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Exe uti e umm r  

Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) is emerging as part of a wider more comprehensive 
set of international Counter-Terrorism (CT) policies as a way to address the threat of 
terrorism. While law enforcement, intelligence and security agencies, and military forces 
have been effective at addressing terrorists’ threats, these kinetic methods are not holistic 
or sustainable. Moreover, these traditional approaches may intentionally overlook ecologies 
that facilitate violence and terrorism. Accordingly, CVE by its very nature requires a multi-
disciplinary approach that includes, but is not limited to, reaching out to and partnering 
with actors from all segments of society, such as local police, educators, social workers, 
religious leaders, youth groups, civil society and grass-roots organizations. Moving beyond 
traditional kinetic approaches, CVE aims to identify and utilize internationally-recognized 
best practices to mitigate the growth of violent extremists’ world views that inspire and 
seek to justify terrorism, as well as to restrict the flow of new recruits into violent extremist 
organizations and reintegrate former terrorists into society. 

In September 2011, 29 nations and the European Union created the Global Counterterrorism 
Forum (GCTF) to provide the international community with a broad-based, action-oriented 
CT forum to confront challenges of common interest to participants. One of the five Working 
Groups created by the GCTF was the CVE Working Group, co-chaired by the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) and the United Kingdom (UK). At the inaugural GCTF Meeting, H.H. 
Sheikh Abdullah Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Foreign Minister of the UAE, announced that 
one of the CVE Working Group’s deliverables would be the first-ever international center 
of excellence dedicated to CVE, Hedayah, to be located in Abu Dhabi. Hedayah will be a 
robust and world-class hub of CVE dialogue, training and research activities that caters to 
the needs of its stakeholders and partners in the international community.
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develop and shape successful activities and initiatives that integrate best practices and 
lessons learned from the international community. Doing so will require close collaboration 
with GCTF stakeholders, such as national and local authorities, ranging from education, 
media communications, community policing, and health. Hedayah will also work to 
establish partnerships with civil society and non-governmental organizations that often 
play important roles, particularly at the community and neighborhood level. 

discipline as well as a tool for practitioners seeking to develop best practices in CVE policy. 
Practitioners and academics from around the world have contributed insights and expertise 
to describe the history, necessity and potential opportunities and challenges that lay ahead 

Section I demonstrates a variety of multi-disciplinary perspectives and approaches to the 

de-radicalization and reintegration. Tinka Veldhuis and Siegwart Lindenberg argue prisons 
should emphasize long-term rehabilitation and reintegration goals over short-term security 
goals like countering radicalization and recruitment among inmates. Gabriele Marranci 
suggests that former Muslim prisoners in the West are at higher risk of being radicalized 

counseling and support for former prisoners in their post-prison communities. Malkanthi 
Hettiarachchi argues that the key to de-radicalization is in utilizing a psychological approach 
to engage terrorists and “unlock” their mindsets that reinforce or justify violence.

Finally, Rohan Gunaratna describes the development of CT and CVE research institutions, 
and posits that CVE research and activities should be based at academic institutions such 
as think tanks, or else they may lack the necessary theoretical and methodological rigor 
necessary for a comprehensive interdisciplinary approach. 

Section II describes lessons learned in CVE using case studies from the Middle East, North 
America, South America and Europe. Mansour Al Qarni sheds light on the successful de-
radicalization program carried out by the Saudi government that utilizes the positive role 
that religious education can play to engage those that have shaped their world views from 
extremist groups. Sahar Aziz uses a case study of American Muslims to argue that each 
nation must consider its unique economic, political and social circumstances to protect 
its citizens from violent extremism. Shane Bryans describes the complex role of prisons 
in the context of the IRA in Northern Ireland, revealing that prisons served both as an 
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opportunity for continued political radicalization and training, and at the same time as an 
environment for the IRA leadership to shape the IRA’s collective disengagement from its 
terrorist campaign. 

Using the example of the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (United Self Defense Forces 
of Colombia), Peter Chalk describes the legal mechanisms used to demobilize and disarm 

in the integration of Muslim communities in Western societies, and argues that certain 
European policies have led to further disengagement of Muslims with Western societies 
and the creation of new recruitment opportunities for violent extremists.

Section III posits new methods of countering violent extremism by addressing some of the 

groups of people are best equipped to help counter violent extremism. First, David Scharia 
argues that 
terrorists before they succeed in committing their acts, while still respecting human rights 

when addr
that women can play in civil society and community engagement. 

Several other authors describe the role of existing organizations and institutions in the 
future development of CVE programs and activities. Alistair Miller argues that the United 

(CVE) for decades without the overt intention of countering terrorism and therefore 
should assume a leading role in developing CVE programming. Mehdi Knani explains 
how the Organization for Security Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), as the largest regional 
security forum for dialogue and a platform for action, seeks to leverage its trademark 
comprehensive and co-operative approach to security in order to promote among its 
participating states a multi-dimensional understanding of the threat, and to support 

 
against terrorism is too focused on repressive measures and not enough on preventive work, 
but that the newly-developed EU Radicalisation Awareness Network (RAN) connects and 
engages key researchers, social workers, religious and youth leaders, and policemen to help 
counter violence in local communities.

Finally, two authors build upon Malkanthi Hettiarachchi’s argument to utilize psychological 
Andrew 

Cleary and his colleagues at Integrity Research and Consulting examine the importance of 
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understanding key communities’ attitudes to violence and extremism when designing and 
implementing programming to counter violent extremism. Marwan Muhammad describes 
practical methods for governments to address Islamophobia and raise public awareness of 
what fuels humiliation, frustration and hate in violent individuals. Tore Bjørgo describes 
the reasons why individuals join extremist, terrorist or criminal groups, and more crucial to 
CVE, why they leave these groups.

Overall, the authors develop a consensus around the notion that counter-terrorism 

focus on prevention, whether through the judiciary system within a state or through 
international bodies, policymakers must ensure inclusion of all individuals within a 







1
Multi-disciplinary Perspectives on Countering Violent 

Extremism
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e bilit tion irst  Countering Inm te i li tion e on : 
etting riorities in e ling it  Violent Extremist en ers in 
rison

Tinka M. Veldhuis
Research Fellow at the International Centre for Counter-Terrorism (ICCT) – The Hague

Siegwart Lindenberg1

Professor of Sociology at the University of Groningen

Introduction
Prison authorities who are confronted with violent extremist offenders in their institutions 
face the difficult task of achieving multiple, seemingly incompatible or even conflicting 
objectives. On one hand, they are challenged to rehabilitate and reintegrate inmates so 
that they do not re-offend or return to criminal or violent extremist movements. On the 
other hand, they can encounter the need to combat violent radicalization and recruitment 
among the inmate population, to prevent acute security threats from materializing.

However, to realize each of these objectives appears to require conflicting interventions. 
For example, whereas rehabilitation efforts demand granting inmates a certain degree of 
autonomy to participate in (group) courses or therapies, countering violent extremist belief 
systems might demand restricting individual autonomy and contact between inmates.

How should prison systems manage these priorities to deal with this dilemma effectively 
and optimally serve institutional, national and international security? In this contribution, 
we will argue that policymakers should identify rehabilitation and reintegration as the 
overarching, highest-order priorities. Consequently, short-term security objectives like 
preventing inmate radicalization should be framed as sub-goals of rehabilitation and 
reintegration, to be pursued as a side-effect of realizing the major goal and hence subject 
to the constraint that the measures taken to achieve them do not undermine the longer-
term goals. Prisons can make a sustainable contribution to a safer world but only if prison 
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regimes are balanced and structured to realize long-term goals (e.g. inmate reform with the 
intention to prevent recidivism and post-release radicalization).

The argument that will be unfolded throughout this contribution is three-pronged. Firstly, 
it will argue that emphasizing rehabilitation will serve to realize long-term goals of the 
prison system and, secondly, that doing so can simultaneously contribute to the realization 
of short-term goals. Thirdly, it is argued that prison regimes, which do not emphasize 
rehabilitation but are focused one-sidedly on realizing short-term objectives (e.g. restricting 
the autonomy and behavior of inmates to counter violent radicalization), are likely to prove 
unsustainable and self-undermining by causing undesired side-effects that increase rather 
than reduce security risks.

Managing Prison Objectives: A Delicate Balancing Act 
In managing priorities, policymakers first need to describe what kind of social change they 
aspire to bring about. The key point is to identify goals and their hierarchy.2 The ambitions 
of the prison system can be modelled according to high-level (long-term) goals and lower-
level (short-term) objectives. Whereas long-term goals are formulated in general terms and 
identify more abstract desired end-states, short-term objectives are narrowly defined and 
are linked to specific descriptions of the achievements to produce the desired outcomes. 

What are the long-term ambitions of the prison? Ultimately, the goal of the prison system 
– in cooperation with other criminal justice and counterterrorism policies – should be 
to increase societal safety. Thus, the prison can be expected to aim to counter recidivism 
(among "general" as well as violent extremist inmates), and reduce, or at least not increase, 
the risk of post-release violent radicalization. 

In the shorter run, prisons are intended to achieve traditional objectives like protecting 
the public by isolating dangerous criminals, punishing them for their wrongdoing and 
discouraging others from breaking the law.3 For prisons confronted with violent extremism, 
countering inmate radicalization and recruitment efforts could become an acute, short-
term objective. 

Ultimately, in order to optimize realization of both short and long-term objectives and 
to maximize the prison’s contribution to countering extremism, policymakers would 
be well-advised to emphasize rehabilitation and reintegration as the most important 
responsibilities and to make other, short-term (security) objectives subordinate to the 
longer-term perspective. 
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Firstly, prison regimes that prioritize rehabilitation and reintegration will be suitable to achieve 
longer-term goals and prevent recidivism and post-release radicalization. Rehabilitation aims 
to prevent perverse effects of being contained and deprived of control during imprisonment, 
and to change the skills and the cognitive and attitudinal characteristics of inmates in a way 
that prevents them from returning to crime upon release. To that end, rehabilitation efforts 
seek to make individuals resilient to criminogenic and potentially radicalizing factors such 
as lack of problem solving skills and self-control, traumatic life-events, peer pressure and 
political, social or individual frustrations and disappointments.4 As suggested in the Rome 
Memorandum on Good Practices for Rehabilitation and Reintegration of Violent Extremist 
Offenders, inmate reform will be best served if inmates are involved in comprehensive 
rehabilitation programmes that commence at the moment the individual enters the prison 
and include educational and vocational training, psychological and religious counselling, 
after-care and community involvement.

Secondly, focusing on rehabilitation can contribute to the realization of short-term 
objectives, such as maintaining institutional security and countering violent radicalization 
in prison. The essence of rehabilitation is that it applies courses, trainings and therapies 
to change the thoughts and beliefs that pushed the individual to criminal behavior in 
the first place. On the whole, rehabilitation programs can make (violent extremist as well 
as "general") inmates more resilient to radicalizing factors in prison and to recruiting 
or intimidating fellow inmates. For violent extremist inmates in particular, engaging in 
dialogue with religious scholars or psychologists as part of a rehabilitation program might 
create an opening for a change in mind set towards a non-violent, less dogmatic worldview 
and undermine support for extremist movements or recruitment efforts.5 For rehabilitation 
to contribute to institutional security and countering violent extremism within prisons, 
however, it is important that rehabilitation programs are comprehensive and start as soon 
as the inmate enters the prison system. 

In contrast, prison regimes that do not focus on rehabilitation but emphasize short-term 
(security) objectives run the risk of producing undesired outcomes and ultimately jeopardizing 
institutional and public safety. One could put forward a counter-argument to prioritizing 
rehabilitation by stating that the battle against violent extremism can be perfectly served in 
both the short and longer run without rehabilitation, namely by restricting violent extremist 
inmates in their behavior and social interaction within and beyond the prison walls. After all, 
violent ideologies will then have little chance to spread among the inmate population. Indeed, 
strict regimes can erect physical barriers against the spread of radicalization and recruitment 
efforts, but at what cost, if they simultaneously can cause effects that are counter-productive 
for virtually all goals and objectives except short-term control? 

Rehabilitation First, Countering Inmate Radicalization Second
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Above all, severely restrictive regimes could induce experiences of exclusion, discrimination 
and stigmatization among the inmates, which can in turn provide fuel for recidivism and 
post-release radicalization.6 This risk becomes particularly grave if additional constraints 
are not based on individual risk assessments but target entire groups on general criteria (e.g. 
terrorism related offenders or members of a specific movement). Indiscriminate restrictions 
could open the door for accusations of discrimination and repressive state policies, which 
can in turn be perceived to legitimize a violent struggle against the government.7

Moreover, the introduction of unbalanced, one-sided prison regimes could cause spill-
over effects to sympathizing communities. For instance, while severe monitoring of inmate 
communication can be deemed necessary to prevent inmates from coordinating criminal 
activities outside prison, such restrictions also strongly affect the inmate’s family and 
friends and can spread frustration and antagonism, creating unwanted community support 
for violent extremist causes. Lastly, detention or rehabilitation policies that are presented 
as special measures for ´terrorists´ or ´extremist inmates´ could label ex-inmates with a 
stigma they might find difficult to free themselves of. It is well known that ex-offenders are 
often confronted with stigmatization and substantial difficulties in finding a job or a house 
after being released into society, and that these problems increase the risk of recidivism.8 
Carrying an additional ´terrorist´ label can hardly be expected to make rehabilitation and 
peaceful reintegration an easier task for ex-extremists. 

Conclusion
Policy architects in the prison system are challenged to manage seemingly conflicting 
priorities and to design sustainable prison regimes that are fit to pursue rehabilitation 
and reintegration of regular as well as violent extremist inmates, while detaining them 
in a secure environment where violent ideological contagion can be minimized. In this 
contribution we have argued that the best way to optimize the prison’s input to public 
safety is to identify preventing re-offending and post-release radicalization as the most 
important, overarching goal and to combat prison radicalization with means that do not 
undermine this goal. 

The implication of such a goal hierarchy is that institutional security in the prison, and 
hence inmate radicalization, should be framed as a problem of rehabilitation – and not the 
other way around. That is, rather than designing rehabilitation programs "around" security 
measures, security measures should be designed such that they contribute to, or at least 
not compromise rehabilitation. By no means do we suggest that prison regimes should be 
particularly lenient or that violent extremists cannot be subjected to restrictive measures. 

Tinka M. Veldhuis, Siegwart Lindenberg
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Rather, we suggest that repressive interventions should be in accordance with rehabilitative 
aims and sensitive to the causes of (post-release) radicalization and recidivism.9 

Above all, the correctional system could be recognized for its potential to actively assist 
in preventing violent outbursts of extremism, now and in the future, by addressing core 
motivations of violent radicalization and pursuing safe reintegration of violent extremist 

opportunity to make a sustainable contribution to (inter)national security. 

(Endnotes)

1 The authors wish to thank Mr. Eelco Kessels (ICCT – The Hague) for his valuable comments 
on earlier drafts of  this essay.

2 Siegwart Lindenberg,. “Cognition and Governance: Why Incentives Have to take the Back Seat.” 
In Handbook of  Economic Organization. Cheltenham: Elga, in press. 

3 Louis N. Robinson,. “Contradictory Purposes in Prisons.” Journal of  Criminal Law and 
Criminology, 37, No. 6, pp. 449-457. 

4 Francis T. Cullenand Paul Gendreau,. “Assessing Correctional Rehabilitation: Policy, Practice, and 
Prospects.” In National Institute of  Justice Criminal Justice 2000, Washington, DC: US Department 
of  Justice, 2000.

5 If  a comprehensive individual risk assessments has indicated that an inmate may be "irreconcilable" 
(e.g. not receptive to rehabilitative efforts) or intending to recruit, it may be necessary to (temporarily) 
segregate this individual from (speci c) other inmates, to prevent him from disturbing the 
rehabilitation of  others .

6 Tinka M. Veldhuis, et. al, Terroristen in Detentie: Evaluatie van de Terroristenafdeling [Terrorists 
in Detention: Review of  the Dutch Terrorism Wing]. The Hague: WODC, 2010.

7 Lindenberg, in press op cit.

8 Christy Visher, et. Al., Returning Home: Understanding the Challenges of  Prisoner Reentry. 
Washington, D.C.: Urban Institute, 2004.

9 See also Tinka M. Veldhuis. “Designing rehabilitation and reintegration programmes for violent 
extremist offenders: A Realist Approach.” ICCT Research Paper, 2012. http://www.icct.nl/download/

le/ICCT-Veldhuis-Designing-Rehabilitation-Reintegration-Programmes-March-2012.pdf 

Rehabilitation First, Countering Inmate Radicalization Second
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rom C ge  o ies to C ge  ouls: e C se o  ormer Muslim 
risoners n  e Im ort n e o  eligious Counseling

Gabriele Marranci
Director of the Study of Contemporary Muslim Lives, Dept. of Anthropology, Macquarie University

Introduction
During my research on Muslim prisoners and former prisoners in the UK, I realized the 
potential grievous consequences of a widespread lack of religious counseling for former 
Muslim prisoners.1 Although mainly Western governments, and consequently prison 
services, display ardent concern about security and extremism within prisons, the destiny 
of former Muslim prisoners seems to be of no interest, and this indifference has possible 
unfortunate consequences. Indeed, if the effects of the prison environment and the related 
issues discussed below are to become a potential threat, it will be so outside prisons rather 
than within them.

