past 
three to four years there have been thirty- five attempts globally, mainly 
in Europe. Thirty- five attempts with vehicles. And they have succeeded 
at five to six large events, where people were gathered.” Neal interrupted, 
“But if we look at Denmark and take the two people killed in the 
Krudttønden- attack [in Copenhagen, 2015] and divide them by . . . let’s 
say . . . five years. Then it’s very few people killed by terrorism annually. 
So, does it really make sense to plaster our cities with security 
measures?”

Karsten answered,

I know the problem is relatively small from that standpoint. But you 
can also say that as long as it’s easy for people to jump into a truck and 
press the gas pedal, we need to consider the possibility. Look at the 
attacks that have already happened. Following these, entire cities were 
plastered with security measures. So, my question is, should we really 
wait until something horrible has happened?

A blonde woman was sitting quietly with a cup of coffee in one hand and 
her phone in the other, as she answered her emails during the presenta-
tions. Emilie is an architect and partner in an architecture firm, special-
ized in designing green urban spaces and what they call “risk- reducing 
landscapes.” Smiling, she raised her hand:

It doesn’t have to be a question of plastering the city with security instal-
lations or not. I like to think about counterterrorism measures as poten-
tials instead of problems. It’s like climate adaptation: you have to solve a 
specific problem, but can benefit from it in several ways. In the beginning, 
climate adaptation was only about engineering and excess rainwater, but 
now it’s also about designing green urban spaces, where people can expe-
rience the water and vegetation. In the same way, we can create counter-
terrorism projects that people can enjoy and benefit from.

While this specific discussion unfolded at the first of eight Network 
meetings, it foreshadowed a general conflict we would return to at 
each subsequent meeting, and which I would encounter repeatedly 
during my fieldwork: the conflict between the desire to create a need 
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for and sell counterterrorism measures on the one hand, and a reluc-
tance to adopt counterterrorism measures and concern about safe-
guarding Copenhagen’s public spaces on the other. Various researchers 
as well as public actors would express concern regarding increasing 
security measures. Eva, a project manager from the Municipality of 
Copenhagen and part of the Network, would ask questions like: “What 
kind of city do we want? Do we want a fortress city where we have bar-
ricaded ourselves against terrorists? Or do we want a city for people, 
an inviting and open city?” She would underline that Copenhagen 
wanted to be the latter, and therefore it was important to see the con-
crete blocks as temporary measures and to keep counterterrorism mea-
sures to a minimum. Eva was very inspired by the work of Neal, the 
professor, who in his academic work and at several counterterrorism 
conferences argued that freedom is lost in the name of security. In this 
security- skeptical environment, different private companies would 
try to argue for their products. Like Karsten pointing to the horrible 
attacks that might happen and the false sense of safety the concrete 
blocks provided, and Emilie arguing that one could secure a city with-
out losing its positive qualities. Security specialists from the police and 
PET mainly kept quiet, as they were careful not to express anything on 
behalf of their institutions, since there are no rules regarding physical 
counterterrorism for them to lean on. In this way, the roles and logics 
of the Network participants quickly became clear, along with their 
areas of agreement and conflict.

The lack of legislation and the security- skeptical backdrop within 
which these companies work is key to understanding the emergence of 
their security theories, how they come to revolve around the best inter-
ests of the city and its citizens, and how these companies work hard to set 
the counterterrorism agenda.

The Security Company: Models and Calculations

Walking around the storage at the security company, one can 
find things such as muddy rubber boots, different types of 
tools, a few old dead mines from World War II, drones, post-

ers of naked women, and mine detectors. In the showroom next door, 
different security installations are on display: bollards, wedge barriers, 
fences, and gates, all designed to stop so- called hostile vehicles, as 
well as windows, doors, and wallpaper made to withstand shootings or 
bomb blasts. The company works both with demining and with secur-
ing buildings and outdoor areas by planning and installing security 
measures. The main office is in Denmark, with a smaller office in the 
Middle East. The Danish office is located in an industrial area about 
an hour south of Copenhagen. Early in the morning, the six employ-
ees come by car and enter the black office buildings. Several of the 
cars have a sticker on the windshield saying “veteran.” The founders, 
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Karsten and Emil, as well as the security specialists, Sebastian and 
Peter, have all spent time in the military and were dispatched to places 
such as the Balkans, Afghanistan, and Iraq. When entering via the 
front door, the first thing you see is a huge and rather intimidating 
mannequin, dressed in what looks like a military spacesuit made out 
of thick green canvas with hard shields sewn into the material and a 
large black helmet. It is a demining suit.

