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Introduction  
Taking the UK Government’s response to preventing violent extremism as starting point. 
Twenty-three representatives from civil society and academia who are working on issues 
connected to violent extremism and / or conflict transformation met to explore the need for a 
fresh approach to addressing ‘violent extremism’ (that could also apply to other European 
governments) and discuss what this might look like. 
 
Framing the issue 
The threat of violent extremism is played out in mainstream media by situating the problem 
almost exclusively within the Muslim population. Islam is portrayed superficially and binary 
notions of “good” and “bad” Muslims are promoted. Such simplifications and ‘othering’ are 
helping feed the fears of the wider population and facilitating a general acceptance of the need 
for a hard security response.  The post 9/11 generation of young people from Muslim 
communities have experienced increasing Islamophobia and surveillance, resulting in growing 
alienation. 
 
Rapid globalization, particularly increasing interconnectedness, through social media and 
greater mobility in general, has brought home the reality to Europeans that tensions and conflict 
no longer only take place “over there” but are connected to, and influenced by policies of 
governments within Europe. However, there is less scrutiny and acknowledgement of the UK’s 
and other western government foreign policies’ as drivers of conflict.  
 
The UK Government’s actions and rhetoric on “countering” violent extremism and radicalisation 
are leading to self-censorship amongst Muslims who seek to avoid being singled out as 
encouraging radicalism simply by facilitating public discussions, virtual or otherwise, on the 
issues with other Muslims. There are concerns expressed by Muslim and non-Muslim 
organisations and within academia that as a society we are in danger of confusing activism and 
the value of “free speech” with radicalisation, which is in turn resulting in the closing and / or 
limiting of space to debate the issue. This has a greater impact on those who seek to challenge 
the current securitisation agenda and also ironically those who seek to engage young people at 
risk of being attracted towards violent extremism or radicalisation.  
 
The need for a new approach to addressing violent extremism 
The content and discussion began with an overview of a background research paper (Mind your 
language: A need for a new approach to countering ‘violent extremism’)2previously circulated to 
participants.  

                                                      
1 This is an informal summary provided by International Alert as the organiser of the event in order to 
reflect key discussions. It does not necessarily reflect the views of all participants or of International Alert. 
2 Some of the points made in this research paper have been used in the framing of the issue and therefore 
are not repeated in this section. 



   
A key objective of the study was to explore how spaces can be formed that are empathetic to 
radicalism (as the universal mechanism for societal change) - enabling young people to channel 
their radicalism in peaceful ways.  
 
Perspectives, issues and alternative approaches 
This section summarises participant responses to the research paper and their views on the 
issues to be addressed by a fresh approach.  
 
The dilemma of 21st century diaspora  
Until 2000’s there was a common experience of colonialism amongst non-white immigrant 
communities, largely from the commonwealth, in the UK and elsewhere in Europe. Immigration 
now comes from all parts of the world and many European states are grappling with the notion 
of citizens that have an attachment outside of the state where they are based. One example is 
that diaspora’s are raising issues concerning the implications of foreign policy in places such as 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria within the UK. However there is a need for greater awareness raising of 
the impact of UK foreign and domestic policy towards Muslim communities and a greater 
understanding of the tenants of Islam amongst the wider non-Muslim population. 
 
Unity through solidarity 
Solidarity as a concept is not part of public discourse. It is a human notion that appeals to many 
young people from different backgrounds and can be used nationally and internationally. Some 
small pockets of this type of work exist but this could be developed. Alert’s research in suburbs 
of Tunis regarding youth discontent resonates with the need for the responses to include 
solidarity, together with equality and respect. 
 
Multiplicity of ‘spaces’ 
There was a discussion on who we mean when we refer to spaces for young people. Are we 
talking about spaces to address vulnerability and safeguarding of young people from 
radicalisation or travelling to Syria, or the creation of safe spaces to be an activists in the UK, or 
all of them? 
 
There was a need to give young people from different backgrounds the space to talk about 
shared identities and commonalities, for example, regarding discrimination and aspiration. In 
Bradford young people from different communities are not moving out of their localities and 
there isn’t the space for interaction and opportunity for exchange.  
 
New narratives and sophisticated messaging  
There was discussion on whether it is enough to simply challenge the dominant narrative, or do 
we have to provide, and be smarter with, counter narratives. There are many sophisticated 
frameworks for counter narratives offering mixed approaches that enable different audiences to 
be targeted with tailored messages. Many noted that counter narratives were critical and that 
they should promote values and dignity. Young British Muslims have had their dignity 
systematically undermined and therefore the need to dignify people, have compassion, and 
invest time in them is critical to this process.  
 



   
Questioning underlying motives and interests for change 
Participants discussed the issue of whether civil society and Government had the same 
motivations in tackling extremism i.e. does civil society trust that Government actually want to 
tackle extremism holistically? Do the vested interest within the security services and politicians 
in hyping up the security threat mean that Governments will always falter in taking a holistic 
approach? Conversely, does Government trust that civil society has the capability to prevent 
extremism?  
 
What would a fresh approach look like? 
Participants shared views of what form a fresh approach to the issue of violent extremism could 
take. There was general agreement that there were many initiatives and activities taking place 
at grass roots level, such as space for dialogue and discussion. In this sense we were not looking 
at a fresh approach but an amplification of what actually is working locally to a national level.  
 
There are some pre-requisites that need to be in place, such as the building of trust, equality 
and solidarity, and this needs to be combined with activities that are inclusive and that 
recognise the power imbalances within the present approach and allow space for grievances to 
be heard.  
 
Regarding specific components of a fresh approach, some participants felt that there needs to 
be leadership that initiates dialogue and action in the following areas: 
 

 Engagement – facilitating space for discussion within Muslim and non-Muslim 
communities to share anxieties (e.g. Islamophobia/immigration/security) and ideas. 

 Focus on faith – the opening of space for teaching of faith (Islam) without fear of 
surveillance and a hard security response as well as the education of non-Muslims about 
Islam.  

 Analysis – deeper analysis of the complexity of the issues (as opposed to current 
narratives that over simplify them), including the global connections of violent 
extremism and relevant policy responses. This would be based on “who benefits and 
who does not” from the current approach and from a multi-actor perspective.  

 Identity – opening up discourse around identity (and bringing young people together) to 
challenge the conception of a “single identity” within the UK and other European 
nations.  

 
Next Steps 
It was agreed that Alert would convene smaller group discussions with participants to explore 
the outcomes from the forum. In the first instance, Alert will produce a summary paper (this 
paper) that will be circulated to participants as a basis for further discussions. 