Prison, Religion and Emotions 
People, not usually religious or not educated in religious matters, may turn towards religion 
in particular phases of their lives. Their reasons to do so of course vary and the commitment 
may differ in degrees. Nonetheless, an element that is essential in the personal experience of 
any religion is faith. Faith may be performative in some cases, but despite all, the common 
denominator of the statement "I am Muslim" is that the person at least declares to have 
faith in his or her understanding of Islam. 

Imprisonment is traumatic. Prisoners and former prisoners emphasize the emotionally 
powerful experience of initial incarceration. They have reported fear, wonder, objectification, 
disorientation, humiliation and claustrophobic physical sensations, together with a strong 
element of alienation and even dreamlike experience. Fear, in particular, marks the prisoners’ 
everyday life, as does the feeling of loss.2 
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Since we are born, emotions and feelings are part of us and how we interact with the 
environment and how the environment interacts with us. The relationship between 
emotions and religious practice is not new and students have observed and discussed it 
since the eighteenth century. At the same time, there is no doubt that religion plays an 
important role in the lives of many inmates and a rather large number of Muslims have 
rediscovered and reconnected with Islam immediately upon entering prison.

One of the first things that Muslim prisoners receive upon their commitment to prison is a 
prayer mat and a translation of the Qur’an before being locked inside their cells for several 
hours. All prisoners interviewed for this study confirmed that receiving the Qur’an and the 
prayer mat reminded them of the wrongdoing they committed and the religion they left 
behind in their childhood.

As a prison imam stated, “emotions define Islam in here [prison]; it is my task to use their 
renewed faith and make it theologically sound and a life commitment.” The prison imam 
emphasized the need for religious education for inmates since a significant number of 
Muslim prisoners have little theological or even practical knowledge of Islam. The lack of 
Islamic knowledge (e.g. a basic knowledge of fiqh, but also the Qur’an itself and Sunna), 
combined with the reawakened faith through the reaction to what the prisoners imagine 
Islam is, facilitates the formation of what can be called Prison Islam.3

The gates of prison, other than in extremely few cases, will one day open and prisoners must 
readapt to life within mainstream society. Normally, release from prison comes with some 
conditions that the prisoner has to respect as part of his reintegration. Parole is a safeguard 
to help former prisoners readapt and rebuild their lives, and also a way of monitoring their 
progress and preventing reoffending. 

Although many stories of rehabilitation are ultimately successful, a majority of experiences 
are marked by rejection, a lack of community support and mistakes in probation. These 
factors facilitate the risk that some former Muslim prisoners may recommit crimes or, more 
rarely and in specific circumstances, are exploited by radical groups or individuals. Often 
religion is not part of any aspects of probation, even when the former prisoner expresses 
and understands his life in religious terms (as many do). 

The Importance of Professional Religious Counseling for Former Prisoners 
 All Muslim former prisoners interviewed emphasized how they believed that their Muslim 
identity and their commitment to Islam were the best protection against the risk of winding 
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up behind bars again. Religion also plays an important role among those former Muslim 
prisoners, who hope that, their families and loved ones will accept them back into their 
lives and homes. A considerable number of former Muslim prisoners are also parents, and 
contact with their children is an essential part of their attempt to change. Religion has 
a relevant role in this process since some prisoners, particularly women, feel that due to 
their renewed faith in Islam they may fulfill their parental role properly and provide their 
children with the moral values that they felt themselves to have previously lacked. 

Yet nobody prepares the Muslim prisoners for the outside reality: the fact that mosques, 
Islamic institutions and many Muslims do not welcome former Muslim prisoners, that 
many mosques do not provide support outside prison and that they are badly organized 
to provide even preliminary assistance or advice to them when compared to Christian 
organizations, for instance. 

Former Muslim prisoners lacking much needed support from relatives or the state will 
rarely find it within their own Muslim community, which today, as my research has 
shown, is still prone to reject them rather than address their needs. However, other groups, 
politicized and radical in their interpretation of Islam, are likely to sometimes offer what 
the mainstream community and the state fail to provide. A small number, depending upon 
their experience of prison, how they developed their "prison Islam" and the degree of 
isolation they endured, may join and possibly even be persuaded to commit worse crimes 
than before, including terrorism. Of course, the danger is limited, but as we also know, it 
takes only a few committed individuals to endanger the lives of many.

Recently some pilot projects have been initiated in order to provide a link between the 
Prison Service, probation officers and some religious organizations. One of these projects 
is Community Chaplaincy Project (CCP), which is based in Leeds, UK. The intention of 
this project is to provide pastoral care to prisoners not only during their sentence but also, 
and most importantly, afterwards. Not only does this uninterrupted pastoral care facilitate 
the reintegration of Muslim former prisoners within the community, and often within 
the family, but it also avoids the isolation and alienation that prisoners may experience if 
there is a lack in support received. Finally, all the elements above and the care of the prison 
imam, who knows the prisoner and his or her difficulties, can help to avoid that radical 
organizations or individuals who may exploit former prisoners.

It is essential to prevent radicalization and security threats that professional religious 
counseling is offered to religious Muslims as part of their probation and that religious 
institutions, such as mosques and Islamic centers, are integrated in the process to educate 
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the general Muslim population to overcome the stigma attached to the experience of prison 
and facilitate the reintegration and rehabilitation of former Muslim prisoners not only 
within the Muslim community but also within mainstream Islam. 

Conclusion

Yet the prison system appears to be over focused on security and the surveillance of Muslims. 
In doing so, the prison system misses some important aspects such as highly professional 
religious counseling. As recent research shows, environmental and contextual conditions 

religious counseling is not provided. Yet as argued in this contribution, the situation is even 

by mosques, Islamic institutions and even the general Muslim population. Professional 
religious counseling, if maintained outside prison as an optional part of probation, may 
help to prevent any risk of radicalization. 

(Endnotes)

1  Gabriele Marranci,   Faith, Ideology and Fear: Muslim Identities Within and Beyond Prison. 
(London: Continuum) 2009, pp. 134-153.

2 See Hans Toch, Men in Crisis: Human Breakdowns in Prison. (Chicago, IL: Aldine Publishing 
Company), 1975.

3  Marranci, op. cit, pp. 63-88.
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nlo ing t e errorist Min set: A s ologi l A ro  

Malkanthi Hettiarachchi
Chartered Clinical Psychologist and Expert on Terrorist Rehabilitation

Introduction
The success of violent extremists is in their ability to convince the community of their fight 
for freedom or quest for justice due to threat or persecution. They demonstrate successes by 
keeping their supporters motivated and the enemy fearful. Terrorist groups project the face 
of the victim to its sympathizers and supporters, the face of the aggressor to the perceived 
enemy, and the face of the rescuer to the vulnerable community.1

The terror justifying ideology consists of three components.2 A perceived grievance which 
is the reason used to justify the use of terror; a perpetrator to be blamed for the grievance, 
who becomes the target of anger; a method that justifies the acts of terror through religion 
or historical narratives.3 

Counter-terrorism initiatives focused on depleting the supply of recruits and funding could 
minimize the operational capability of terrorists. The kinetic response to terrorism is a 
familiar and essential aspect in reducing the immediate threat, while intelligence gathering 
is used to dismantle the active and potential threats. Engaging the “battlefield of the mind”4 
is an equally important and a highly skilled task that requires a psychological approach.5 It 
is essential to engage with the terrorist to identify the thoughts and beliefs and create doubt 
in the mind of the terrorist. Psychological counseling skills help to build rapport, overcome 
resistance, and extricate thoughts and beliefs in a non-threatening manner. Identifying 
the cognitive errors or distortions in thinking, use the Socratic method of questioning to 
explore alternative perspectives and responses to the violence justifying narratives, facilitates 
working towards de-legitimizing the need for violence. 
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Radicalized into Violence

Radicalization is to become “extreme.” Ideology is a set of beliefs to which the individual 
subscribes based on political, religious, social and/or personal injustices. The individual 
forms a narrative that is rational and justifies terror techniques. These acts of terror 
inflicted on others do not cause dissonance due to the moral justification for actions.6 

Through indoctrination the individual is mentored into justifying acts of terror. 
Rationalization permits the individual to engage in violence without the accompanying 
psychological distress. The individual will refer to the doctrine that supports the violence 
and use the arguments presented by the mentors. 

Grooming of a terrorist: Commitment to the terrorist ideology is nurtured through 
mentorship. The terror justifying narrative becomes part of the new history of the 
individual and community. The mentors manipulate thinking to ensure loyalty and 
commitment to the terrorist hierarchy. Unless the individual is exposed to experiences 
that counter the single narrative, justification for violence continues. Within 
rehabilitation, the misguided beneficiaries”7 individuals are supported to re-assess their 
thinking patterns based on their interaction and re-engagement with civil society and the 
different other. Cognitive dissonance may occur when the terrorist begins to question 
all what he/she was groomed into believing and doing. Psychological counseling is 
essential to support the individual to make sense of a different reality and adjust into 
the community. 

Recruitment: Propaganda does not need to be true, but needs only to be believed. 
Charismatic leaders and recruiters use disinformation, misinterpretation of events, and 
actual injustices to provide the basis for rationalizing the need to group. Some were 
challenged “are you a man or a boy”8 while others were told “you will die anyway after 
30-40 years so you might as well do something important for yourself, family and the 
cause.”9 Young people followed as their peers joined the group, the attraction of wearing 
a uniform and holding a weapon, the power that was wielded over the community, were 
more exciting than staying at home and studying. The dissemination of information 
through the print and electronic media, by word of mouth, lectures, street theatre, 
recruitment drives in schools and public places, celebration of the terrorist martyrs help 
to swell the numbers of terrorist networks. Once the individual is convinced of the 
terror justifying ideology, the search for information becomes selective.10 Since 2006 the 
forced recruitment of one member from each family was meant to expand family loyalty 
of the community to the Tamil tigers while expanding its membership. This act was 
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received with anger as parents objected to their children been removed from the home. 

Sustenance: The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), one of the world’s most 
ruthless terrorist groups, developed standard methods for retaining their rank and file. 
Training included lectures on the narrative for a separate state, mentorship, the flow of 
disinformation, anger generated over terrorists who died in battle or in suicide attacks, the 
terrorist leader venerated as a God, salaries that helped to sustain the families, extensive 
punishments and incarceration of those that attempted to leave the group.11 

Unlocking the Terrorist Mindset
Terrorists function on the basis that their actions are justified. Winning “Hearts and Minds” 
approach is used within terrorist rehabilitation to build rapport and overcome resistance.12 
One has to win the heart to be able to win the mind. 

Winning the heart is through ensuring livelihoods, supporting the beneficiary to re-engage 
with one’s spirituality, culture, society and family by providing educational, vocational, 
spiritual and recreational rehabilitation. Gradually the beneficiary begins to engage, 
commence a discourse and share experiences. Winning the mind starts once the individual, 
feels valued, respected and secure in a non-threatening environment. Several programs were 
conducted to reach the mind. Meditation and mindfulness training, psychological and 
creative therapies that included mentorship training, counseling, emotional intelligence, 
forum theatre, music, dance, art therapy and a range of other activities. These programs 
help to gradually expand the individuals thinking and experiences and the beneficiary 
begins to question their thoughts, beliefs and actions. 

Relapse Prevention
Rehabilitation occurs in an artificial environment, where beneficiaries have their basic 
needs met, with no responsibility for self-sustenance and sustenance of family. Therefore, 
preparation of the individual to re-engage in society is essential.13

The challenges faced by beneficiaries upon reintegration are many: livelihood needs, skills 
to face society as a civilian, coping with anger of own community, managing offers made 
to engage in criminal activity, or indeed meet with those who are likely to want to regroup. 

After-care programs needs to ensure that the necessary support systems are in place for 
the beneficiary to adjust to the community upon reintegration and steer clear of crime. 
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Psychological counseling services within the After-care program could help with this 
transition and adjustment phase. 

Community Engagement programs are essential to maintain contact with the community 
and reduce the potential for disinformation and misinformation. Community awareness 
programs as well as community dialogue for reconciliation14, school exchange programs, 
and events and occasions are made into opportunities for the communities to intermingle, 
helps to reduce communal mistrust. 

Conclusion
Radicalization happens from within, and the person is transformed by an ideology and 
wishes to live by it, promote it, and die for it. In De-radicalization the person is transformed 
fr

behavior and values he/she wants to be a part of or adopt. Invalidating the distorted images 
propagated and maintained of the "other" by the terrorist organisation. Psychological 
counselling facilitates this attitudinal change and prepares the individual to reconnect with 
family, friends, community and society. It provides the best opportunity to begin to lead 
life as an individual away from violence. 

(Endnotes)
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2 A.W. Kruglanski, M.J. Gelfand, and R. Gunaratna, “Aspects of  deradicalization” in R. Gunaratna, 
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counter-terrorism, Routledge, New York, 2010. 

3 Al Qaeda, a religiously motivated terrorist group targets those they consider are against Islam 
and occupation of  Islamic countries. The Liberation Tigers of  Tamil Eelam (LTTE) are politically 
motivated and target those who opposed their separatist agenda. 
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Counter Terrorism, Vol. 6, NO. 1, April 2011, 65-82. 
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Unlocking the Terrorist Mindset: A Psychological Approach 31

sg/publications/conference_reports/RSIS_PakistanReport_2010.pdf 

6 Cognitive dissonance is the discomfort experienced when engaging in actions that con ict with 
one’s moral or social stand. 
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9 Interview with former Tamil tiger terrorist, May 30, 2011. 
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12 M Hettiarachchi, Sri Lankan initiative in the rehabilitation of  former Tamil tigers, 2010, accessed: 
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Introduction
To understand and respond to terrorism, over 100 think tanks are currently engaged in 
teaching, research, networking and outreach activities.1 While most specialist think tanks 
work on terrorism and counter-terrorism, few work on counter violent extremism. Like 
terrorism, if countering violent extremism is a discipline, it should be based at an academic 
institution or else it may lack the necessary theoretical and methodological rigor and an 
interdisciplinary approach.2 

The focus of most security think tanks is to work with governments where they mostly 
conduct contract research and engage in policy advocacy on behalf of governments. But in 
addition to working with governments, it is also paramount for think tanks to work with 
community partners to engage susceptible communities vulnerable to extremist ideologies. 

First Generation of Think Tanks
Spurred by the beginning of the contemporary wave of terrorism in 1968, the first 
generation of counter-terrorism think tanks originated in the West. RAND staff Brian 
Michael Jenkins, since 1972, and Bruce Hoffman, since 1981, systematically studied 
terrorism. In the UK, the discipline of terrorism studies was founded by Paul Wilkinson. 
Wilkinson was previously associated with and directed the Research Institute for the 
Study of Conflict and Terrorism in London that functioned from 1989-1999. Together 
with Hoffman, Wilkinson established the Centre for the Study of Terrorism and Political 
Violence at the University of St Andrews in 1994. 



Rohan Gunaratna34

The National Memorial Institute for the Prevention of Terrorism (MIPT) was created in 
response to the bombing of a Federal Building in Oklahoma City on April 19, 1995. 
The first dedicated American think tank to study terrorism, MIPT dedicated itself to the 
training and professional development of American law enforcement officers both in crime 
and terrorism prevention. 

The first counter-terrorism research think tank outside the West3 was established in China. 
The China Institutes of Contemporary International Relations launched the Center for 
Counter-Terrorism Studies in 2000.4 

Second Generation of Think Tanks
Spurred by 9/11, the second generation of think tanks emerged both in the global north 
and south. In July 2002, a terrorism research programme was established within the 
Institute for Defence and Security Studies, now the S. Rajaratnam School of International 
Studies, at Nanyang Technological University. The programme was subsequently upgraded 
into the International Centre for Political Violence and Terrorism Research on February 
20, 2004. Since 2003, its ideological response unit, spearheaded and staffed by clerics, built 
government capacities to rehabilitate terrorists and counter extremism in communities.5 

The United States Military Academy at West Point established a Combating Terrorism 
Center on February 20, 2003. Russ Howard, a former Special Forces Officer, who was 
the head of the Department of Social Science, was its founding Director. Also founded 
in 2003, the George Washington University Homeland Security Policy Institute is a non-
partisan “think and do” tank working on terrorism issues.6 The Fletcher School for Law 
and Diplomacy created the Jebsen Center for Counter Terrorism in 2005.7 Due to a lack 
of continuity in funding, the Center was closed down in 2006. The Australian government 
supported the development of university and non-university think tanks to counter violent 
extremism after the terrorist attack in Bali in October 2002. The Centre for Policing, 
Intelligence and Counter Terrorism at Macquarie University, Australia was established in 
2005.8 The Global Terrorism Research Center at University of Monash was established in 
2006. 

To guide counter-terrorism research to secure the US homeland, several government 
institutions have provided grants to US and foreign think tanks. They range from the 
United States Institute of Peace to the Office of Naval Research and the Department of 
Defence. A U.S. Department of Homeland Security Center of Excellence - The National 
Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism - was established at 
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the University of Maryland at College Park in 2005.9 The International Centre for the 
Study of Terrorism at the Pennsylvania State University was launched in London on May 
20, 2006.10 The International Centre for the Study of Radicalization was launched in 
London in January 2008. The International Centre for Counter-Terrorism at The Hague 
was launched on May 31, 2010. 

To work on terrorism and other transnational threats, the Institute for Peace and Security 
Studies, Addis Ababa University, established an Africa Peace and Security Program11 and 
University of Hargeisa, Somaliland created the Observatory of Conflict and Violence 
Prevention (OCVP).12

Non-University Think Tanks
Several hundred non-university affiliated think tanks conduct research and counter violent 
extremism. While some are government or government supported, others are corporate or 
privately funded think tanks registered as NGOs. 

