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Alternative Approaches to Transforming Violent Extremism N

1 Introduction

In order to get funding for our peacebuilding programs, now we have to describe them in the context
of violent extremism, otherwise we have no chance of being supported or even making it to the
initial screening. (Head of an International NGO, Washington DC)’

The above quote reflects shared experience among peacebuilding practitioners in various gatherings: the
emergence of “violent extremism” (VE)* as a central framework and priority adopted by most Western and
non-Western government agencies. It has become the primary lens through which to describe many of their
activities, especially in conflict areas around the world, even when the issues are not or are only remotely
related.

There is no doubt that VE narratives, especially those promoting violence in the name of Islam spread
by groups such as Al-Qaeda, Al-Shabab, Taliban and Daesh, have gained strength and visibility in the
last two decades (regardless of the differences in the groups’ motivation or type of justification — be it
nationalism, anti-Western intervention or religion). However, it is an overstatement to solely explain the
motivation for endorsing or adopting VE in Muslim societies as a result of theological factors; as explained
below, there are many other factors besides religious identity and theological reasoning contributing to the
phenomenon. Nevertheless, it is possible to trace historical factors that led to the creation of such groups
in predominantly Muslim countries. In Afghanistan, for example, one such factor is rooted in the Cold War
dynamics between the United States (US) and the USSR at the time of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan
in 1979. To fight communism, the US government mobilised local Afghan communities, which included
some fighters who subsequently employed extreme Islamic religious narratives. The US’s fervent desire to
prevent the spread of communism thus led to the arming of members of Afghan society who later utilised
the concept of jihad against non-believers in certain Sunni interpretations:

One of the greatest criticisms of U.S. policy, especially after the rise of the Taliban, has been that the
CIA directly supported Arab volunteers who came to Afghanistan to wage jihad against the Soviets,
but eventually used those American arms to engage in terrorist war against the West. However, the
so-called “Afghan Arabs” only emerged as a major force in the 1990s. During the resistance against
the Soviet occupation, Arab volunteers played at best a cursory role... Nevertheless, by delegating
responsibility for arms distribution to the ISI [Inter-Services Intelligence Agency of Pakistan], the
United States created an environment in which radical Islam could flourish. And, with the coming
of the Taliban, radical Islam did just that (Rubin 2002).

Unfortunately, in the fight against Taliban, Somali Al-Shabab after 9/11 and Al-Qaeda before and after
9/11, international policy-makers shifted the focus from US-Soviet Cold War dynamics to a fight against
the threat of Islam as a religion and then as a civilisation, a thesis that gained certain credibility when
Al-Shabab continued their actions against the US intervention.

As a result of this shift in focus and perception, terrorist attacks led by Al-Qaeda and later Daesh
in Europe, the US, Middle East and elsewhere since the early 1990s have fuelled fear and insecurity,
strengthening negative stereotypes of Islam and Muslims around the world. Global and national media
have also contributed to the link between Islam and Arabs (their religion, tradition and culture) on the one
hand and terrorism, extremism and violence in general on the other (Morgan/Poynting 2016).

1 Participant at a United States Institute of Peace (USIP) workshop on Confronting Hate Speech, October 2016.
There are various definitions of VE. For the purpose of this paper, the generic working definition is based on the following:
“advocating, engaging in, preparing, or otherwise supporting ideologically motivated or justified violence to further social,
economic or political objectives” (USAID 2011, 2-3)
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The outbreak of the Syrian war and Daesh’s occupation of Iraqi and Syrian territories triggered new waves
of refugees into neighbouring countries (Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey) and beyond (European countries).
When the refugee crisis reached European borders in 2014, several politicians and political parties
expressed the need to respond to the threat of VE, thus raising countering violent extremism (CVE) and
preventing violent extremism (PVE) to a high-priority level for most international agencies and policy-
makers (Keiswetter/Chane 2013). Preventing the radicalisation of Muslim youth at home and among the
incoming refugees jumped to the top of the agenda of international

and national agencies such as the UN, OSCE, DFID and CIDA Examples of international CVE/
(Koehler 2016). In this process, new intervention programmes PVE bodies and programmes
were developed and the objectives, success measures and scope of Centre for Pakistan and Gulf

old programmes were redesigned and revised. The primary focus Studies:

on external factors (not European or American policies) in such CVE Monitor Project;

agencies’ VE frameworks may have contributed to the ongoing = Counter-Terrorism

institutionalisation of Islamophobia in such societies. It also Implementation Task Force

allowed countries responding in this way to absolve themselves of (CTITF);

responsibility for VE in general. = United Nations Security
While few would deny the need to address violent extremism, Council Counter-Terrorism

underscoring the importance of CVE/PVE programmes’ aims, Committee (CTED);

they often fail to address its root causes. Ultimately, addressing = Club de Madrid (CdM):