Every day the employees meet for lunch. Around the table the atmo-
sphere is informal and fun, and any chance to make an offensive joke 
is taken— “This is not a place for fragile ears,” Karsten said, laughing. 
While eating, the conversation turned toward me. Emil, who is responsi-
ble for mine action and is therefore often in the field, asked me what my 
research is about. I told him that I am trying to study “how you work with 
counterterrorism in a city like Copenhagen.” With a wry smile, Emil 
promptly replied, “You don’t!” and the rest of the table laughed. Several 
people from the company have loudly expressed their critique of the way 
the Municipality of Copenhagen has secured the city center using con-
crete and granite blocks as well as large planters. I asked Sebastian what 
he thinks of these counterterrorism measures:

I haven’t seen any counterterrorism measures in the city center. I 
mean, there are some concrete blocks and some planters. And they 
create a barrier and weigh something. So, they must have some 
sort of effect. But what effect? Nobody can tell us that. And what’s 
the threat? You need to know the threat, where are we vulnerable, 
and what’s the consequence? But they can’t tell us that. It’s pure 
guesswork.

It is not only at the security company that I have come across this critique 
of the Municipality’s solutions. I have heard people from almost all com-
panies working with counterterrorism criticize them and include photos 
of concrete blocks in sales material to show what not to do. In addition, 
Karsten and his colleagues also often criticize and ridicule competing 
security companies, and how architecture firms “just want everything to 
look pretty.” In this way, the Municipality’s concrete blocks have func-
tioned as a central actor, a key instigator of alternative counterterrorism 
solutions.

With an empirical focus on science and researchers, STS has investi-
gated how scientific knowledge and theories are not just objective truths 
waiting to be discovered but, like all other logics, are socially constructed 
(Pickering 1992). Through a detailed dissection of laboratory life, Latour 
and Woolgar (1979) have shown how facts are socially constructed through 
a rather concrete process of making order out of disorder (ibid., 246). They 
explained that the word “construction” refers to “the slow, practical craft-
work by which . . . accounts are backed up or dismissed” (ibid., 236). This 
craftwork entails avoiding “noise”— if a scientist has developed a statement 
about a given phenomenon, it is important to make sure that competing, 
equally plausible statements are disregarded. This could be done by making 
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one’s own statements more persuasive through critique and dispute with 
competitors, as well as by criticizing other statements (ibid., 241). Since 
there is no long tradition of working with counterterrorism in Denmark, 
there are no set protocols for how to go about this; therefore companies fight 
to get a prime position on the market, to ensure their approach becomes the 
most prevalent. At the security company, criticizing the Municipality as 
well as competing companies is a way to negate competing theories about 
counterterrorism and promote their own. Thereby, conflicting security the-
ories play important roles in refining one’s own.

Continuing the critique of the Municipality, Sebastian has both 
drawn attention to the deficiencies of current measures and pointed to 
the qualities of the company’s own methods:

I was at [the pedestrian street] Strøget, yesterday and it was packed with 
people. If you really wanted to take care of the thousands of people walk-
ing there. If you really wanted to protect them, then you would have 
made a solution that can stop a vehicle. At the beginning of Strøget, 
the consequence [of a vehicle attack] is that you can just mash your way 
in, killing people, all the way down the street. And hurt a lot of peo-
ple. The first thing they should have done is a VDA [Vehicle Dynamic 
Assessment], where you decide what sort of vehicle may come, how the 
terrain is, and what speed you can reach. It’s simply physics. Vehicle, ter-
rain, speed. Then you can find your risk reducing measures, which have a 
well- defined level of resistance to what we just calculated.