Established in 1997, Institute for Conflict Management, New Delhi, is South Asia’s leading 
counter-terrorism and counter insurgency think tank. The Pak Institute for Peace Studies, a 
research and advocacy counter-violent extremism think-tank was established on January 10, 
2006.13 Located in Kabul, Afghanistan, the Centre for Conflict and Peace Studies conduct 
research and training on counter-insurgency.14 Located in Dhaka, Bangladesh Enterprise 
Institute serves as a platform to bring the specialist counter-terrorism agencies and other 
security stakeholders together.15 The Bangladesh Institute of Peace and Security Studies 
launched the Bangladesh Centre for Terrorism Research.16 The Institute of International 
Peace Building (Yayasan Prasasti Perdamaian) in Jakarta17 and the Philippine Institute for 
Political Violence and Terrorism Research were established in early 2008. 

With its origins in November 2007, the Center on Global Counterterrorism Cooperation 
builds partnerships through collaborative research and policy analysis and by providing 
practical advice.18 The Foundation for Defense of Democracies launched the Center for the 
Study of Terrorist Radicalization in 2010. Two of the best US resources to counter-extremism 
are The Middle East Media Research Institute19 and The Jamestown Foundation.20

In the UK, in addition to the British government, charities also support several think 
tanks. Created in 2008, Quilliam Foundation is the “world’s first counter-extremism think 
tank set up to address the unique challenges of citizenship, identity, and belonging in a 
globalised world.”21 
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A number of foreign and defence ministries support research institutes with specialist 

specialist centres is the Norwegian Defence Research Establishment’s Terrorism Research 
Group.22

research centre, Southeast Asia Regional Centre for Counter-Terrorism on July 1, 2003.23 

Many security think tanks with counter-terrorism specialists run terrorism research 
pr

Policy produces timely reports on terrorist threats and invites terrorism specialists from 
around the world to participate in their activities.24 Similarly, the long standing Center for 
Strategic and International Studies in Washington D.C., consults on terrorism with the 
government, runs projects and hosts conferences.25

also launched a programme to counter extremism through civil society.26 

Some think tanks lack in-house speciality in countering violent extremism. Such think 
tanks then invite specialists and convene meetings to discuss the threat of violent extremism. 
For example, the Chatham House,27 the International Institute for Strategic Studies,28 
the Ditchely Foundation,29 Wilton Park30 and other similar organizations address topical 
security issues including terrorism and counter-terrorism. 

In the Middle East several think tanks work on security measures in collaboration with 
research programmes on terrorism and extremism. However, with the exception of Israel 
and Turkey, there are no dedicated think tanks focusing on terrorism in the Middle 

December 1, 2003.31

Turkey was established in July 2007. 

Campaign for Dialogue in Saudi Arabia. Although there are government think tanks 
working on terrorism in the Middle East, there is no dedicated academic think tank 

of Excellence for Countering Violent Extremism in Abu Dhabi to be launched in the near 
future. 

While a variety of US based think tanks do work on threats in Latin America, there are no 
specialized think tanks on Latin American soil dedicated to countering violent extremism. 
While there are no dedicated African think tanks engaged in counter extremism, there are 
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a dozen think tanks working on security in general that cover counter-terrorism,32 counter 
extremism33 and peace building. 34 Most counter-extremism work conducted by NGO 
think tanks are project based. Depending on the funding received from governments or 
other private donors, they launch initiatives in counter-extremism. 

Conclusion
At the end of the Cold War, the world witnessed a shift from traditional military security to 
non-traditional security. The think tanks rose up to the challenge posed by non-state armed 
actors. Today, insurgents, terrorists and extremists from ethno-political, politico-religious 
and left/right wing ideologies participate, support and advocate violence. To find solutions 
to threats, think tanks serve as the ideal platforms as they bring together specialists from 
diverse disciplines and cultures. The challenge is to reach the widest possible audience and 
to influence leaders in governments, corporations, and the community. 
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Introduction
Saudi Arabia was exposed to the terrorism phenomena as much as any other active society, 
and the peril was confronted according to a security policy implemented along with an 
intellectual campaign. Such step seemed to be an optimal solution in the aftermath of the 
deadly terrorist attacks of 2003. Moreover, the use of non-conventional measures - i.e. the 
intellectual fight dubbed as “the soft strategy” aiming at fighting intellectual and doctrinal 
justifications of extremism – represented a major aspect in KSA’s efforts to fight terrorism 
and violence.

The abovementioned strategy is embodied in the programs of the Mohammed bin Naif 
Center for Counseling and Care, considered to be one of the most prominent rehabilitation 
and vocational institutions successfully applying the soft approach towards terrorism. It 
is built on the absolute conviction that the battle against terrorism is not only based on 
the retaliation by force and security measures, it also relies on a simultaneous security – 
intellectual joint endeavor, emphasizing wisdom and serenity in addressing and convincing 
such lured category of people, in order to provide them with intellectual reform and cure. It 
is a therapeutic trend aiming at supporting those involved in intellectual misleading, and a 
preventive trend aiming at protecting the society from such misleading. 

Strategy of the Saudi Experience
The Saudi experience in intellectual campaign and rehabilitation efforts, through the 
programs of the Mohammed bin Naif Center for Counseling and Care, relies on three major 
strategies: Prevention – Rehabilitation – Care. Such strategies are implemented through 
three programs: Counseling – Rehabilitation – Aftercare program. These programs rely, 
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for therapy and rehabilitation, on academic programs essentially embodied in religious, 
psychological and social programs as well as other professional programs. 

The Center’s Strategy was triggered by a holistic vision to treat the central cause, namely 
religious extremism and intellectual misleading, taking into consideration that the lured 
individuals are an integral part of the Saudi society where they were born and raised. 
Hence their intellectual, social, and professional rehabilitation and their reintegration in 
the community will contribute to the objectives of social and economic development. 
In order to achieve such vision, the center endeavored to benefit from the academic and 
practical experiences in the society, in the religious, social and psychological domains 
through academic seminars and professional counseling, in order to prepare the “arrested 
and beneficiary” individuals1 to reintegrate in the society after their discontinuity thereof, 
and overcome all difficulties in this regard. 

Objectives of the Center
The Center has general objectives, namely contributing to the dissemination of the 
moderation and rejection of extremism and luring ideas, endeavoring at achieving 
intellectual, psychological, and social equilibrium within the targeted categories, in addition 
to emphasizing the role of the State in fighting terrorism, confronting misconceptions, 
and protecting and tending its citizens. Nevertheless, it is committed to general objectives 
summarized as follows: 

Providing counseling for arrested individuals in order to address their misconceptions 
and uncertainties, and refuting them by referring to the Holy Koran and the Sunnah of 
the Prophet;

Correcting the misconceptions of arrested individuals, and replacing them with sound 
teachings that comply with the moderation and tolerance of Islam; 

Implementing holistic preventive campaigns for raising awareness in all locations that 
are susceptible of fostering extremism; targeting all social categories while focusing on 
the youth; 

Attracting competent, eligible and reliable specialists to conduct the Center activities.;

Providing mechanisms that expand the knowledge and know-how of released convicts, 
and raise their awareness regarding the risks incurred from their misconception; 
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Providing the daily needs for mislead individuals’ families, and following-up on their 
academic, health and social conditions; 

Communicating with released individuals in order to ensure their perseverance on the 
righteous path, and supporting them to avoid any recurrence of such misconceptions, 
for the sake of the national interest; and 

Conducting accurate academic studies and researches for cases that were followed-up 
inside the detention facility or care center. 

Benefits of the Saudi Experience
The intellectual campaign within the Mohammed bin Naif Center for Counseling and Care 
yielded outstanding results given the fact that it is a relatively recent initiative. It earned 
international appraisal from many international political, security and religious authorities 
in the world, as reported by global news agencies. 

Nevertheless, such positive results as per intellectual curing for mislead victims, especially 
their social reintegration, were not the only benefits of the Center; other benefits included: 

Achieving the religious obligation by the competent officials, as per counseling and 
refuting all justifications for such misconceptions, based on the Prophet’s (Peace be Upon 
Him) saying: “Religion relies on advice.” Hence the Saudi Government is performing a 
religious duty by providing counseling for arrested individuals in security cases; 

Emphasizing the true religious teachings and revealing the misconceptions of some 
involved individuals, whereas the latter misunderstood the religious texts and teachings, 
hence required rehabilitation and reeducation; 

Intellectual dialogue convinced most of the arrested individuals who declared they 
abandoned the misconceptions, which is a social achievement by the Center; 

The Saudi society was quite relieved by such counseling, and perceived it as a State 
endeavor to protect all citizens from misconceptions and harm;

Such counseling thwarted the evil plans of Al Qaeda and all its supporting factions, 
because the State, through religious awareness campaign, managed to enfeeble and 
undermine their misleading “religious” teachings; 
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Psychologically, the counseling provided the mislead victims with an insight to 
understand their acts and motivations, while addressing and orienting their true needs 
and helping them enhance their personalities and their capacities, as well as developing 
their communication and interaction skills with their entourage, and training them to 
control their aggressive reactions which can be devastating for the factors of welfare in 
society and replace them with positive reactions that can be addressed for the good of 
the whole society; and

Socially, the arrested and beneficiary individuals acquired many skills that contributed 
to their social reintegration, such as controlling socially unacceptable behaviors (such 
as anti-social behaviors), the ability of social interaction, and the ability to engage in 
social customs, values, ideals, ethics and standards, as well as developing their nationalist 
values and loyalty toward all instances and institutions of our nation.

Lessons Learned from the Saudi Experience
Such positive aspects and benefits reflect the encouraging outcome of the Saudi experience 
in rehabilitating and reintegrating the individuals involved in extremist doctrines and acts 
of violence. One notices that it imposed an important fact in the fight against terrorism, 
through all religious, psychological and social rehabilitation included therein, as an important 
partner, or even a substitute, for the security measures. Based on the said experience, one 
may say it provided many important lessons including: 

Security interference is not considered the only solution anymore for defeating violent 
and extremist organizations, with the intellectual strategies increasingly proving to be 
effective in restraining the acts of violence, their growing members, or their dissemination 
of extremist doctrines which leads to violence. 

The intellectual dialogue and discussion with those victims of misconceptions has given 
an inclusive concept for the reasons of misleading, with the main reason being the 
ignorance of the true religious teachings, which lured a large number of individuals.

Identifying the means and processes used by the misleading groups in order to lure 
youth to join them and convince them of their misleading concepts. 

Perusing the reasons and circumstances that encourage youth to take the path of 
violence and reject their natal society and environment, to accept such pervert doctrines 
contradicting their initial teaching. 
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 Acquiring convincing dialogue skills with the lured individuals, as well as techniques 
of refuting the said misconceptions, revealed through the numerous discussions with 
them, which benefitted the specialists involved in such discussions. 

Uniting efforts between specialists and law enforcement individuals against extremist 
misconceptions, which established a bond between both parties involved in physical 
and intellectual security respectively. 

Refuting many rumors and misinformation claiming that law enforcement bodies are 
corrupt and practice unnecessary violence and torture against detainees. Indeed, the 
participation of independent specialists, who met a large number of detainees, allowed 
an insight of the legal procedures within the detention facilities, in addition to one-on-
one direct interviews with detainees. 

The availability of counseling positively impacted detainees’ families and gave them a 
positive impression of the State, and convinced them that it is endeavoring to rehabilitate 
their children without having recourse to extreme measures, which relieves their parents 
and beloved ones. 

Confirming the correct religious teachings based on the tolerance of the Islamic Sharia, 
as well as ethical principles and values, and national loyalty. Such concepts should be 
emphasized and valued in the society through preventive awareness raising programs 
implemented by the Centre in the society. Such endeavor should target localities 
susceptible of fostering extremism through religious leaders and specialists, while 
focusing on youth and students. 

Reconsidering the Islamic speech of some preachers and teachers, whereas the 
moderation and tolerance of Islam are observed. Moreover religious fatwas are not 
approached without religious qualification, upon referral to eligible scholars of Islam. 
Educational environment is also reconsidered thoroughly. 

The society regained its self-confidence, hence its capacity to modify the misdemeanors 
and misconceptions of its individuals. As a result, it recovered its customs, traditions, 
and values which were impaired by a lured category that threatened the social security. 

 Revealing the importance of the family in the rehabilitation and reintegration process 
of the said youth, due to the psychological and familial orientation provided to their 
families, which attenuated the troubles, tensions and conflicts of which the family 
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Importance of the social participation through various institutions, especially 
educational institutions, in establishing social security, which was revealed through 
seminars, conferences and intellectual programs addressing the intellectual campaign 
against terrorism. 

of the grief caused, include: counter reactions, accountability, thorough reconsideration 
and consolidation of the internal scene by emphasizing religious concepts and national 

misconceptions, and a pillar for social security. 

on mutual cooperation, based on providing information, studies, researches, and 
consultancies, as well as channeling and assessing experiences.

Conclusion

have achieved outstanding results in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, not only temporarily but 
on the long term as well. Indeed, they targeted the misconceptions on which the misleading 
theorists relied in order to lure more and more followers, which consolidated the conviction 
that the security or military measures in doctrinal crimes, while still an unavoidable priority, 

approaches became a primordial requirement for establishing security, and that was the 
pivot for the Saudi experience, considered to be a national achievement and pride, boasting 

majority was aware of the great peril which the extremist doctrine represented on the social 
security, hence on social development. 

 

(Endnotes)

1 
centers.
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Developing effective strategies to counter violent extremism (CVE) has proven to be 
elusive. Despite the plethora of conferences, reports, and expenditures, governments 
continue to struggle to find the right formula to decrease politically motivated violence.1 
Because the underlying causes of violent extremism are complex and country specific: no 
one size fits all solution. Each nation must consider its unique economic, political, and 
social circumstances when seeking to protect its citizens from violence perpetrated by 
extremists. But government officials should be careful that their CVE strategies do not 
exacerbate the underlying marginalization, discrimination, and disenfranchisement that 
create fertile grounds for terrorist recruitment.

This paper argues that America’s domestic CVE practices create a paradox: law abiding 
citizens and residents who openly and legally express their oppositional views or orthodox 
religious practices are targeted by the state in the form of surveillance, infiltration, 
investigation, entrapment, and prosecution.2 Thus, targeted communities reasonably 
suspect that the campaign against homegrown terrorism is not so much about public safety 
as it is about irrational bigotry.3 Members of these communities become less willing to 
cooperate with law enforcement because they view CVE as merely political scapegoating 
at the expense of their liberty and livelihoods.4 When contextualized within America’s 
aggressive police tactics in the 1960s and 1970s against civil rights, Black Nationalist, and 
anti-war groups and coupled with the disproportionate focus on African Americans in the 
ongoing War on Drugs, such suspicions are not far-fetched.5

Accordingly, this paper makes three recommendations that address the paradox of 
punishing the innocent for openly expressing grievances shared by the guilty, or worse 
merely sharing the same immutable characteristics. First, an effective program to counter 
violent extremism must prioritize protecting the ability of individuals to exercise civil and 
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human rights without fear of state retribution. Second, the American governments must 
balance the tight rope between engaging Muslim communities to protect them from hate 
crimes or bolster public safety and heightened attention to Muslims that signals to the 
public that Muslims warrant extra scrutiny from the state.6 Selective engagement risks 
a backlash where the majority resents what it perceives as favoritism towards Muslims 
or interprets engagement efforts as legitimizing suspicion of Muslims. Either response 
often leads to private acts of discrimination or violence in employment, schools, mosques, 
and public places.7 Third, CVE programs that empower communities as stakeholders in 
preserving public safety and protection of rights must be careful not to perpetuate existing 
disparities within Muslim communities along gender, age, class, and race. Insensitivity to 
internal tensions risks placing the government as an enabler of intra-community gender 
bias, intra-community ethnic conflicts, and class divisions.

In the end, the legitimacy of CVE policies hangs in the balance. The extent to which 
governments are able to uphold individual rights while preserving public safety directly 
contributes to defeating the use of violence as a means of seeking justice.

Defining the Problem
Before solutions can be developed, the problem must be accurately defined. An effective 
CVE strategy distinguishes between internationally-based violent extremist acts and those 
that are purely domestic. In the case of post-9/11 violent extremist acts perpetrated by a 
Muslim in the US had mostly a connection to an international actor or entity. In stark 
contrast, most violent extremism by non-Muslims is purely domestic such as the case of 
right wing militias, neo-Nazis, White Supremacists, Patriot groups, and anti-abortion 
violent extremist.8

Internationally-based terrorism often arises from conflicts abroad wherein the U.S. is either 
engaged in hostilities or heavily influential in the domestic affairs of a nation. Opponents 
of the U.S.’s role seek to expand the theater of conflict to within America’s border. Because 
it is impossible for an insurgency group, militia, or political organization to militarily 
“defeat” the United States, victory is often defined as extricating America’s military or 
political influence from that particular nation. Thus, terrorism is a tool employed in an 
asymmetrical conflict to influence government policy and actions.9 

Because of their familiarity with the country, American residents or citizens are more 
attractive recruits than a temporary visitor coming from abroad. But whether recruitment 
efforts are successful depends on domestic factors including, but not limited to, equal 
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opportunity for social mobility, non-violent avenues for expression of dissent and 
grievances, equal opportunities in employment and education, and the general integration 
of minority communities. It is highly unlikely, though certainly not impossible, that a 
gainfully employed, educated, and politically empowered individual will resort to violence 
in furtherance of a political agenda. Thus, CVE strategies should focus as much on 
addressing social and economic disparities as they do on policing illegal activity.

Similar to government approaches to Anglo or devout Christian American violent 
extremists, American Muslims should not be collectively punished because they share the 
same race, ethnicity, or religion of terrorists.10 For example, after the horrific September 
11th attacks, tens of thousands of Arab and Muslim Americans – as well as non-Arab, non-
Muslims thought to “look like Muslim” - were collectively punished with arrest, detention, 
and deportation notwithstanding that the 9/11 hijackers were all temporary visitors to the 
United States.11 None of them resided in the United States, much less had U.S. citizenship. 
No US resident was ever charged with aiding them in any way. But because superficial and 
invidious criteria were used to search for the suspects, a diverse group of communities were 
lumped together as suspects and punished accordingly.

Beyond the normative non-discrimination principles integral to American values, focusing 
on individuals rather than communities in anti-terrorism initiatives has a utilitarian 
benefit. By punishing innocent Arabs, Muslims, and South Asians who prior to 9/11 had 
negligible collective grievances against the government, US officials made it difficult to 
obtain the trust and cooperation of communities targeted by foreign groups’ calling for 
violent extremism inside the United States.12 Moreover, the government’s discriminatory 
and selective counterterrorism corroborated terrorists’ narrative that America had declared 
war on Muslims and Islam both within and outside its borders.

For the most part, foreign groups have been unsuccessful in recruiting American residents 
and citizens in joining their politically motivated violent agendas.13 But this is less 
attributable to the government’s CVE strategies than to American Muslim communities’ 
integration within American society and their strong economic and social status prior to 
9/11.

Thus, countering violent extremism that do not prioritize civil and human rights jeopardize 
American Muslims’ hard earned achievements, resulting in an adversarial relationship with 
the government. Although the past ten years of collective punishment have proven that 
American Muslims do not resort to violent extremism when faced with such adversity, it 
has significantly soured relations and trust in the government. Furthermore, CVE efforts 
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suffer from a legitimacy deficit as they become viewed more as biased politics rather than 
impartial policing in the interest of public safety.14

Prioritize Civil and Human Rights in Strategies to Counter Violent Extremism
Violent extremism is a tool employed in furtherance of a political agenda often based on 
perceptions or realities of subjugation, oppression, and marginalization.15 By suppressing 
the freedom of religion, speech, and expression, the government enables terrorist recruiters 
to provide an alternative means for vulnerable recruits to seek justice. Similarly, by failing 
to meaningfully address inequality in public services, education, and job opportunities, 
the government creates a cohort of people with little to lose and potential receptivity to 
extremist recruiters’ claims that hard work and patriotism are self-defeating. Coupled with 
severe mental health problems or desperate financial straits, the result can be predictably 
volatile. 

Thus, governments should simultaneously refrain from enforcing anti-terrorism laws 
in such a way that infringes on the rights of individuals, particularly in less empowered 
minority communities, and proactively mitigate societal inequities based on race, religion, 
ethnicity or other immutable characteristics. Indeed, the more open, visible expressions of 
political dissent or Islamic piety that occur, and the more aggressive the state’s defense of 
Muslims’ civil rights, the more effective the hindrance of extremist recruiting.

Meaningfully Engaging and Defending Muslim Communities 
Government officials are both enablers and defenders of post-9/11 discrimination 
against Muslims, Arabs, and South Asians. On the one hand, they face public pressure to 
aggressively counter “Islamist” terrorism through an extensive arsenal of national security 
powers developed in response to 9/11. The government realized soon after 9/11 that it had 
little understanding of the diverse Muslim communities across the country, resulting in 
scorched earth detention, deportation, and prosecutorial tactics in the years immediately 
following 9/11.16 

Meanwhile, the same agencies are legally obligated to protect Muslim communities from 
hate crimes, discrimination, and violent acts based on unlawful bias. Some of these illegal 
acts arise from selective counterterrorism enforcement, and ensuing publicity, against 
Muslims that some members of the public took as signals that Muslims are a disloyal and 
suspect fifth column thereby deserving discrimination.
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Thus, the government needs avenues for gathering intelligence about Muslim communities 
as well as a means to protect these communities from bias-motivated crime. Community 
engagement, also called community outreach, has become the mechanism of choice. Under 
the auspices of improving government-community relations, government officials convene 
regular meetings with (primarily male) Muslim leaders to discuss grievances and obtain 
community support for countering terrorism. Although community engagement is a 
good governance tool, few of the communities’ systemic civil rights and liberties concerns 
are meaningfully addressed through changes in policies and practices. Indeed, litigation 
or public censure in elite media outlets is far more effective in reforming policy than 
community engagement meetings.17 Moreover, government officials do not seem to make 
the connection between the legitimizing effect of their selective counterterrorism efforts 
and public acts of discrimination, or worse they do not care.

For community engagement to be an effective aspect of countering violent extremism 
strategies, the government must stop using the meetings as intelligence gathering exercises 
as well as produce tangible reforms to policies that disparately impact Muslims. Otherwise, 
government officials will be engaging with purported leaders of no repute within the 
communities and willing to tell the government whatever it wants to hear to be part of the 
“in group” of invitees. 

Incorporate the Diversity of Muslim Communities Along Gender, Race, Class, 
and Age
CVE programs that empower communities as stakeholders in public safety and protection 
of rights must be careful not to perpetuate existing disparities within Muslim communities 
along gender, age, and race. The experiences of new immigrants as opposed to third or 
fourth generation Americans are starkly different irrespective of a shared religious or 
ethnic background. Similarly, class differences and educational levels contribute to people’s 
worldview and perceptions of their government. And many Muslim communities are 
still lead primarily by males. Thus, insensitivity to these circumstances risks making the 
government an unwitting enabler of gender bias, intra-community ethnic conflicts, and 
political disputes.

An effective community engagement component of countering violent extremism must 
proactively include adequate representation of women, racial and ethnic groups, ages, 
and socio-economic classes that reflect the demographic of that particular community. 
The result will be robust and engaging discussions among two equal stakeholders – the 
government and its constituency.
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Conclusion
In developing its countering violent extremism strategy, the U.S. government should 
focus on three key policies: 1) shift from a traditional heavy-handed policing approach 
to a more rights-based approach that creates political space for airing grievances free of 
government retaliation; 2) actively protect Muslim communities from hate crimes and 
bias-based violence through prosecution and public condemnation of anti-Muslim bias ; 
and 3) reform community engagement programs to require proof of tangible reform based 
on communities’ expressed concerns, include women, youth, and various ethnicities, and 
prohibit government intelligence gathering in community engagement meetings.

Absent these reforms, among others, CVE programs will be dismissed as pretext for 
invidious discrimination to scapegoat politically vulnerable minorities for the failings of 
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Introduction
From the late 1960s to the late 1990s the terrorist organization known as the IRA 
(Provisional Irish Republican Army) perpetrated an intense campaign of violence, as part 
of its campaign to end British rule in Northern Ireland and to create a united Ireland. 
During this period, the IRA was responsible for the deaths of 1,781 people, including 
civilians, police and military personnel.2 It is estimated that between 8,000 and 10,000 
IRA members were imprisoned at some point during the period of the campaign.3 

The IRA did not achieve its objective of a unified Ireland during its thirty year campaign 
of violence and by the late 1990s decided to abandon terrorism, for a variety of strategic, 
organizational and psychological reasons. This "collective disengagement" led it to renounce 
violence and accept a political settlement that fell short of meeting the traditional objectives 
of terrorist groups.4 

This paper focuses on lessons that can be drawn from how IRA prisoners were managed 
and rehabilitated during the period before and after the 1998 peace agreement.

Management of IRA Prisoners
One of the most pressing problems for those seeking to manage terrorist prisoners is deciding 
where and how to contain them. The two primary options available are to concentrate the 
prisoners in one or several prisons, or to disperse them throughout the prison system.5 In 
Northern Ireland, terrorist prisoners were concentrated. 

As a result of the concentration policy, opposing terrorist prisoner factions effectively took 
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control of their accommodation areas, segregating themselves from the other side and other 
"criminal" prisoners.6 This led to them being able to engage in a range of activities including: 
intimidating prison staff; maintaining organizational structure and paramilitary discipline; 
conducting ideological and practical training for members;7 planning and successfully 
executing escape plans; and generally continuing to contribute to “the struggle” (as the 
campaign was known) from the confines of the prison.8 One positive impact, however, of 
the decision to concentrate IRA prisoners was that it was easy for the authorities to identify 
who was in control and to discern the roles played by different prisoners.

A fundamental aspect of any terrorist organization’s existence is its ability to recruit 
and integrate new members. One might, therefore, reasonably expect this to be true of 
organizations in the prison environment. However, this was not the case in Northern 
Ireland. The IRA made no effort to recruit or indoctrinate new members in prison, in part 
because of their self-imposed segregation from "criminal" prisoners. Instead, IRA efforts 
in prison were directed towards reinforcing and indoctrinating existing members who had 
been jailed, which prison authorities were unable to prevent. 

Disengagement and De-radicalisation during the Conflict
Some individual IRA prisoners become disillusioned and disengaged from terrorism during 
the conflict.9 However, the opportunity to do so in prison was limited, given the influence 
of the IRA prison leaders, the cohesive nature of the IRA organizational structure in prison, 
and the decision to locate IRA prisoners together. The authorities found it impossible to 
systematically target individuals for disengagement or de-radicalisation. 

Imprisoned terrorists can have a significant impact on collective disengagement from 
terrorist campaigns. They can persuade their community to participate in peace initiatives, 
engage in electoral politics, mobilize their supporters to invest in peaceful negotiations, and 
put down their arms in a permanent and unequivocal manner. This was the case with the 
IRA. From the IRA cease-fire declarations in the 1990s, through the gradual emergence of 
the peace process, the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, and the final decommissioning of 
IRA weaponry and explosives, a crucial role was played by IRA prisoners. 

Prisoners contributed to the shifting of the republican culture from a practice of war to a 
practice of politics. Part of the changes prisoners helped facilitate was a shift in the IRA’s 
culture and practice. Prison was a key site where, over time, the hierarchical nature of the 
IRA was successfully challenged, which enabled it to become more open to change. In 
turn, this helped to tip the balance in favour of a political path towards securing the peace 
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agenda. In short, prisoners helped to shape the reinvention of the Republican Movement 
away from the use of physical violence to one of peaceful negotiation.10

Reintegration of IRA Prisoners back into Society
It was only after the Good Friday Agreement (GFA) in 1998 that attempts were made to 
reintegrate individual IRA prisoners. The GFA included proposals for the early release of 
prisoners as an incentive for non-signatories to de-commission arms and work towards a 
peaceful resolution; this was not an amnesty (as sought by prisoners) but a conditional 
release. All politically motivated prisoners were released by the summer of 2000, regardless 
of the length of sentence, provided that they were not affiliated to an organization that 
was continuing with terrorist activity.11 In Northern Ireland, 450 prisoners were released 
early, including 241 Republicans. Of these, only 16 had their release licences revoked for 
participating in terrorist-related activity and were later returned to prison.12 

The Government recognised the importance of measures to facilitate the reintegration of 
these IRA prisoners into the community by providing support prior to and after release, 
including assistance directed towards availing of employment opportunities, retraining or 
re-skilling, and further education. In the initial years following the GFA, support for ex-
prisoners and their organizations came mainly from non-governmental and community 
organizations which were funded by the European Union. These groups contributed 
significantly to training and retraining, supported the process of healing, revealed a wide 
level of community involvement, and encouraged self-help.

In reality, released ex-IRA prisoners faced the same range of practical difficulties that 
confront any prisoner on release, including finance, housing and employment. An additional 
challenge was that there was often reluctance by ex-IRA prisoners to engage with statutory 
and community bodies.13 A number of former IRA members took up (or resumed) criminal 
activity following release and have been involved in drug dealing, extortion and robberies.

Collective disengagements are typically executed as a result of calculated strategy on the part 
of group’s leadership. In such cases, individual terrorists have no alternative but to return 
to society, some still ideologically adherent to the group’s former objectives – those who 
collectively disengage because they have no other choice are not necessarily "de-radicalised" 
and the early release scheme placed no official emphasis on the psychological well-being 
or change of its participants. Indeed, a number of IRA terrorists continued their violent 
campaign in breakaway organization. 
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Conclusion
The ending of the conflict in Northern Ireland is a good example of a negotiated end to 
terrorism and of collective disengagement.14 Like other negotiated settlements, it took a 
long time to bring to a conclusion, with many false starts and violence along the way. 
Lessons can be drawn from the way IRA prisoners were managed during the thirty year 
conflict. Four of the key issues that emerged are highlighted here. 

One challenge for the authorities is deciding to what degree terrorist prisoners should 
be given opportunities for self-determination and to "resist" in prison. This will have an 
impact on the policy decision of whether to concentrate prisoners in one location, and 
the degree to which prisoners should be permitted to organise and educate themselves. 
In the case of the IRA, their highly organized prisoner resistance assisted in reconfiguring 
the political conflict outside the prison. Such resistance was the result of organization 
and discipline, intellectual debate, systematic knowledge acquisition, and the honing of 
strategic manoeuvers. Equally, IRA leadership development and resistance in prison was 
instrumental in devising and promoting the peace initiative and was key in consolidating 
support for attaining a united Ireland through exclusively peaceful means.

It has been suggested that the most difficult and unpalatable part of the peace process was the 
release of terrorist prisoners.15 In part, this was because the interests of victims of terrorism 
were not explicitly addressed. While accepting that the collective disengagement of the IRA 
would probably not have taken place unless terrorists were offered significantly reduced 
sentences, greater consideration could have been given to restorative justice approaches 
prior to, and following, the early release of IRA prisoners. This would contribute to the 
long term prospects for victim recovery and community healing. 

The Government underestimated the serious psychological trauma that a substantial 
minority of ex-IRA prisoners displayed, which had an impact on their ability to successfully 
reintegrate into society.16 Release from prison often proved highly traumatic, with issues 
to do with personal security, emotional problems, relationship problems with partners 
and families. Difficulties in readjusting to life outside prison included anxiety, depression, 
anger, fear and isolation, drug and alcohol dependency and attempted suicide.

It is now acknowledged that more should have been done to ensure the effective 
reintegration of ex-IRA prisoners both before and after release. An important issue that was 
underestimated at the time is that reintegration was not just an issue for the ex-prisoners 
but for society as a whole. Society itself may need to change to ensure the inclusion of ex-
terrorist prisoners. The state has to concede legitimacy to former combatants who become 
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involved in running community support organizations. Legislative and policy changes are 
often required to ensure that there is no discrimination against former terrorists based on 
their earlier terrorist activity. 

In summary, reintegration of terrorist prisoners is not just about the prisoners themselves: it 
requires investment in local communities and, to gain greater public support, mechanisms 
for restorative justice.
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Colombi n r milit r  Ex erien e 

Peter Chalk
Senior Policy Analyst, RAND Corporation

Historically, Colombia has developed an extensive “toolbox” of legal instruments for 
demobilizing and disarming illegal armed groups and reintegrating their members into 
mainstream society. These mechanisms reflect the numerous sub-state groups that have 
operated in the country, and the emphasis that the government has given to consolidating 
environments that can best support a successful transition from active to post-conflict 
settings. This short contribution will discuss how these procedures were applied to the 
Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC or United Self Defense Forces of Colombia), which 
for the decade after its formation in 1996 emerged as a prominent threat to national security 
- both in terms of political violence and drug trafficking. It argues that while the program 
eliminated the short-term AUC challenge, it failed to fully expunge the country’s militia 
problem, laid the ground for the re-emergence of criminal organizations and ultimately 
served to dent the perceived legitimacy of the State.

The Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC)
Colombian paramilitaries originally emerged as civil defense units to safeguard the 
population in areas where the State was unable to provide sufficient security on its own. 
Most of their attention was focused on rebuffing the threat from two main insurgent 
movements – the Moscow-oriented Fuezeras Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia 
(FARC, or the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Coombia) and the Cuban-influenced 
Ejército de Liberación Nacional (ELN, or the National Liberation Army). In 1996, most 
of these groups agreed to coalesce under the umbrella of the AUC, which proclaimed 
itself to be an “anti-communist advance guard” that had been set up to defend private 
property and free enterprise.1 This unification helped to significantly expand the influence 
of what until then had been largely marginal players in the Colombian conflict theater, 
endowing a disaggregated paramilitary milieu with central coordination, funding and 
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at least for a time a coherent doctrine.2

Despite presenting itself as a patriotic movement committed to the protection of 
the State, the strategy of the AUC essentially mirrored those of the guerrillas. The 
movement sought to entrench its local control through the routine murder of political 
officials, law enforcement personnel and suspected enemy sympathizers. During the 
first two years of its existence alone, some 19,652 deaths were attributed to militants 
enforcing so-called “private justice.”3 The AUC also systematically began to extend its 
links to the drug trade and, indeed, by the end of the 1990s had effectively morphed 
into a dedicated narco-trafficking syndicate that dominated the supply of Colombian 
cocaine to the US market.4 

Recognizing the growing threat posed by the AUC and the toll it was taking on the 
State’s security resources, then President Álvaro Uribe made eliminating the movement a 
priority in his government’s “Plan Patriota.”5 The objective was to find a way of enticing 
paramilitaries to give up their arms and re-enter civilian life in order to allow the military 
to focus all of its attention on defeating FARC and the ELN – the two organizations that 
were viewed as the main instigators of domestic instability (as opposed to the AUC, which 
was regarded more as a symptom of the country’s internal unrest). To this end, the Justice 
and Peace Law (JPL, or Law 975), was passed by Congress in July 2005.