Vehicle, terrain, speed: these are the elements needed to make a VDA. 
The security company’s work is clearly structured around models and cal-
culations, which are often repeated internally and on their website, at sales 
meetings, and at conferences. Threat, vulnerability, consequence: these are 
the elements necessary for a risk assessment. Over and over again, I have 
heard these types of three-  or four- word mnemonics for how to go about 
security. On my first day at the office, Sebastian told me in a hard tone, 
“Before you leave this office, we will make sure that the first thing you say, 
if woken up in the middle of the night, is ‘risk management.’” Of course he 
was joking, but he talks like a sergeant, with a heavy Jutlandic dialect, so 
you cannot help but feel it is an actual order. Since then, I have learned 
that in risk management you have to identify threat, vulnerability, and con-
sequence. There are four typical threats: blast, ballistic, forced entry, and 
hostile vehicles. When you have identified your threat, the next step is to 
identify how a place is vulnerable, and finally what consequences this can 
have. To calculate these, you use specific tools such as the VDA, the ECA 
(Explosion Consequence Analysis), or the SVA (Structural Vulnerability 
Assessment). When you know your threat, vulnerability, and consequence, 
you know your risk and can start to manage it.

The risk assessment provides the basis for selecting security 
measures— there is a constant balance between assessing risks and trying 
to minimize them. On a tour of the showroom, Karsten showed me the 
measures the company installs to minimize the risk of hostile vehicle 
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attacks, primarily different bollards and wedge barriers. He excitedly dis-
cussed the technical details of each product: what materials they are 
made of, how to install them, and what certifications they have. He took 
out his computer and showed me a sales presentation. On one of the first 
slides were three logos for the three types of certifications that security 
measures can get, based on tests of their strength: the American ASTM 
F2656, the British PAS 68, and the International IWA 14- 1. Karsten 
proudly pointed at the screen, “These are the symbols of security!” One 
of the tests, a certified bollard is exposed to, is a crash test, where a car 
with a certain weight and speed is driven into a bollard, and if it remains 
intact and the vehicle is stopped, the bollard has passed the test. Karsten 
always includes videos of these dramatic crash tests in his presentations— 
simple proof that supports the company’s understanding of counterter-
rorism protection.

Guyer et al. (2010) have pointed out that across different domains 
and cultures, numbers generally have the role of creating patterns and 
order (ibid., 47). Similar to Latour and Woolgar’s argument that the 
construction of facts is a process of making order out of disorder, the 
security company turns the mess of city life and terrorism into order 
by translating it into numbers through models and calculations. As 
Sebastian said, “It’s simply physics.” They thereby draw on the gen-
eral trust in numbers and their longtime association with objectiv-
ity (Porter 1995). Latour and Woolgar further pointed out that “the 
result of the construction of a fact is that it appears unconstructed by 
anyone” (Latour and Woolgar 1979, 240). In a similar way, the result 
of a risk assessment combined with certified measures appears to be 
more than subjective opinion; it is the result of structured and inter-
nationally well- established models. Science, models, calculations, and 
tests thus form the basis for the company’s security theories, and are 
simultaneously used to delegitimize the work of other actors. In this 
way, security theories in a Danish company are strongly influenced 
by international security actors, such as certifying organizations and 
models for calculating risk.

The first time I met Karsten and Sebastian, I noted how they 
seemed to enjoy explaining what horrible things have happened or 
could happen in terrorist attacks. On LinkedIn, at conferences, and 
at Network meetings, they would often draw attention to previous 
attacks, like Karsten did in pointing out that “Over the past three to 
four years there have been thirty- five attempts globally.” They would 
often use detailed images to describe how, for instance, a “hummer” or 
a “GLS truck” could potentially “plough” or “mash” through a crowd. 
Goldstein (2010) has used the phrase “power of fear” to describe how 
fear can be used as a tool to push people to act in certain directions 
(Goldstein 2010, 487, 490). At the security company, drawing atten-
tion to scare scenarios was clearly a way to use the power of fear to 
establish their relevance; however, at the Network meetings, other 
participants did not react well to Karsten and Sebastian’s scare 
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scenarios, and I heard several people make fun of their military lan-
guage and express annoyance with their harsh tones. This approach 
clearly conflicted with the perception of Copenhagen as an inviting 
and people- friendly city.