The Justice and Peace Law (JPL)
The JPL, which derived from the 2003 Santa Fé de Ralito Accord, served as the main 
framework for instituting the collective demobilization of the AUC.6 It was overseen by 
the Oficina del Alto Comisionado para la Paz (OACP or High Commissioner of Peace), 
which was authorized to negotiate with, and award legal benefits to members of illegal 
armed groups that satisfied the definition of such entities as set out under international 
humanitarian law (IHL). To qualify an organization had to be able to exercise sufficient 
territorial control, under a responsible command, to conduct sustained and concerted 
military operations in pursuit of a specific political or ideological objective. The Colombian 
government adopted this conceptualization to differentiate paramilitaries (as well as FARC 
and the ELN) from “ordinary” criminal groups that had no right to enter a DDR program 
and which could only “normalize” their situation through surrender.7 

Under the JPL, any AUC unit that wished to demobilize would first present a membership 
list and inventory of weapons to be decommissioned. The members would then moved to 
a pre-designated cantonment area while their names were verified and checks were carried 
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out to see if they were wanted for serious crimes or major human rights abuses. Those 
identified as senior AUC members or perpetrators of mass murder and/or other atrocities 
were transferred to maximum-security prisons while the cases against them were processed. 
They would then be prosecuted under an alternative sentencing scheme that limited their 
jail terms to eight years so long as they confessed their entirety of their crimes, returned all 
stolen property and contributed to victim reparations. 8

More junior/rank and file combatants that were not wanted for large-scale atrocities 
would wait in the cantonment area until they were issued with a certificate from the 
Comité Operativo para la Dejación de Armas (CODA, or Committee for Laying Down 
Arms) verifying that they wished to demobilize. These fighters would then enter into 
an 18-month social reintegration program that entitled them to range of benefits, 
including: a monthly stipend of 358,000 pesos ($179); health insurance; education; job 
training; counseling; and living accommodations. At the end of the process the former 
combatants were awarded a lump sum payment of two million pesos ($1000) so long as 
they agreed to invest this money in a proyecto productivo (productive project) with other 
demobilized paramilitaries.9

Assessment of the AUC DDR Process
More than 30,000 members of the AUC agreed to enter the Demobilization, Disarmament 
and Reintegration (DDR) program and by 2006 the group had officially disbanded. Many 
of its ex-members provided the police and intelligence services with invaluable information 
that was subsequently used to identify hidden weapons caches, disrupt drug syndicate 
networks and recover kidnap victims. Moreover in areas where there had been a large 
paramilitary presence, murders fell by 16 percent, thefts by 12 percent and assaults by 15 
percent.10 On the surface, therefore, the program appeared to be a success. 

However, the DDR process soon became a subject of heated criticism – both among 
paramilitaries and the population at large. One major problem had to do with resources. 
When the JPL was originally formulated, the Uribe administration estimated the size 
of the AUC at no more than 12,000 members. The fact that over double this number 
eventually demobilized placed an enormous burden on the entire program and and it 
quickly became overwhelmed – something that was further compounded by the marginal 
support it received from the private sector. More than 75 percent of those who agreed to 
abandon their campaign of violence never received any vocational training – much less 
a job – prompting charges that Bogotá had not lived up to its side of the bargain. Initial 
dissatisfaction soon translated into widespread disillusionment, driving many to once again 
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take up arms and establish a whole new generation of illegal armed groups.11

These reconfigured entities, which are euphemistically referred to as bandas criminals 
emergentes or BACRIM, have since emerged as a significant security threat in their own 
right, engaging in a broad spectrum of organized criminal activity that ranges from drug 
trafficking and gun running to kidnapping and extortion.12 According to the Intelligence 
Directorate of the Colombian National Police, more than 5,300 reconstituted paramilitaries 
were arrested between 2006 and the end of 2009, with a further 1,100 killed in combat.13 
In 2010 BACRIM carried out more unilateral violent actions than guerrillas and in some 
heavily affected departments such as Magdalena and Córdoba were responsible for over 
40 percent of internal displacement.14

The resource issue also had a direct negative impact on allowing for a full and comprehensive 
investigation of the numerous cases that the JPL generated. Indeed, in many instances 
only a handful of prosecutors were available to follow up on highly complex crimes where 
evidence was hidden, witnesses intimidated or murdered and illegal property “hidden” 
in the name of third parties. It is almost certain that prominent AUC members escaped 
prosecution simply because the government could not provide the necessary prosecutorial 
means to ensure conviction. 15

A third difficulty lay in the alternative sentencing component of the DDR process, which 
was widely castigated for effectively exempting those AUC members who were found guilty 
of serious offences from the full force of the law. Human rights advocates were particularly 
critical, noting that paramilitaries were responsible for some eighty percent of the massacres 
that took place during the decade of their operational existence.16 Several commentators 
further pointed out that the bulk of those implicated in these crimes followed no political 
or ideological agenda and, therefore, were ineligible to enter the DDR program under 
the Uribe administration’s own stipulations. Subsequent revelations that members of the 
government, army and intelligence services had links with certain paramilitary entities 
deepened cynicism of the entire process, triggering a highly embarrassing political scandal 
that came to be known as “paragate.”17 

Conclusion
Although the AUC demobilization process was successful in removing a prominent illegal 
organization from the Colombian conflict it suffered from three fundamental flaws. First the 
program lacked adequate funding to ensure effective implementation and cover unforeseen 
contingencies/delays. As argued this merely weakened paramilitary belief in the peace 
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dividend and prompted many to once again take up arms. Second, the eligibility criteria 
for inclusion in DDR were opaque, generating criticism that the Uribe administration was 

numbers of hardened criminals onto the street undermined faith in the impartiality of the 
justice system and served to seriously dent the perceived legitimacy of the government. 

the two remaining insurgent entities in the country, FARC and the ELN. A number of 
commentators have concluded that the failure of the paramilitary demobilization process 
is symptomatic of a wider institutional paralysis in the Colombian state that limits its 
capacity to comprehensively terminate rather than merely transition political violence and 
guarantee long-term public order.18
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The Post 9/11 era marks a transition in the ongoing debate of the integration of Muslim 
Diaspora communities in Western societies. The Global War on Terror which followed the 
attacks of September 11, 2001 has placed the integration of these communities in a newer 
and unprecedented context that links community cohesion and securitization. This is largely 
due to the fact that the key perpetrators of the 9/11 terrorist attacks were residents of Western 
countries who had managed to take advantage of the disintegration of the Muslim Diaspora. 
The Madrid bombings in 2004 and the London bus and subway bombings of 2005 have 
exacerbated the conflict between Western governments and the Muslim Diaspora. As a 
result, old Muslim bodies, arrangements and institutions have become weak and irrelevant, 
thus raising questions of whom speaks on behalf of the Muslim Diaspora in the West. 

A Muslim’s country of origin and race still plays a more crucial role than religion in shaping 
the structure of these communities. However, the Global War on Terror has increased the 
role that extremists play in the disintegration and disengagement of the Muslim community, 
especially among vulnerable youth. It has enabled them to utilize the concept of religion and 
turn it into a unifying nationality, thus aiming to create one distinctive Muslim community 
for functional purposes. This new identity is based on separatist ideas such as “us” and 
“them” or “Muslim” and “Kuffar” (infidels), and has become increasingly powerful among 
second and third generation Muslims who were born and bred in Western societies. Religion 
has been used as a new mechanism to create a new religious identity and transform religion 
into nationality. Language is another factor which has been utilized by extremists to serve 
this aim, by encouraging communities to speak the Arabic language which is associated with 
Islamic teachings in order to create a unifying language for these communities.  There are 
three different areas in which the integration of Muslims in Western societies has failed: (i) 
socio-economic issues, (ii) civil-cultural issues, (iii) religious issues. The level of achievement 
of Muslims in the West in these areas is very low and varies across communities. After 
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September 11th this failure was linked to the securitization problem which often impeded 
their integration and led to further marginalization since the focus of government policies 
became on prevention rather than inclusion. Several interviews conducted with Muslim 
community members after the Global War on Terror have highlighted this dangerous 
situation. When examining the issue of integration among Muslim communities in the 
West, three typical existing patterns have been identified: 

Inward Integration
     Instead of integrating with wider society, many Muslim communities in the West have been 

adopting an inward integration model. That is, members integrate on a wide scale with 
their own Muslim communities based on elements of their ethnic background, culture, 
common language and country of origin. The differences between the Muslim communities 
are often enormous, stressing the need for any integration model to address and approach 
the Muslims in the West as various communities, rather than one single entity. 

Outward Convergence
     For years, Islamists and other extremists have been taking advantage of the shattered situation 

of Muslims in the West and have identified ways to integrate them under one Islamic 
banner. Sensitive issues such as Palestine, Kashmir and Iraq have been used to bring 
together Muslim communities under unified goals, thus nurturing the existing grievances 
over Western foreign policies in an attempt to create one Islamic community. As a result, 
separate Islamic education systems have increased among these communities, and inter-
marriages between Muslims of different cultural backgrounds have become the norm. By 
doing so, extremists hoped to create a religious Islamic identity that transcends ethnic and 
cultural differences. This does not necessarily mean that all Pan-Arabism or Pan-Islamism is 
considered extreme ideology, but rather that extremists have adopted and manipulated these 
views to meet their end goals.

Integration with the Home Nation
     Instead of integrating with their wider societies, many Muslim communities in the West are 

moving towards integration with their countries of origin. They follow closely television 
channels and news from their countries of origin, while spending less effort in learning 
about the culture, social affairs, life skills and or laws of their host countries. Many of them 
choose to spend the summer holidays back in their countries of origin on a yearly basis, 
and arranged weddings that transcend geographical boundaries have become something 
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of the ordinary. In North African Muslim communities for example, many members are 
working towards building their future in their home countries, by buying properties and 
land back home. In a visit to a middle class Saudi family in London, it was obvious that 
the house has less than the minimum furniture. When asked about the reason, the family 
replied that it wants to give the children a feeling of “no home” so that they would be 
ready to leave the UK anytime in the future. In another case, a Muslim doctor of North 
African background from Manchester stated that none of his children speak English and 
that they have all been home-schooled in order to avoid mixing with the wider British 

home countries and cultures to their host societies in the West. 

become wider, unless governments combine their local experiences with global trends 
of integration. So far, governments have been dealing with damage control rather than 
introducing collective and real approaches to tackle the integration problem of Muslims 
from all aspects, regardless of the security problem. Muslims are still viewed by many in the 
West as immigrants even when referring to second or third generations who themselves were 
born in the West. A persistently reinforcing narrative exists within Muslim communities in 

relations between Muslims in the West and their broader societies. Minority extremist actions 
persistently reinforce this narrative; the extreme far right in the West and the extremist 

a new environment of disintegration that is used by extremist factions as fertilized grounds 

involve not just social and economic isolation but also a much increased chance of separatist 

because of the breeding ground that is often created for the open preaching of religious hatred 
and a range of assorted religio-political grievances.”1 Broader social concerns within Muslim 
communities, such as discrimination, integration or socio-economic disadvantage, should 
be treated distinctively and not as part of counterterrorism agenda, which has been proved 
to be counter-productive and serves to isolate these marginalized Muslim communities 
while securitizing social justice and civil right issues.
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21st Centur  rose utori l ools or re enting errorism
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on bringing criminals to justice should be replaced with a more elaborate approach that 
recognizes the role prosecutors should play in preventing terrorism. One of the gravest 

strategy that focuses on prosecuting terrorists before they succeed in committing their acts 
while respecting human rights and due process standards.

of such acts. Such legislation has to be drafted clearly and to balance itself with the rights of 

United Nations and other major international and regional organizations have concluded 

to terrorism, should be prohibited for preventive purposes because they may be indicators 
of a subsequent terrorist attack. Security Council Resolution 1373 (2001) contains 

for terrorism. Similarly, Security Council Resolution 1624 (2005) calls upon all States to 

is that States, in order to prevent terrorist acts, also need to prosecute certain preparatory 

prevent the act itself. 

is adopted pr Cases 
inv

uncovered, the less evidence there is to use for court proceedings. However, any delay may 
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result in a successful attack. Another challenge is how to intervene without infringing on 
fundamental rights, in particular, freedom of association, freedom of speech and freedom 
of religion. A relatively new and worrying phenomenon law enforcement agencies need to 
look at in this regard is that of the terrorist acting alone or “lone wolf.” 

Another challenge prosecutors face in such cases is that counter-terrorism investigations 

the political will of all member states to become parties to international and regional 

legal assistance. Mechanisms and instruments for cooperation should be established and 
supported by the international community. 
matters is not just a requirement under Security Council Resolution 1373 (2001) but also 
a key to Member States’ success in bringing terrorists to justice, and should therefore be 
enhanced and supported. 

st 
century is the need of prosecutors to rely on intelligence in order to be able to bring 

rely very often on special investigative techniques (e.g. interception, electronic surveillance, 
co

Without using these techniques, it will be highly unlikely that these agencies will have the 
needed information leading to pr
intelligence and information obtained through special investigative techniques and their 
use as evidence in terrorism cases is, and likely to remain, one of the major challenges in 
leading a successful preventive prosecutorial strategy. 

One of the associated challenges is that law enforcement agencies are no longer the sole 
source of probative intelligence and that counter-terrorism prosecutions rely increasingly on 

more States tend to focus their attention on preventing terrorism, the more they would 

challenge is that prosecutors need to rely more and more on cooperation with the military 
and on evidence gathered by the military or by military intelligence. Such information 
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could serve both to trigger an investigation and, once the investigation was under way, to 
provide useful evidence. 

Cooperation with intelligence agencies presents its own challenges. Law enforcement 
agencies were trained and equipped to investigate crimes and collect evidence, even when 
using special investigative techniques, in accordance with criminal procedural codes and 
laws. They organize their work so that the evidence gathered could be used in court and 
challenged by the defense counsel. They essentially measure their success in terms of the 
number of convictions achieved. Intelligence agencies, in contrast, focus their efforts 
on identifying national security threats, and military intelligence is concerned with the 
gathering of operational intelligence for military use. Such agencies do not draw their legal 
authority from the same sources as law enforcement agencies. They work in accordance 
with different standards and do not seek to meet the requirements of the courts. This 
situation poses a number of challenges with respect to prosecutors’ performance of their 
duties.

In many countries the efforts to prosecute terrorists before terrorist acts occur blurred 
the jurisdictional “firewall” that had traditionally divided law enforcement agencies 
(including prosecutors) from intelligence services. Prosecutors in many countries need 
to be able to work more closely with the intelligence community, thereby increasing the 
efficiency of investigations and prosecutions. Prosecutors are required to become engaged 
in counter-terrorism investigations at an earlier stage. Cooperation within the framework 
of coordination mechanisms and joint task forces allows them to help intelligence agencies 
collect admissible intelligence and avoid steps that might hamper the criminal process. The 
key to establishing such cooperation is the exercise of political will at the highest levels 
within both the prosecution and the intelligence agencies.

This new environment also requires change in the “culture” of the intelligence community. 
It requires developing guidelines and operational protocols both for the prosecution service 
and for the intelligence community. Prosecutors need to be able to educate intelligence 
agencies in order to help them understand the complexity of evidentiary standards and 
due-process guarantees and to make them aware that the information they gathered and 
the materials they captured might be used at some point in criminal proceedings. 

Another challenge in this respect is that for many countries the relationship between their 
respective States’ intelligence and prosecution services could no longer be considered 
bilateral. Many States have established several intelligence agencies with a counter-terrorism 
mandate. Efforts to coordinate inquiries and prosecutions in a manner that ensured 

21st Century Prosecutorial Tools for Preventing Terrorism
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protection of legally recognized rights need to take into account the geographical and 
functional division of counter-terrorism intelligence collection among several ministries, 
by the desire to protect sensitive sources and methods, and by the concern to protect civil 
liberties. 

into admissible evidence information gathered in covert investigations. In common-law 
jurisdictions this is among the biggest challenges faced by counter-terrorism prosecutors, 
because the use of intelligence material in criminal proceedings presented an apparently 
irreconcilable dilemma: how to balance the objective of protecting information and source, 
on the one hand, with the need to ensure defense rights and equality, on the other. To 

especially informants, undercover agents and representatives of the intelligence community. 
Prosecutors need to develop techniques to protect such witnesses and provide guarantees 
to the defense; determining which witnesses (e.g. justice collaborators; victims, undercover 
agents and/or informants) qualify for protection; the procedural protections in place; the 
use of witnesses’ pre-trial statements; the use of technology (e.g. image and voice distortion, 
video conferencing); and particular challenges, gaps, and areas in which common practices 
might be developed or shared. 

As could be seen from this short piece, the challenges prosecutors face in handling 
terr
practical good practices. Every solution developed will have to adhere to the fundamental 

proportionality should be respected in the use of special investigative techniques. Covert 
investigations should be used with great care, oversight and control mechanisms ensuring 
protection and upholding of rule-of-law and human rights standards. On the practical 
level this new challenge should lead to a deeper discussion on the relationship between 
prosecution, on the one hand, and law enforcement and intelligence communities, on the 

of authority. In addition, it is important to develop a relationship of trust with all agencies 
involved in prevention of terrorism. Consequently, the United Nations Counter-Terrorism 
Committee Executive Directorate (CTED) has been very active in working with states on 

the 21st century is a noble and worthy cause.
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e C se or omen in Comb ting Violent Extremism

Edit Schlaffer
Executive Director, Women Without Borders

In October 2000, former United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan stated, “For 
generations, women have served as peace educators, both in their families and in their 
societies. They have proved instrumental in building bridges rather than walls.” That 
same month, the UN passed Security Council Resolution 1325, which calls for an 
“increased representation of women at all decision-making levels…and mechanisms for 
the prevention, management, and resolution of conflict;” “the participation of women at 
decision-making levels in conflict resolution and peace processes;” and to “incorporate a 
gender perspective into peacekeeping operations…” This UN Security Council Resolution 
thus draws on the broad recognition of women’s central role in peacekeeping and the 
fundamental contributions they make to re-building post-conflict societies. 

Over a decade later, US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton remarked to a young woman 
in Tunis, who had asked her about wearing the hijab, “Why extremists always focus on 
women is a mystery to me. But they all seem to. It doesn’t matter what country they’re in. 
They want to control women. They want to control how we dress, they want to control how 
we act, they want to control everything about us.” Secretary Clinton’s remarks highlight 
the power of women within the security sphere—the same power that extremists seek so 
desperately to control. Women must therefore be equipped with the tools and knowledge 
to exert their influence to positively affect the education of youth, to ensure that they are 
not drawn into the extremist paradigm.

To date, however, women’s contributions to combating violent extremism at the grassroots 
level as well as the inclusion of their experiences, views, and suggestions at the policy level 
have been almost entirely neglected. The analogy between women in peacekeeping and 
women in combating violent extremism is clear: Just as women can actively work to build 
bridges after a conflict has taken place, so too can they identify and work to counter 
extremist currents, and engage in bridge-building programs to break the process of cyclical 
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revenge, particularly in situations before and during community-based tensions.

This contribution highlights some best practices to consider when addressing violent 
extremism and radicalization, specifically with regard to the role that women can play. We 
have seen over and over again that in cases of war, insecurity and terrorism and violence, 
women are the first victims and they always pay the highest price. But women are driven 
to protect their families and to safeguard their daily lives, so they are best placed to be a 
new, committed, creative force for stability and security. At the same time they hold key 
strategic positions in their communities, as mothers, educators, and community leaders.

SAVE, Sisters Against Violent Extremism, opens up the potential for agency and activism 
by building political, religious and emotional bridges.

The following case studies exemplify ways in which women targeted by terrorism and 
violent extremism can play a significant role in the prevention of radicalization and 
community cohesion.

Not Revenge, but Reconciliation
Robi Damelin is an Israeli woman whose son, David, was killed by a Palestinian sniper 
at a checkpoint about nine years ago. David was a 29-year old peace activist and lecturer, 
and when it came time for him to join the army, he seriously considered refusing on moral 
grounds. Robi encouraged him to join the army, however, as she felt that he would serve 
as an example to the other Israeli soldiers as to how it is possible to treat Palestinians with 
dignity and respect.

After just over a week in the army, David was shot and killed. 

Rather than seeking revenge, Robi says that “After David was killed, I wasn’t sure what I 
wanted to do but I did know that I wanted to prevent other families from experiencing 
this pain, both Israeli and Palestinian. I understood very clearly that Palestinian mothers 
shared the same pain as I had.” Robi joined the Parents Circle-Bereaved Families Forum, 
a group of 500 bereaved Israeli and Palestinian families who are seeking a non-violent end 
to the conflict. These families actively work to break through the traditional barriers of 
religious, national, historical, and even externally imposed boundaries to build bridges to 
the “enemy,” and to find ways of seeking out commonalities to promote knowledge of the 
other and to prevent further deaths. 
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Robi is accompanied by Siham Abu Awwad, a Palestinian mother from Beit Umar. The 
Israeli army arrested Siham’s mother when she was 14, and she suddenly had to take on full 
responsibility for raising her brothers and sisters. Israeli soldiers killed her brother, Yussuf, 
a few years later, and all of her brothers and her son have been jailed. Rather than seeking 
revenge for the loss of Yussuf and all of the suffering that has pervaded her life, Siham has 
decided to join forces with Robi. They firmly believe that if Israelis and Palestinians can 
get to know each other on a personal, human level, they will begin to change the deeply 
entrenched, politically-driven stereotypes that drive hatred and can ultimately culminate in 
devastating acts of violent extremism. 

Breaking Through Stereotypes: Demystifying the Cliché of “The Palestinian 
Mother”
This is the story of Bothaina, a Palestinian mother in Nablus. During the Second Intifada, 
Bothaina’s 17-year-old son, Ahmed, was studying for his high school exams. He was a 
good student, and did not seem to have any political affiliations. One fateful evening in 
September, he left their home to go to town, supposedly to photocopy his class notes. 
He did not return home that evening, and Bothaina and her husband stayed up all night 
looking for him, to no avail. The next day, as they were once again driving around looking 
for Ahmed, they suddenly heard news over the radio that a 17-year old boy named Ahmed 
had blown himself up. On his way to his intended target, a Jewish settler had stopped 
Ahmed and asked to see his ID; Ahmed then immediately detonated the device. Reports 
differ on whether one or three people were killed in the attack, but Ahmed’s intention to 
cause harm and terror was clear. 

Despite common media portrayals of Palestinian mothers ululating and praising God when 
their sons become martyrs, Bothaina—and all the other mothers with whom I spoke in 
Palestine—is not celebrating her son’s suicide bombing as a heroic act. 

Even now, Bothaina still regrets deeply that she was not able to intervene in her child’s 
actions. Every minute, Bothaina says, she begs God to forgive her son.

Bothaina sends clear messages both to other parents as well as boys contemplating 
becoming suicide bombers: “I present a message to the mothers to look after their children 
very carefully, more than they do now. She must watch her son, to see which direction 
he is going in. And I want to say to other boys that they must realize how their parents 
and relatives will feel after [they become martyrs]. We don’t want to lose them in a few 
seconds. When they leave to do something like that, the son does not have any feelings 
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serve as a call to action to other mothers whose children are at the brink of radicalization. 
And they will – hopefully – also cause youths who are thinking of engaging in acts of 
violent extremism to think twice about how their decisions will devastate their families and 
communities. 

 
Our SAVE partner in Islamabad arranged for a group of seven women from the Swat 
valley - formerly the touristic hope of the country, the so-called “Switzerland” of Pakistan 
before the Taliban established a stronghold in the area - to travel to Islamabad so Women 

children, told me how they reacted when Fazlullah, locally known as the “Radio Mullah,” 

Fazlullah strategically recognized the power women can wield over their families and 

woman’s most valuable belongings are her wedding jewelry, which also ensures her status 
in the community. Women must be married to gain legitimacy within the society. After 

jihad. Some even encouraged their sons and husbands to join his group, to supposedly pay 
their tribute to Islam and Fazlullah’s struggle. 

Soon, however, the women realized that Fazlullah only brought violence and misery. Family 
members who refused to join or publicly disagreed with his ideologies and methods were 
symbolically and brutally murdered in the street as a bloody warning to others. Even in the 
face of such gruesome threats, the women of Swat are now determined to defeat Fazlullah 
and the death and destruction he represents. Halda, one of my interview partners, insists: 
“If Fazlullah comes to our area again and the men fail to stop him, then we women will take 

and power of women in the Swat Valley and to directly and explicitly call on them to 
support a cause. He tried to use them. But the women soon saw through him when they 

the dangers of his ideologies and consequent actions.
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Challenging the Security System
In India, Vinita Kamte’s husband, Ashok Kamte, a senior Mumbai police officer was called 
to duty during the November 2008 attacks in the city. Kamte shot and injured Ajmal 
Kasab, the only surviving terrorist, leading to his arrest, but then succumbed to his own 
injuries. After the attacks, Vinita, who is a lawyer by training, began asking questions about 
why her husband, a high-ranking police officer, hadn’t been wearing a bulletproof vest, 
and why he had to pick up four different guns before finding one that did not backfire. 
Vinita’s long and difficult struggle to find out the truth around her husband’s death, during 
which she twice invoked the “Right to Information Act,” India’s most powerful civilian 
tool, has led the responsible officials to even more closely scrutinize their equipment, to be 
better prepared should another attack occur. Vinita took on the country’s entire security 
and defense system, and became a leader in her own right. She shook up the complacent 
monolith of Mumbai bureaucracy.

Conclusion
Nothing will bring back a lost loved one, but nevertheless, family members and victims 
need to work towards closure. Moving from victimhood to agency is for many the best 
strategy, for they can not only find personal closure but can also contribute to the global 
fight against terrorism. In countries such as Pakistan, India, and Indonesia, where victims 
have long been sidelined, a new brand of female leaders in this particular group is emerging. 
They focus on the human breakthrough that is vital for the parties targeted by violent 
extremism on both sides of the divide and will lead the way toward a new counter-terrorism 
paradigm.

SAVE’s experiences and extensive interviews to date confirm that violent extremists do 
not simply begin to engage in extremist actions overnight, but rather undergo a process 
of descent into extremism that others, most significantly their mothers, can often detect. 
By sensitizing women to the role that they can play in combating violent extremism, non-
traditional approaches to security can be identified and implemented that will contribute 
significantly to creating a safer and more secure world.





89

ong ime  No ee: e E ol ing ole o  t e nite  N tions in 
Countering Violent Extremism

Alistair Millar
Executive Director, Center for Global Counter-Terrorism Cooperation

Although the causes of violent extremism are mostly local, the ideologies that help to foment 
political violence can be broadcast by extremists and then received by would-be terrorists in 
real-time thousands of miles away. Understanding and addressing the drivers of terrorism 
are the keys to the long-term prevention of global terrorism. It is increasingly understood by 
experts that the relationships between structural factors and radicalization and recruitment, 
including perceived or real injustices, weak governance, political repression, and a lack of 
education and economic or political opportunities need more attention. Since its inception, 

body has been working to counter violent extremism (CVE), or, in UN parlance, “counter 
the appeal of terrorism,” long before these terms surfaced in policy circles, and without 

other entities within the UN system have long been helping to address the causes of socio-
political marginalization, improve governance, and promote more resilient state-society 

and countering the narrative of militant groups. Yet the UN system has only fairly recently 
begun to try to understand the issue of radicalization, where its comparative advantage in 
addressing this process lies, and where UN entities should assume the leading role. 

term approach to countering and preventing terrorism in 2004 when he established a 

General’s recommendations the General Assembly adopted by consensus the UN Global 
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Counter-Terrorism Strategy in 2006, which included four pillars: (a) addressing underlying 
conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism, (b) preventing terrorism, (c) building 
capacity, and (d) protecting human rights—and recognized the important contributions of 
a vast array of traditional and nontraditional actors who could contribute to multilateral 
counterterrorism efforts. The adoption of the Global Strategy was an important milestone 
for cooperative international efforts to address terrorism, because for the first time it linked 
the “hard” and “soft” elements of counterterrorism. Its pillars recognized the importance of 
both prevention and interdiction, and of addressing the enabling environment for violent 
extremist groups and ideologues, while reaffirming the importance of human rights and the 
rule of law to the efficacy and sustainability of counterterrorism efforts, acknowledging that 
the lack of either can contribute to the spread of terrorism. 

The Global Strategy also reflected the concern among a growing number of UN member 
states that the post-9/11 response to terrorism did not make enough of an effort to prevent 
terrorists from becoming radicalized and recruited in the first place. Furthermore, by that 
time the US-led Global War on Terrorism, with its emphasis on kill or capture tactics 
had created a negative impression of international counterterrorism that was helping drive 
terrorist recruiting efforts. It reinforced concerns that the counterterrorism agenda was 
shaped by too small a group of states with little or no engagement by a broader group of 
affected states. By the mid-2000s the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and the European 
Union, among others, started to develop their own strategies with a focus on preventing, as 
well as pursuing, terrorism. The Security Council followed suit, with its own strategy and 
by mandating its main counterterrorism bodies, the Counter-Terrorism Committee (CTC) 
and its Executive Directorate (CTED), a limited role in assisting states in their prevention 
and CVE efforts. Adopted in 2005, UN Security Council Resolution 1624, which calls 
on states to adopt measures to prevent incitement of terrorism, provides those bodies with 
a mandate to engage with states on issues such as social and educational policies and the 
promotion of community dialogue. With these CVE-related mandates in place, the UN is 
now in a position to play an essential and important role with other stakeholders, including 
states and groups of states, such as the Global Counterterrorism Forum (GCTF), to increase 
awareness of the need to take a comprehensive approach to countering terrorism. 

The key challenge is implementing the Global Strategy within the UN and at the country 
level in a way that involves not only states and local UN actors but also nongovernmental 
actors at the community level among vulnerable populations, where efforts to counter 
the appeal of violent extremism are most needed. At the UN level, a Counter-Terrorism 
Implementation Task Force (CTITF) has been created to bring more than thirty relevant 
UN entities, plus Interpol, together to help break down the bureaucratic stovepipes that 
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exist between these entities. A collection of working groups has been established by the 
CTITF to undertake practical projects to address specific themes or issues related to 
Global Strategy implementation. The working groups enable entities such as UNESCO 
and CTED to work together on common issues, including countering violent extremism, 
whereas before concerns with regard to their respective mandates would have prevented 
practical cooperation between such bodies. The CTITF Working Group on “Countering 
the Use of the Internet for Terrorist Purposes” has brought together relevant stakeholders 
from across the UN, from civil society, and dozens of member states to analyze the role of 
counter-narratives and effective messengers who can deliver these narratives via the internet. 
Bringing together diverse entities within the UN is a positive result, but the suspicion and 
unwillingness of some of its constituent entities, such as UNDP, to fully engage with the 
CTITF and Global Strategy-related activities remains a serious challenge. 

A working group was also established on “Addressing Radicalisation and Extremism that 
Lead to Terrorism,” which attempted to catalogue programs undertaken by UN member 
states to understand and counter the appeal of terrorism. The response rate from member 
states was low1 and the Working Group disbanded. However, one of the co-chairs of the 
Working Group, the United Nations Interregional Crime and Justice Research Institute 
(UNICRI) has continued with an initiative on “Countering the Appeal of Terrorism” 
which aims to “rehabilitate and reintegrate into society individuals who have been involved 
in terrorist activities.”2 Increased interest from member states in funding activities within 
the UNICRI initiative, including work on rehabilitating prisoners, is part of a trend where 
the UN, through its CTITF, its working groups, and its individual entities are paying 
increased attention to developing programming to counter violent extremism. The UN 
has also been doing important work with survivors of terrorism around the world. This 
has helped to raise awareness of victims, who are credible messengers when it comes to 
developing narratives that counter the appeal of terrorists’ invective ideologies.

Conclusion
The United Nations has an important role to play in countering violent extremism. It 
has developed and adopted a comprehensive strategy for addressing upstream factors that 
can fan the flames of extremism and political violence. The Global Strategy also provides 
a blueprint for member states, regional organizations to refine their own approach to 
preventing recruitment as well as going after terrorists—an approach that requires the 
active involvement of a wide variety of governmental and nongovernmental actors, beyond 
the realm of the traditional, state-run security apparatus. Above all, the UN has now 
accumulated six decades of experience on improving governance, enhancing the rule of law, 
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and helping to create educational and economic or political opportunities. Understanding 

violent extremism. 

(Endnotes)

1 Only thirty-four of  192 states responded to surveys sent to them by the working group. See 
UN CTITF, “First Report of  the Working Group on Radicalisation and Extremism that Lead to 
Terrorism: Inventory of  State Programmes” (United Nations Interregional Crime and Just Research 
Institute, 2008). Available online at: http://www.un.org/terrorism/pdfs/radicalization.pdf  accessed 
August 15, 2012.

2 See UNICRI “Dialogue, Understanding and Countering the Appeal of  Terrorism” (June 27, 
2012). Available online at: http://www.unicri.it/news/2012/20120627_dialogue_understanding/
index.php accessed August 15, 2012.
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The participating States of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(OSCE) – the largest regional security organization with 57 States (to date of this arti-
cle in August 2012) from Europe, Central Asia and North America – have consistently 
condemned terrorism in all its forms and manifestations, stressing that no circumstance 
or motive can justify terrorism. At the same time, they recognized as early as December 
2001 that to mitigate the threat of terrorism to the maximum extent possible in the long 
run countries cannot limit themselves to military and law enforcement responses. Adopt-
ing the OSCE Bucharest Plan of Action for Combating Terrorism, they highlighted the 
need to address “the various social, economic, political and other factors, including violent 
separatism and extremism, which engender conditions in which terrorist organizations are 
able to recruit and win support.”  

OSCE participating States further emphasized that the Organization’s comprehensive and 
co-operative approach to security provides comparative advantages in combating terrorism 
by identifying and addressing these factors through all relevant OSCE instruments and 
structures. This multi-dimensional approach underlines that alongside politico-military 
aspects of security, the protection and promotion of human rights as well as economic 
development and environmental sustainability are inextricable parts of security and stabil-
ity. It also underlines that multi-stakeholder collaboration is required on all levels in order 
to meet modern security threats and challenges, across borders, but also within countries 
between governmental and non-governmental actors.