Shortly after I started my fieldwork, Karsten and Sebastian started to 
take an interest in “normal people” and what they think about their 
products. It was probably also why they let an anthropologist do field-
work in their company. On their website, you would previously find 
military- style photos of helicopters, mine detectors, and explosions as 
well as photos of security installations combined with sentences like 
“We provide solutions that will protect you from the worst possible sce-
narios.” Today there are also everyday pictures of people attending con-
certs, crossing the street, or dancing at a street party alongside statements 
such as “Protect people” and “We build a safer world.” The website had 
clearly been edited to be brought more in line with local values and the 
idea of a city for people. Karsten also started to write updates on LinkedIn 
about the importance of keeping people in the city safe. For instance, 
when the company installed granite-  and bronze- covered bollards by the 
parliament building, as well as by the Queen’s castle in Copenhagen, 
Karsten wrote that he was very proud that certified bollards had been 
used so that “happy citizens and tourists could come celebrate the royals” 
free from the risk of hostile vehicles. He contrasted this to the measures 
taken in the city center, which only provided people with “a false sense 
of safety.” I asked Sebastian about this idea of false safety and he said,

Look, when I walk down Strøget, I always stay close to the buildings. 
So that if a vehicle attacks, I can quickly jump into one of the stores. 
But other people don’t know that. They rely on us to keep them safe. 
So, when the Municipality puts up measures that don’t work, it gives 
people a false sense of safety. And that’s not okay.

Employees at the security company have based their expertise and 
constructed security theories around assessing risks and choosing match-
ing security installations. When Karsten says that concrete blocks and 
planters provide people with a false sense of safety, it is because these 
measures, according to him, are not certified nor based on a thorough 
risk assessment. Where they used to sell their approach via the power of 
fear, they now accommodate the Copenhagen context and local values 
associated with public space by promoting their solutions as being in the 
best interests of the city and its citizens.

The Architecture Firm: Nature and Camouflage

Worn- down stairs take you to a white- painted office in a for-
mer industrial area north of Copenhagen. With a combina-
tion of new designer furniture and original elements from 
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the warehouse, the office is carefully furnished, somewhere between 
rustic and fancy. Here you find materials from around the world: jars 
filled with different types of stones, an exhibition case with piles 
of sand, a bulletin board with photos of trees and a few bunches of 
dried grasses, raincoats and rubber boots, and a frame with twenty- six 
pinned butterflies. The twenty to thirty employees, primarily archi-
tects and landscape architects, work at large computer screens render-
ing lampposts, tree roots, stairways, and creeks. They plan, develop, 
and design everything from small urban spaces to large neighborhoods. 
They work all over the world, but no matter in what country or city, 
the foundation is the same— a nature- based approach. Many of the 
employees pursued a career at the company precisely for this reason 
and are very knowledgeable regarding plant species, soil types, bio-
diversity, and the like. Put simply, the approach comprises the use of 
plants, soil, stones, water, and animals— biological materials and pro-
cesses that can help solve the challenges of a given project, such as 
security and counterterrorism.

Recently, the firm won a project for the development of a new 
government quarter in Finland, including counterterrorism measures. 
Commenting on the win, Emilie was quoted in a newspaper:

How do you make [counterterrorism] measures that are not just obsta-
cles, but create surplus value by including climate adaptation, seating, 
and vegetation? And how do the measures provide security without 
being unwelcoming? You often see bollards or large concrete blocks. 
With our solution, we get more city- nature and an urban design that 
integrates security. Our plan shows how perimeter security and creating 
safety can go hand- in- hand with open, attractive urban spaces, and a 
lively, diverse city life.

Just like the security specialists, the architects manifest their approach 
to counterterrorism by criticizing the concrete blocks seen in the streets 
of Copenhagen. Where the security specialists criticized the lack of risk 
assessments and certified solutions, the architects focus on how the mea-
sures are not integrated in the urban space and do not provide what they 
call "surplus value" that goes beyond security, such as vegetation, enter-
tainment, or climate adaptation. Additionally, the architects often criti-
cize bollards and the types of solutions promoted by more classic security 
companies as being useless and ugly obstacles in urban space. In this 
way, they too work hard to avoid “noise,” in the sense that competing 
approaches are disregarded. For them too, conflicting security theories 
play important roles in refining their own.