One could argue that most, if not all OSCE activities, contribute at least indirectly to 
the international efforts to prevent terrorism and address the conditions conducive to its 



Mehdi Knani94

spread, as outlined by the United Nations Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy. Indeed, 
different OSCE executive structures – including the Secretariat, independent institu-
tions and 16 field operations – are active in areas such as conflict prevention, fostering 
economic development and good governance, promoting the rule of law and full respect 
of human rights and fundamental freedoms, each operating within the confine of dif-
ferent mandates.

This article however focuses on how the OSCE, as a "forum for dialogue, platform for ac-
tion", contributes most immediately to countering “Violent Extremism and Radicalization 
that lead to Terrorism”, commonly referred to as VERLT. It provides a short overview of 
key thematic mandates and areas of work, and then outlines current efforts to utilize the 
Organization’s multi-dimensional expertise, convening power and geographical reach to 
address niche issues and provide systematic assistance to requesting participating States. 

Key Thematic Mandates and Areas of Work Related to Countering VERLT
The OSCE has initially tackled VERLT from four main thematic angles, which the Trans-
national Threats Department/Action against Terrorism Unit (TNTD/ATU) seeks to build 
upon in an overall program on countering VERLT. Promoting the rule of law and promot-
ing and protecting human rights and fundamental freedoms is mainstreamed throughout 
all these efforts. Participating States have indeed undertaken, as a cornerstone OSCE coun-
terterrorism commitment, to fully comply with their obligations under international law, 
in particular international human rights law, refugee law and humanitarian law.3 

Countering the Use of the Internet for Terrorist Purposes: Recruitment for and incitement 
to terrorism were first tackled in the context of countering the use of the Internet for 
terrorist purposes. OSCE participating States adopted two decisions in this regard in 2004 
and 2006,4 which have served as the basis for a program of expert workshops run since 
2004 by TNTD/ATU, allowing national and international experts to share information, 
review existing legal and policy frameworks, showcase good practices, forge closer working 
ties, and promote relevant human rights aspects. Currently, TNTD/ATU is organizing a 
series of four online expert workshops on the use of the Internet as tactical facilitator by 
terrorists; terrorist use of social networking tools; right wing extremism/terrorist use of the 
Internet; and institutionalizing public-private partnerships to combat terrorist use of the 
Internet. Besides TNTD/ATU, the Office of the OSCE Representative on Freedom of the 
Media addresses issues of Internet governance and pluralism, promoting full compliance with 
OSCE press freedom commitments.5 
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Strengthening Criminal Justice Response: Countering VERLT has been further addressed 
by TNTD/ATU from a criminal justice response perspective, through its programs of 
training and legislative training workshops, in cooperation with the United Nations Office 
on Drugs and Crimes (UNODC), to assist OSCE participating States in meeting their 
commitments as regards to the international legal framework against terrorism, including 
the implementation of all United Nations Security Council resolutions related to the fight 
against terrorism, as well as cooperation in criminal matters related to terrorism.6 The 
OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) also provides key 
expertise on rule of law and human rights in countering terrorism, including: A manual 
on “Countering Terrorism, Protecting Human Rights”7 and a related training module 
delivered to over 15 locations to counterterrorism practitioners; a practical training 
module under development in cooperation with the Transnational Threats Department/
Strategic Police Matters Unit (TNTD/SPMU) for law enforcement officers on human 
rights in counterterrorism investigations; technical assistance/advice, upon request, on the 
implementation of international anti-terrorism instruments and the compliance of national 
anti-terrorism legislation with international standards.8 Both the OSCE Secretariat and 
ODIHR are also mandated since 2004 to promote solidarity with victims of terrorism.9

Promoting Tolerance and Non-Discrimination: OSCE participating States firmly reject 
the identification of terrorism and violent extremism with any religion or belief, culture, 
ethnic group, nationality or race.10 ODIHR provides assistance to participating States in 
the implementation of their commitments to fight intolerance and discrimination, as un-
derlined in a number of Ministerial Council Decisions since 2003. ODIHR organizes 
awareness raising activities and capacity building activities for government officials and 
civil society on how to combat intolerance and discrimination and how to facilitate mutual 
respect and understanding, as well as on freedom of religion or belief. With the view to 
preventing intolerance and discrimination, before they are manifested, ODIHR imple-
ments educational projects to raise awareness of different forms of prejudices and hostility. 
For this purpose, ODIHR developed country-specific teaching materials on anti-Semitism 
with the Anne Frank House Amsterdam, and developed a guide, in cooperation with the 
Council of Europe and UNESCO, providing “Guidelines for Educators on Countering 
Intolerance and Discrimination against Muslims: Addressing Islamophobia through Edu-
cation.”  Upon request of participating States, ODIHR provides reviews of anti-terrorism 
legislation, anti-discrimination and hate crime legislation, as well as of laws related to free-
dom of religion or belief, to help lawmakers ensure that legislation is in line with OSCE 
commitments and other international human rights standards. Moreover, three Personal 
Representatives have been appointed by the successive OSCE Chairmanships since 2004 
to promote greater tolerance and combat racism, xenophobia and discrimination across the 
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OSCE region; upon invitation from participating States, Personal Representatives visit and 
discuss tolerance and non-discrimination issues with government officials and civil society 
representatives. ODIHR maintains an online Tolerance and Non Discrimination Informa-
tion System, providing easy access to OSCE/international reference materials as well as 
thematic and country information.  

Promoting Public-Private Partnerships: The importance of co-operation between state 
authorities, civil society, the media and the business community was highlighted by a 
specific OSCE Decision, which mandates the OSCE Secretariat to promote Public-Private 
Partnerships (PPPs) in its counter-terrorism related activities.13 TNTD/ATU has organized 
a series of regional, sub-regional and national conferences, which have emphasized the role 
of PPPs in countering VERLT and facilitated government outreach and dialogue with non-
governmental stakeholders to explore opportunities and modalities for partnership.

Current Efforts: Harnessing the OSCE’s Multi-Dimensional Expertise and 
Providing Systematic Assistance
Countering VERLT emerged distinctly on the OSCE’s counterterrorism agenda with the 
adoption in 2007 of a Ministerial Statement in support to the United Nations Global 
Counter-Terrorism Strategy,14 in which participating States explicitly called on the 
Organization to counter VERLT from a multi-dimensional perspective. The following 
year, another decision was adopted calling upon participating States to make use of the 
OSCE executive structures in countering violent VERLT in their respective countries.15 
These decisions provided the basis and impetus for a renewed reflection on the role the 
Organization could play, which led to series of initiatives to try and carve a distinct OSCE 
contribution to countering VERLT. 

TNTD/ATU established an overall awareness-raising and capacity building program 
with the inter-related objectives of (1) promoting a multi-dimensional understanding of 
VERLT, broader than intelligence or law-enforcement driven, to inform the formulation of 
context-specific preventive actions which complement criminal justice response to VERLT; 
(2) addressing human-rights aspects and supporting the formulation and implementation 
of human-rights compliant policies and measures to counter VERLT; and (3) encouraging 
multi-stakeholder collaboration, both in terms of whole-of-government approach and 
co-operation between public authorities and civil society, the media and the business 
community at national and local levels.

Taking this program forward, TNTD/ATU first organized a series of four VERLT-
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related regional and sub-regional conferences and workshops between 2008 and 2010 
to facilitate the exchange of views, lessons learned and good practices about the threat 
of VERLT and measures to effectively counter it. In collaboration with other Secretariat 
Units and ODIHR, TNTD/ATU now seeks to harness the OSCE’s multi-dimensional 
expertise to tackle specific VERLT-related issues. The first ever joint TNTD/ATU-ODIHR 
activities have been two expert roundtables that focused on preventing women terrorist 
radicalization (December 12, 2011, Vienna) and the role and empowerment of women in 
countering VERLT (March 12-13, 2012); a third roundtable in October 2012 discussed 
youth engagement in countering VERLT. TNTD/ATU is also working with TNTD/
SPMU and ODIHR to promote the use of community policing to prevent terrorism and 
countering VERLT through the organization of national seminars and the development 
of a guidebook to provide guidance to senior police professionals as well as community 
leaders/organizations.

Furthermore, TNTD/ATU seeks to engage interested participating States in more systematic, 
tailored capacity-building projects, where possible in co-operation with relevant OSCE 
field operations. The OSCE Office in Tajikistan is already actively engaged since 2009 in 
the first ever OSCE VERLT field program upon a request from Tajikistan. This program 
consists of three stages, including a survey-based country-wide assessment of VERLT 
trends;16 targeted capacity-building activities for government and civil society stakeholders; 
and support to the formulation of a national counter-radicalization policy. TNTD/ATU 
is exploring the possibility for similar programmatic engagement with other participating 
States by organizing a series of national seminars on countering VERLT. Consultations are 
ongoing with Kyrgyzstan in partnership with the OSCE Centre in Bishkek, and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina has officially requested OSCE assistance in developing and implementing 
a national action plan to counter VERLT. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, the efforts of the OSCE are driven by the conviction that regional and sub-
regional organizations can be instrumental as force multipliers and delivery mechanisms 
for counterterrorism assistance, including in the field of countering VERLT. By seeking 
close coordination with the United Nations and other regional organizations, the OSCE 
strives to make a difference drawing on its comparative advantages, namely a comprehensive 
and cooperative approach to security as well as a unique geographical reach and multi-
dimensional expertise.
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t C n e o Ag inst Violent i li tion o  t e Euro e n 
out  Intro u ing AN EVEN

Peter Kreko
Director, Political Capital Institute and Co-Chair of WG RAN-PREVENT

Clare White
Chief Executive, The Tim Parry Johnathan Ball Foundation for Peace and Co-Chair of WG RAN-
PREVENT

Following the horrifying terrorist act of Anders Behring Breivik in Norway on July 22, 
2011, in which 77 lives were taken sending shockwaves through Europe, there was some 
hope that this event, paradoxically, could positively change Europe’s political landscape. 
Anti-Muslimist political forces would lose ground all over Europe as a result of the 
sobering experience, seeing how far their rhetoric can lead, and crude anti-immigrant 
political discourses would be replaced by more sophisticated, more moderate political 
approaches. This case would help to raise the awareness of the youth and strengthen their 
democratic commitment, making it obvious that violence is not an acceptable tool for 
reaching a political goal. Police and the security forces would be more vigilant to stop 
extremist actions and mainstream political forces will be more successful to narrow the 
scope of radical anti-Muslimism. 

In fact, we could see the opposite happening last year. While Breivik’s vision of activating 
networks of the Knights Templar have not been realized thus far, several violent terrorist 
acts proved that Breivik’s act would not be the last. Just a few examples: In December 
2011, in Florence, Italy, a member of the neo-fascist group CasaPound Italia shot 
two Senegalese street vendors and wounded another three. In August 2012, a 19-year-old 
Iraqi man was stabbed to death by five men in central Athens. But of course terrorist acts 
are not only committed against Muslims: In March 2012 Mohamed Merah, a 23-year-old 
French citizen of Algerian descent, killed three children and a teacher at a Jewish school 
in Toulouse, France. These cases, together with the discovery of the National Socialist 
Underground in Germany that has killed at least 9 immigrants in the last decade, clearly 
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revealed that Breivik is not alone, and young fanatics who developed a similar ideology 
and conspiracy theories pose an increasing threat to the nations of Europe. And of course, 
politically motivated ethnic violence exists in Eastern Europe as well, even if the victims 
are typically not Muslims or their “supporters” but the Roma.1

The theory that, after the Breivik act, voters would turn their back on anti-Muslim 
radical right political forces also proved to be only a pipedream. While the Norwegian 
Progress Party (the party that Breivik was a member of long before he committed his 
act of terror) lost one-third of its votes in the local elections only two months after 
the terrorist acts - still remaining the third strongest political force – this was rather 
the exception than the rule. The Danish People’s party, with a similar anti-immigrant 
rhetoric, kept its position on the parliamentary elections in the same month. In 2012, 
the National Front with the leadership of Marine Le Pen in France, frightened voters 
with the image of Muslim cultural and political takeover in France and Europe in 
its election campaign, reached its best electoral results in the party’s history. The 
Golden Dawn in Greece that promised to plant landmines along the Turkish-Greek 
border in order to reduce immigration, could gain seven percent of the vote in the 
parliamentary elections2 and already enjoy around 15 percent support among younger 
voters. Furthermore, we can see in several cases that mainstream forces are co-opting 
the anti-immigrant, anti-Muslim discourses of the radical right rather than trying to 
remove it from the public discourse. 

While there is no need to fear that fascist movements will rise across Europe,3 there 
are some clear indications that the threat of radical right violence is increasing. The 
electoral demand for the chauvinistic, authoritarian, anti-establishment political 
ideologies and anti-immigrant sentiments, along with the forces that exploit these 
tendencies are on the rise.4 According to a survey by Demos UK, more than a quarter 
of the Facebook-supporters of populist radical right forces think that violence can 
be an acceptable political tool if it leads to the right outcome – and this figure is 
shockingly high in some cases: 43 percent among fans of French Bloc Identitaire, 
47 percent among CasaPound Italia, 39 percent among Jobbik, 37 percent among 
British National party, and 34 percent among English Defence League members.5 
According to Political Capital’s calculations on EVS 2008 data, more than one in 
twenty respondents in the EU say that terrorism can be justified in some cases (see 
Graph 1). And while most of the politicians of the radical right strongly condemned 
Breivik’s acts, some “emphatic” voices could be heard, from far-right politicians in 
Hungary (László Toroczkai, a Jobbik-ally), England (Stephen Yaxley-Lennon from 
EDL), and Italy (Mario Borghezio from Lega Nord). 
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Gr  1: C n errorism be usti e  or Must it be Con emne  

(% of  answers "under certain circumstances can be justi ed", source: EVS)

downturn and growing public support for far-right extremism appear to be completely 
unfounded. Even in Western countries where prejudices have been on the rise, the situation 
was not aggravated by ever-increasing economic concerns but rather by a strengthening loss 
of national and cultural identity. A key driver in Breivik’s “crusade” was to stop the cultural 
Muslimisation of Europe. 

Along with creeping fears of immigration and loss of national identity, disillusionment with 
traditional institutions of representative democracy is a growing phenomenon across Europe. 

while criticizing and rejecting the “tired”, “incompetent”, “paralyzed” democratic system and 
its ”politically correct” language is what can make the new kind of radical right movements 
more attractive, catchy and trendy among the youth. If the traditional establishment and the 
“mainstream” is perceived to be liberal, tolerant and peaceful, revolutionary ideas should go 
against liberalism, tolerance and social peace. We can add that, historically, the youth has 
always been more receptive to revolutionary, or even extreme, ideologies and easier to be 
mobilized and recruited by violent political movements and groups. While the social, ethnic 
and ideological backgrounds of those who commit acts of terror are quite diverse, almost all 
violent terrorists, for example, are young males.

Malmström, established6 an EU-wide network in September 2011, on the 10th anniversary of 
the 9/11 terrorist attacks. RAN aims to connect key groups of people involved in countering 
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violent radicalization across the EU. Thus, researchers, social workers, religious leaders, 
youth leaders, policemen and others working on the ground in vulnerable communities are 
able to exchange ideas and best practices. As a "network of networks’ RAN will include 
groups, associations and platforms with concrete and practical involvement in preventing 
radicalization issues. The network will produce best practices and policy advice to the EU and 
at a member State’s level. 

The idea behind RAN, and especially the Prevention of Violent Radicalization Among the 
Youth Working Group (RAN-PREVENT) is that prevention is the only long term solution 
to violent radicalization that deals with the root cause of issues within societies and not just 
the symptoms. So far, the fight against terrorism is too focused on repressive measures and 
not enough on preventive work, while traditional legislative and law enforcement measures 
to repress right-wing extremism have spectacularly failed to prevent such violent actions. 
Setting up new methods to combat the violent ideologies at the local level, delivering counter 
narratives and including people is crucial to our preventive approach. 

The Youth Working Group brings together front line practitioners (individuals, police, third 
sector organizations and agencies) working "on the ground" with vulnerable people (under 
the age of 26) who may be vulnerable to becoming involved in extreme behavior and political 
violence. It aims to capture and disseminate approaches in practice, learning from those in 
Europe actually working with young people vulnerable to violent radicalization, with the 
aim of improving future practice in the prevention of violent extremism. Possible topics to 
deal with in the working group are the social and psychological characteristics of the possible 
violent extremists, their attitudes towards violence, processes of violent radicalization and 
deradicalization, points of intervention and approaches to inclusion.

The longer list of themes that will be explored is as follows: 

Including the voice of victims in Preventing Violent Extremism;
The role of former combatants and former extremists in preventing violent extremism;
Points of intervention – where does this take place? (including detecting attitudes and 
behaviors at an early stage);
Credible voices, who is most suited to serve as the communicator/messenger;
Holding difficult conversations – What does this look like? How does the conversation 
start?;
Process of violent radicalization – what are the factors that contribute to the process; how 
do actors recognize the phenomenon?;
Process of "deradicalization" – how does this take place? (A focus on this in terms of how 
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people are actually doing this – what works in practice);

Approaches to inclusion – exploring examples of best practice projects encouraging 
greater participation and understanding amongst communities;

How to improve connectivity and outreach; what is the role of civil society actors, religious 
organizations, family members, schools, etc.?;

Information sharing between agencies – exploring how well this works/ does not work and 
identifying gaps, both related to practical information sharing and in terms of privacy and 
other human rights concerns;

Approaches to "the problem" – how services are joined up/ disjointed and trusted by/

bringing together approaches to prevention that have a proven track record of success, which 
focus on persuasion, de-mystifying "the other" and myth-busting rather than the sometimes 
repressive measures undertaken by the judicial system, (see a preliminary map of these 
activities on graph 2, RAN-PREVENT will provide a framework of good practices for policy 

Gr  2: relimin r  M  o  re ention A ti ities
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(Endnotes)

1 http://www.soros.org/voices/killing-time-lethal-force-anti-roma-racism

2 For the second time after the party spokesperson slapped one of  his political rivals during a live 
TV show during the electoral campaign.