Humorously, Latour and Woolgar wrote “The sentence which threat-
ens to dissolve all statements (and careers) takes the conditional form: ‘but 
you might as well say that it is . . .’” To avoid this type of response to one’s work 
and ideas, they underline that it is key “to carry out all possible maneu-
vers which might force the scientist (or colleagues) to admit that alterna-
tive statements are not equally plausible” (Latour and Woolgar 1979, 241) 
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Another “maneuver” the architecture firm uses is communication. The 
partners often participate in debates, conferences, newspaper articles, and 
exhibitions. A communication specialist, Halfdan, works full time to make 
this happen. They repeat a few similar statements on the nature- based 
approach internally in meetings and on the intranet, and externally in pub-
lic and social media. They support the value of these statements by telling 
stories and showing seductively beautiful photos or renderings of successful 
projects and new wins. As Knoblauch (2014) has written, public relations 
and storytelling is increasingly becoming integral to the work of architects, 
especially when it comes to communicating security projects convincingly 
to the public (337). In this way, media and other communication channels 
become central actors in promoting counterterrorism in Denmark. Both 
the security company and architecture firm are active on social media, and 
their employees gladly appear in public media.

Where the security company tells horror stories about terrorist attacks 
to back up their theories, the architects tell enticing stories and show ren-
derings of how wonderful life could be. Further, they often refer to all kinds 
of research in their work, research that always backs up the collective under-
standing that nature is the solution to almost every problem. For instance, 
an article was shared by an employee with the comment, “New knowledge 
on the link between biodiversity and human well- being. This study finds a 
positive significant correlation between well- being and bird species rich-
ness at European scale. . . . Good news for people working with biodiver-
sity and nature- based solutions.” As Latour and Woolgar have emphasized, 
dismissing competing statements and constructing knowledge takes a lot 
of work. At the architecture firm, this work revolves around repeating key 
statements, showcasing projects and the research that supports them, and 
seduction through the storytelling of a beautiful, green future.

One of the architects, Niklas, is working on a concept for how to 
permanently close off the center of Copenhagen to vehicle traffic by cre-
ating a perimeter of plateaus, flower beds, and plantings to minimize the 
terror threat. He has previously worked with counterterrorism in various 
projects but specifically recalled one project, the development of a Swiss 
research facility: “We always try to integrate the security elements, so 
they appear to be a natural part of our projects. In this case, we already 
started in the competition phase by developing non- visible security mea-
sures. For instance, the ha- ha wall.” Simon, who sits next to Niklas and 
also worked on the research facility, added,

It is basically about asking yourself: How can we make a solution where 
people don’t focus on the barrier, which after all is necessary? So, we 
looked back and got some inspiration from old English manors, where 
they fenced in the garden to keep out wild animals using what you call 
a ha- ha wall.

Niklas found a pen and paper. While explaining, he drew with ease and 
elegance (Figure 1):
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If you come from outside the facility, the terrain goes down in a sort of 
moat. Then there is a terrain wall. And thereafter the terrain continues 
in the same level as before. In that way, you don’t see the wall from far, 
like you would have seen an ordinary wall. You just see a continuation 
of the landscape.

The ha- ha wall is one example of how the architects try to creatively 
camouflage security installations to minimize barriers and the visible 
presence of security.3 Simon concluded, “We want the security to be part 
of an integral whole. Not foreign elements placed from above. Therefore, 
we work with vegetation, terrain, natural elements like sand, water, and 
rocks. Because fences, barbed wire, and concrete blocks will always be 
associated with unsafety. They signal unsafety and we don’t want that.”

Jusionyte describes the concept of camouflage as “the use of one 
symbolic and material order to protect another from being recognized 
by blurring the boundaries between the two” (2015, 115). This defini-
tion provides an understanding of the security theories of the Danish 
architects— they blur the lines between counterterrorism and every-
day life by integrating security into the surrounding landscape. Unlike 
the security company, there is hardly any focus on threats or possible 
attacks. In fact, the architects do everything they can to avoid references 
to counterterrorism in their work, so that their projects do not evoke 
feelings related to terrorism. Even the counterterrorism service they 
provide is camouflaged, referred to as “risk reducing landscapes.” Using 
camouflage, the architects avoid exposing people to feelings of unsafety, 
which other security measures, according to them, evoke. Camouflage 
keeps their techniques of seduction intact— the ugliness of the secu-
rity is wrapped in lush green landscapes. Like the security specialists, 
the architects make order out of disorder, turning the mess of concrete 
blocks, bollards, and the city’s many functions into multi- functional, 
integrated solutions rendered beautifully. In this way, a clear approach to 
counterterrorism is constructed and conveyed.