3 While some Eastern European parties like the Jobbik party in Hungary used to play with Fascist 
nostalgia, the only genuinely Neo-Fascist political force in the European parliaments is the Greek 
Golden Dawn). Most of  the new political forces on the contemporary radical right are not comparable 
to radical right movements before WW II.

4 http://www.politicalcapital.hu/wp-content/uploads/2012/derex_ess5_english.pdf

5 http://www.demos.co.uk/publications/thenewfaceofdigitalpopulism

 http://www.demos.co.uk/publications/populismineuropehungary

6 http://blogs.ec.europa.eu/malmstrom/launch-of-anti-radicalisation-network/
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Integrity Research & Consultancy

Introduction
The ultimate challenge of CVE work is that success lies in a non-event – i.e. in the 
prevention of instances of violence. This poses a formidable problem to the measurement 
and evidencing of successful impact. It demands a wider set of indicators and a new 
approach to the assessment of contextual contributions to change. Such assessment is 
not geared to conventional "measures of effect" as utilized by the military and security 
sectors from where CVE programming has traditionally emanated. In such systems directly 
attributable impacts are prioritized, causality is often assumed, and behavioral, unintended 
or negative effects are often missed, or worse, ignored.

To measure the impact of CVE programming we need to take a step back and understand 
what we are measuring the impact against. We need to ask ourselves what indicators may be 
used to identify positive trends and success and what the baseline is that we are using as a 
starting point for our assessment. We need to address attitudes (what constitutes extremism) 
as much as behaviors (instances of violence) and be able to analyze the relationship between 
the two and whether changes in one affect instances of the other.

The authors recognize the complexity of the concept "violent extremism" and the normative 
values it suggests. They also recognize the multiplicity of influences contributing to the 
production of violent or radical attitudes and behaviors and the difficulty of proving a 
causal relationship between the two. Their research approach carefully differentiates 
between attitudes and behaviors, and seeks to understand the linkages in both localized 
and trans-national communities.1
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Horn of Africa Research

study was carried out to assess local perceptions of violence and "extremism" in sample 
communities in Somaliland and coastal Kenya. Focus group discussions and semi-
structured interviews with various stakeholders were held, including international 
organizations delivering humanitarian programming, representatives from civil society 
organizations, youth groups and elders. Local research partners facilitated meetings with 
representatives from relevant communities.

extremism present in Somaliland and coastal Kenya, to experience some of the logistical 

pilot is a precursor to the design and delivery of a larger-scale longitudinal survey across 

violent attitudes and behaviors in the region and map regional sources of inspiration and 

Challenges and Insights: Vocabulary
One of the key challenges faced when undertaking the research was the sensitivity around 
terminology concerning "violent extremism" or "terrorism". Such terms are often imbued 
with objective meaning but it is crucial to understand how these concepts are contested. 
Researchers must work to understand what the words meant to themselves and to any local 
research partners, the people and communities in the research area and those who would 
be reading the research. 

As an example of how this impacted, many of the international organizations we 
interviewed were working on aspects of society related to security such as border control, 

using such terminology because of concerns about being perceived as a "security" rather 

absolute anonymity to those interviewed by focusing discussion on the context of their 

programming, irrespective of the terminology that they applied.

To have led with such vocabulary in the focus groups with community members would 
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also have skewed the discussion and presented the research team as subjective and agenda-
driven. The approach taken was to focus on violence as a material phenomenon and 
discuss the various actors present in the environment that were perpetrating violence 
or seeking to prevent it. Listening to individuals and groups articulate answers to those 
questions enabled further discussions about causes of violence, and an examination of 
community attitudes and beliefs around "normal / abnormal" "tolerant / intolerant" 
"moderate / extreme" and so on.

Challenges and Insights: Local politics and Context: Blaming the "Outsiders’
It was found that community members in both Mombasa and Hargeisa were using the 
words "terrorist" or "terrorism" in particular and learned ways, often articulating their 
own community identity through the marginalization and labeling of "outsiders". Direct 
questions about "violent extremism" generally did not produce nuanced information except 
from community members who had previously worked with international organizations on 
such issues. 

When asked about what groups contributed to insecurity in their communities, a common 
response was "unemployed young men". This highlighted the point that, when asked, 
"inside" groups were also identified as drivers of insecurity. Problems coming from within 
were seen as understandable and resulting from challenges that the men were exposed to, 
yet something where society still had a role to play and a degree of responsibility. "Violent 
extremism" however was articulated as coming from outside groups and often seen as a 
"bad influence" on the community. The two phenomena were seen as separate, though the 
research showed that on further questioning the two were closely intertwined. 

Challenges and Insights: Unemployed Young Men 
Many interviews thus pointed towards youth groups being the prime source of insecurity 
in the communities. Unemployed young men were described as marginalized and 
disillusioned, with limited prospects in their lives to be able to change the situation. The 
men are seeing trends and narratives impacting their communities from the "outside" 
world, but feel disconnected and unable to engage and take control of their own lives or 
the direction of communal life. Being a part of a group and securing income is attractive, 
as is gaining a particular position within the group and thereby becoming "someone", 
important and respected by others. Some development actors interviewed were addressing 
the economic and social aspects of these challenges, but young male disempowerment 
and threatened identity often lay beyond their scope. The research conducted highlighted 
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into account in its design, monitoring and evaluation. 

Conclusion

articulated at the policy and the community levels, understanding contributory local 

a more comprehensive baseline assessment. 

Building CVE programming from such an evidence-base will allow us to measure and 
evaluate its impact against a baseline of understanding. Continuing to collect relevant 
data throughout the programming cycle will enables the monitoring and evolution of how 
the problem is conceived over time to ensure that it is driven by local needs, informed by 
local knowledge and responsive to the concerns of the community. Only by building local 
knowledge and being sensitive to the impacts on local communities can the best-suited and 

(Endnotes)

1 The authors’ approach to research into Radical Attitudes and Behaviors, is available on request 
by email to research@integrityresearch.co.uk. 
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A ro ti e A ro  in t e ig t Ag inst Extremism: r ti l 
te s in Con ronting Isl mo obi  n  ising ubli  A reness

Spokesperson, Association against Islamophobia

From Humiliation to Radicalism
From a sociological perspective, we can study the typical member of a radicalized group 
in the context of European and North American major cities. We often find these groups 
very active in deprived areas and on the Internet. Among the members, we will find a small 
number who are able to construct and articulate some form of ideology, while the vast 
majority join the movement for other reasons, mainly the need to be part of a community 
and find (simple) answers to the (difficult) questions they have. 

In the case of “Islamic jihadi movements”, the proposed ideology is quite simple: It starts 
with a radical vision of Islamic principles, revisited as a means to legitimate the construction 
of an alternate vision: “Them” versus “Us”, fulfilling a clash-of-civilizations type of ideology. 
Those propagating such an idea usually have little knowledge of what the study and 
implementation of Sharia as a social/ideological/legal framework represents. They mostly 
use some peripheral arguments taken out of contexts to make their point appear Islamically 
valid and will most of the time opt for the harshest position in all matters of social life. Any 
religious figure not adhering to this vision is considered deviant. Any Muslim not following 
their definition of Islam is deemed off the straight path.

The critical fact here is not for marginal figures to build an extreme form of ideology. This 
happens in any sort of society at all times, far below any significant level in statistics. What 
is critical, though, is the fact that more young men and women join such groups in an 
attempt to fulfill their need for social inclusion and religious affiliation. Clearly, this results 
from a failure to include them in the wider society as active members of a common project, 
as well as a stigmatization of what is most important to them: their religious identity. 
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When being asked for the reasons why they joined a radicalized group or got away from 
their natural social group (family, university, local mosque, etc.), they will most of the time 
relate to experiences of Islamophobia: systematic “random checks” at airports when they 
have a beard, discriminations in the working environment, insults and threats in the streets, 
women being assaulted for wearing the hijab or the niqab, children being excluded from 
school for being perceived as religious, etc. 

These real experiences produce humiliation and participate in the construction of a 
“them” versus “us” dichotomy. This makes the radical ideology sound credible when it is 
formulated. For these reasons, it is critical for us to be pro-active and to fight Islamophobia 
by all means in order to stop this spreading feeling among the Muslim youth that they are 
not part of the community, that this society is by essence anti-Islam and that all sorts of 
choices in social life have to be presented in the form of an antagonism, if we truly want to 
avoid the radicalization of some of them. 

Islamophobia in the Making
Islamophobia as an ideology is very different depending on the context, both from a 
chronological and geographical perspective. In the context of Europe and North America, 
we can clearly identify two streams of thought in the building of Islamophobia: 

1. A right wing/neo conservative Islamophobia: This ideology presents Islam and the 
Muslims as aliens to the society. They are perceived as a threat to be kept under close 
watch, with rhetoric including classical examples of Crusade-inspired forms of hate 
speech or the “enemy within” colonial theme, as well as pure racist statements against 
Arabs, Africans, or Asian perceived as reference ethnic groups for Muslims. This 
ideology presents the American and European identity as a white, Judeo-Christian one, 
threatened by Islam and the Muslims from all angles: military, economic, cultural, etc. 

2. A left wing/progressive Islamophobia: This ideology is more present in Western Europe 
and is articulated around concepts that are perceived as core values of our societies: 
Secularism, women’s rights, freedom of speech, etc. These ideas, when applied to 
Islam and the Muslims, will tend to be manipulated in order to be used as means of 
exclusion. For example, secularism in France (called “laïcité”) will legitimate a number 
of discriminations against Muslims in the working environment, in schools and in the 
public sphere: hijab has been banned from public schools, some employees are fired 
because they observed the Ramadan fast, access to restaurants or gyms is being denied 
on religious grounds, etc. 
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Depending on the context, one of these two streams of thought makes most of Islamophobia. 
Clearly, right wing Islamophobia has been the main driver of hate crimes and discrimination 
in post 9/11 United States, while Netherlands and France are more relying on the secularist 
approach to legitimate what NGOs and supranational organizations now clearly identify 
as violations of freedom of religion and human rights (including Collective Against 
Islamophobia-CCIF, Amnesty International, OSCE, Council of Europe, etc.). Only for 
France in 2011, we have registered 298 cases of hate crimes and discriminations, 94 percent 
of which are targeting women. 

Fighting Islamophobia
Islamophobia, as a phenomenon, takes different forms: Ideological production, anti-
Muslim campaigns, hate crimes and discriminations. For this reason, the response has to 
be defined in a holistic approach. We need to combat Islamophobia on all fronts, within a 
disciplined, methodical and constructive process: 

Academic: Produce research to analyze Islamophobia as a phenomenon and provide 
evidence to break some of the arguments used to fuel the hate against Islam and the 
Muslims. 
Institutional: Monitor hate-crimes and discrimination against Muslims in order to 
quantify the phenomenon and identify the trends. Only with a sound data gathering 
framework will we be able to genuinely address Islamophobia. 
Campaign: Promote communication campaigns that aim at breaking clichés against 
Islam and the Muslims. This can be done through artistic work and creative forms of 
campaigns (social networks, street marketing, etc.).
Psychological: Support the victims of Islamophobia by helping them overcome the 
stigma and including them in projects with their fellow citizens.
Legal: Incite the victims to take legal action whenever possible, in order to create 
precedents and deter future perpetrators. 

Governments must take an active part in this fight against Islamophobia and understand 
that a genuine attempt to maintain security on their soil needs to include a proactive 
approach to what fuels humiliation, frustration and hate. True success in the fight against 
terrorism and radicalization is not for us to arrest random people in airports, but rather 
to make sure that all our citizens have the feeling that they are part of one and the same 
society, in which they each have a great role to play, never at the expense of their identity. 

A Proactive Approach in the Fight Against Extremism
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ro esses o  iseng gement rom Extremist Grou s: 
o  ese ro esses C n e ein or e

Tore Bjørgo

During recent years, there has been an increasing interest in understanding not only how and 
why individuals join ent types of extremist, terrorist or criminal groups but also in the 
processes of how and why they leave.1

through concepts like radicalization/deradicalization, engagement/disengagement or 

terms than only relying on traditional repressive strategies for countering terrorism and 
other forms of violent extremism.

into the process of disengagement and deradicalization but the latter processes are not 
simply a reversal of the former. People may join such groups for one type of aim or another, 

circumstances. 

radicalization/deradicalization on the one hand, and engagement/disengagement on the 
other. Radicalization/deradicalization refers to processes of change at the level of values, 
attitudes and ideology. Engagement/disengagement refers to changes at the level of behavior 

activities. Research has shown that this is often not the case. Many individuals radicalize 
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without ever engaging in active militancy and some of those who join such activities tend 
to change their values and worldview as a result of their engagement rather than as a reason 
for joining. Similarly, others end their active involvement in militant groups and activities 
but retain their militant views. In other words, they disengage without being deradicalized. 

end of active involvement in militant activities – or should full deradicalization – with a 

the latter is more ambitious and may also involve greater mental barriers against re-
engagement in violent activism. However, it can be questioned whether deradicalization is 
really a necessary policy goal as long as militant activists actually disengage and end their 
involvement in violent and militant activities.

How do the processes of disengagement actually happen? What are the factors that 
promote disengagement? Individual decisions to join or leave are usually the product of a 
mixture of factors and motivations working in tandem. Various forms of disillusionment 

in joining and leaving criminal or militant groups are quite generic, and that these patterns 
are relevant to terrorist organizations as well as extremist youth cultures, street gangs or 
organized crime groups. 

Processes of engagement and disengagement may be understood in terms of push and 
pull factors.2 Push factors are negative forces and circumstances that make certain social 

and rewarding alternatives into crime/extremism or towards a life out of crime/extremism. 
Although these processes operate both by pushing and pulling individuals into militant 
groups and activities, and by pushing and pulling them out of such groups and activities, 
w push-factors to facilitate 
disengagement from militant groups:

Disillusionment with the (unattainable) goals of the group
Disillusionment with the violent methods and who are victimized by the group
Disillusionment with the leaders of the group
Disillusionment with the social relations within the group
Loss of position and status within the group
Cannot take the pressure any more
Competing loyalties between group and family obligations

It is important that each of these push factors can be reinforced by various interventions. 



Processes of  Disengagement from Extremist Groups:How These Processes Can Be Reinforced 117

Examples could be to increase the sense of political failure of the group, demonstrating 
how their brutal methods turn their constituencies against them, and that their violence 

also involve sending credible messages that their violence is considered immoral and 
unacceptable by people the activists respect (e.g. parents or religious authorities). Other 
measures may focus on discrediting the leaders of the group, increasing external pressure 
by police or intelligence interventions, or sowing dissent and paranoia within the group by 

pull factors which may attract a person to leave the terrorist path 
due to a more rewarding and pro-social alternative:

Availability of an exit from the extremist group; providing a good excuse to leave

Education and job training
Economic support
New social networks
A new romantic partner outside the group
Establishing a family
Longing for a peaceful and ordinary life without the stress and pressure of activism

Even these pull factors may also
obstacle to disengagement from terrorism is often that the only realistic alternative to 

intervention would be to provide other and more rewarding exits to terrorists at large as well 

of rehabilitation back into society in exchange of fundamental changes in behavior on 

testifying in court against their former comrades and leaders, or public renouncement 

economic support to their families or themselves, new social networks, or even help to get 

the knowledge that getting a wife and children is often a turning point in life for militant 

underground activities, an ordinary peaceful civilian life becomes increasingly attractive. 
For leaders of militant groups, the possibility of getting involved in a political process may 
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be more attractive than remaining in a dead-locked armed struggle.

An increasing number of countries have now introduced various forms of deradicalization 
or rehabilitation programs to open an exit for individuals and groups involved in terrorism 

at large. Some try primarily to achieve changes in values and ideological outlook among 
the participants (deradicalization), whereas others are more concerned about changes 
in behavior by making militants end their involvement in violent activities through 

only provide counseling and psychological support. If they are implemented well, such 
programs do have a potential to make valuable contributions to reducing terrorism and 
violence. However, this is not a silver bullet. Such programs should be seen as one element 
among others within a more comprehensive counter-terrorism strategy. 

(Endnotes)

1 For a brief  overview of  the research literature, see Tore Bjørgo and John Horgan, eds., Leaving 
Terrorism Behind: Individual and Collective Disengagement (London: Routledge 2009), pp. 5-10.

2 Push and pull factors and how they can be reinforced are discussed more in detail in Tore Bjørgo 
“Processes of  disengagement from violent groups of  the extreme right”, in Bjørgo and Horgan 
(2009), and in Ingvild Magnæs Gjelsvik & Tore Bjørgo (2012). Ex-pirates in Somalia: Disengagement 
Processes and Reintegration Programming. Research report, Centre for Peace Studies, University of 
Tromsø. http://www.nb.no/idtjeneste/URN:NBN:no-bibsys_brage_28573 
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