The founding partner, Geert, plays a key role in formulating the 
firm’s visions and vocabulary. In other words, he constructs the 
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Figure 1. “Ha- ha wall.” Sketch by architect.
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foundation for their theories and rationales. At an architecture festival, 
Geert presented a manifesto called “Future Cities Should Function and 
Feel like Forests,” where he rhetorically posed the question of why nature 
in the city is important:

Because city- nature has both a practical and aesthetic function. 
Carefully designed city- nature solves a lot of the problems we have 
created in our cities— from overheating and pollution to cloudburst 
and climate change. Simultaneously, city- nature provably makes life 
more worth living and inspires new social communities, possibilities for 
creative powers, and active and healthy ways of living.

Whether part of a counterterrorism project, a climate adaptation 
project, or something else, the architects always underline how their 
nature- based solutions improve cities and city life— they make life 
more worth living and inspire community- making, creativity, and 
healthy living. The firm’s website states, “We use nature to solve some 
of our time’s largest urban challenges, while simultaneously creating 
genuine life quality for all.” The architects’ theories thereby not only 
express a camouflage-  and nature- based approach to security but also 
certain ideas about what is good for cities and their citizens. They 
have worked with urban development in Copenhagen for about thirty 
years, and the idea of a city for people, with open and inviting pub-
lic spaces, is clearly more integrated in their work than that of the 
security specialists. They, too, however, want to sell and install more 
counterterrorism measures, which— camouflaged or not— conflicts 
with the ideas of local security- skeptical actors.

The security theories of both companies have been shaped by local 
city values and have developed in conflict with each other and the 
Municipality’s solutions. The two theories clearly vary greatly, but inter-
estingly they are both presented to be in the best interests of the city and 
its citizens. In the following, I will look into the companies’ common 
interests.

Making Counterterrorism a Matter of Concern

One day I got a phone call from Halfdan, the communications 
specialist. He wanted to take over the Network, and in an 
assertive tone declared the architecture firm had been think-

ing about making something similar for a long time, and that if I did 
not want to cooperate, he would create a competing network. I had 
taken the initiative to form the Network as part of my research and 
was rather surprised by this phone call. In the end, I agreed to co- 
host three Network meetings, as I preferred being inclusive and hav-
ing as many people as possible in the Network. A few months later, 
the Network members agreed to write a green paper to sum up what 
we collectively knew about counterterrorism. I wrote an introduction, 
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four architecture firms wrote a chapter, two security companies wrote 
one, the Municipality wrote one, a few researchers wrote chapters, 
and so forth (Danish Counterterrorism Network 2019). Several times 
Karsten proposed they could author their own chapter, without other 
companies. I underlined that the purpose of the green paper was not 
for single companies to present themselves but for the Network to 
describe our different competencies and opinions. Since the security 
companies had very similar approaches, it made no sense to write 
separate chapters. When the green paper was finished, Karsten pro-
posed hosting an event where it could officially be released. Not long 
after the event, I found a debate piece in one of the largest Danish 
newspapers where Karsten had written about the event, concluding 
by writing that everyone in the Network had agreed on the following 
statement: “Counterterrorism measures should be based on concrete 
risk assessments . . . and must be certified and have passed official 
crash tests.” This was a statement we had, of course, never agreed on. 
After this incident, and several others, I realized that by founding the 
Network I had become a central actor in Danish counterterrorism, and 
the Network had become a platform for promoting company interests. 
The companies not only aspired to make their approach to counter-
terrorism the most applied in Denmark, they also worked toward a 
common goal of creating attention around counterterrorism to create 
a need for their services— and the Network helped accomplish that.

The incidents described above are examples of how both compa-
nies work eagerly to put counterterrorism on the public agenda: by 
promoting themselves through the Network, by presenting their secu-
rity theories in newspapers as collectively agreed- upon statements, 
and by their general public communication. Despite their different 
theories, the two companies thus worked toward a common goal of 
promoting and consolidating the need for counterterrorism measures 
in Denmark. Decades after his work on the construction of facts, 
Latour (2004) underlined that even though facts are no longer indis-
putable truths, matters of concern can still be established through 
hard work, care, and the gathering of ideas, forces, and human and 
non- human actors (ibid., 246). By creating and joining the Network, 
the members and I not only started a discussion on how to work with 
counterterrorism in Denmark but also became drawn into the making 
of a new industry and matter of concern. A mix of state/non- state and 
human/non- human actors— including international terrorist attacks, 
a significant terror threat, concrete blocks in the streets, the security 
company and architecture firm, the Municipality, the Network (as a 
temporary institution), and my research— have in one way or another 
added to making counterterrorism a public matter of concern, thereby 
legitimizing the growth of an industry and the installation of counter-
terrorism measures in Copenhagen.

Today, the Network continues successfully, with an increasing 
number of professionals signing up. Another Danish architecture 
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firm and an international security company have hosted the past five 
meetings. Danish media regularly write about the risk of terrorism and 
counterterrorism measures. More companies work with counterter-
rorism. Guidelines on how to work with counterterrorism have been 
developed by PET. New counterterrorism construction projects are 
underway, and more measures, including bollards and integrated solu-
tions, appear in the urban landscape. The security industry and the 
role of counterterrorism have grown in recent years, not overwhelm-
ingly, but slowly and almost unnoticed. The counterterrorism industry 
has impacted Copenhagen by pushing the counterterrorism agenda 
but also by developing counterterrorism measures in line with values 
associated with the city, thereby making them tolerable in a security- 
skeptical context. By now, both the architecture firm and security 
company have worked as consultants on developing counterterrorism 
measures for public spaces in Copenhagen— the rationales of the secu-
rity industry have quite literally shaped the city.

Conclusion

Behind every concrete block, bollard, or ha- ha wall is an industry 
and a host of security theories. In this article, I have argued that to 
understand the increasing number of security measures in our cities, 

we need to unfold the details and diversity of the underlying actors and 
their approaches, rationales, and ideas about security.

I have zoomed in on the recent growth of the Danish counter-
terrorism industry to understand how a private security industry can 
develop hand- in- hand with new types of security measures, even in a 
security- skeptical context. Examining a network of state/non- state and 
human/non- human security actors, and the associations and blurred 
boundaries between them, has enabled an understanding of how dif-
ferent security theories exist locally, alongside one another, and how 
these develop by being connected. By dissecting two distinctly differ-
ent security theories, it becomes clear how these concretely develop 
in coproduction with their context: a series of international terrorist 
attacks, which legitimized the installation of temporary counterter-
rorism measures; the concrete blocks, which provoked companies to 
develop different solutions; the skepticism of the Municipality and 
researchers toward security measures and their concern for established 
city values, which inspired a more people- oriented approach to coun-
terterrorism; and the architecture and security companies’ critique of 
each other, which helped refine their respective approaches. In this 
way, the security theories are simultaneously deconstructed and con-
structed in the encounter with the local context. By framing and pro-
moting counterterrorism measures to be in the best interests of the city 
and its citizens, and thereby being more in line with the local idea of 
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a city for people, the companies legitimize their services in a security- 
skeptical context.

Recognizing that urban security develops across a diverse network 
of actors is not just a theoretical quest. Uncovering the basic dynamics 
of how security industries develop locally may be of broader relevance 
in other cities that experience an increase in security measures and a 
growing security industry. If security is understood as being mainly 
provided by one powerful actor, like a state or a company, and the 
increase in security measures is the inevitable product of neoliberalism 
and international security politics, it seems quite impossible to partic-
ipate in shaping local security developments. However, knowing the 
details of how urban security develops locally through networks of dif-
ferent actors elucidates the possibility for everyone with an interest in 
shaping their city to decide what role security should play in it and the 
forms it should take.
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1  The ethnographic fieldwork was conducted in Danish. All quotes 
are translated into English by the author.

2  The counterterrorism industry in Denmark is small (as opposed 
to, for example, the USA and the UK) and therefore individuals and 
companies are easily recognizable. To anonymize, I have changed names, 
characteristics, and locations, interlacing stories from similar companies 
and individuals. All quotes and observations are original but do not, for 
this reason, belong to single companies or individuals.

3  A ha- ha wall is a well- known landscape architectural feature 
serving the purpose of an “invisible” barrier. Due to its simple construc-
tion, it was employed widely in eighteenth- century Britain both to 
keep animals from the immediate vicinity of the house and to create 
visual continuity between the garden and the surrounding landscape 
(Mansbach 1982, 217).
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