VE is fundamentally about conflict transformation, yet CVE/PVE Madrid +10

interventions are rarely designed to be transformative. What is = (CdM supported by European

truly needed to effectively address VE is the development of either Commission: PVE: Leaders

CVE/PVE or other programmes that take into account the “human Telling a Different Story

factors” — the community context, culture and religion, building = OSCE: United in Countering

trust with the community, fostering intra-community relationships Violent Extremism (2017)
through dialogue, finding a language of peace and peace education,

etc. These are necessary in transforming a “culture of war” into a “culture of peace” (Boulding 2001), but are
often left out of current CVE/PVE programme designs and implementation. The following article examines
CVE/PVE programmes and the challenges they face, and looks at examples that offer alternative practices
that together can provide a basis for redesigning programmes to address VE and shape transformative
interventions.

2 Addressing Violent Extremism

2.1 Overview of basic approaches to CVE/PVE

Stage One: Counter- and Anti-Terrorism

The evolution of various approaches to confronting VE encountered numerous challenges. In its early
stage, the traditional approach relied on counter- and anti-terrorism strategies, often involving counter-
intelligence, surveillance and covert and overt military operations to eliminate active and suspected
terrorists, etc. Such approaches were largely security- and military-oriented, with many strategies
implemented following the terror attacks on 11 September 2001 (9/11) and evolving over the last 16 years
along with new ones that emerged in the wake of later terror acts. These strategies range from anti-
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Government anti-terrorism
policies, such as FISA in
the US (1978), pre-date
2001 by decades, but the
number, variety, nature

and expansiveness of many
countries’ post-2001 CVE

strategies have increased
inside and outside national
borders (Haubrich 2003;

Williams 2011). 2002, 1086).

terrorism legislation (both domestic and international) to direct military
intervention. In the European Union, this has included a number of
codified coordination efforts and operational cooperation among member
states (Argomaniz 2009). In the US, the “historic ‘redefinition’ of the
Justice Department’s mission” — referred to in John Ashcroft’s testimony
to the House Judiciary Committee — “turned the focus of federal law
enforcement from apprehending and incarcerating criminals to detecting
and halting terrorist activity on American soil and abroad” (Whitehead

The military tactics used aimed to isolate terrorists and prevent them from
gaining access to recruits, supplies, finance and targets (Freedman 2005, 24) or engaged in “search and
destroy” tactics such as those deployed by the US in the assassination of Osama bin Laden. They also
included the use of Predator drones for targeted killings of Taliban and Al-Qaeda leaders (Williams 2010).

Stage Two: Countering Violent Extremism (CVE)

At a later stage, the CVE® framework was introduced to respond to the
effective recruitment strategies utilised by Al-Qaeda, Al-Shabab, Boko
Haram and Daesh. At its core, CVE focuses on counter-recruitment
strategies, targeted messaging, youth engagement strategies and
religious counter-narratives to confront the spreading discourse of
Daesh and Boko Haram. Intelligence continues to play a major role
in CVE strategies, stressing the need for intelligence gathering and
processing to identify potential threats and facilitate appropriate
action (Lazarus 2005; Oliver 2006). Examples include policing
strategies combined with intelligence gathering at the community
level with the aim of early intervention to prevent terror acts (Bettinson

Examples of 10 and NGO
PVE strategies

2011 UN Resolution 16/18
2012 Rabat Plan of Action
(OHCHR)

2015 Fez Plan of Action
(UNOtPG, KAICIID, WCC)
2015-2017 Fez Process
(UNOtPG, KAICIID, WCC)

2009; Brown 2007; Pickering et al. 2007). Other examples include border security and crisis reaction, which
refers to being able to handle a potential situation with numerous casualties (Oliver 2006).

Stage Three: Preventing Violent Extremism (PVE)

The third evolution in responding to VE is reflected in the development of the PVE framework: agencies
emphasise the need for a more comprehensive approach, with a particular emphasis on engaging local

communities and providing alternative religious discourses.

PVE approaches include actions such as bringing religious leaders and organisations into the spotlight to
emphasise “normal” religious practices and to help prevent radicalisation. This has led to an emphasis

KAICIID’s “Social Media as a

Space for Dialogue” trained

hundreds of religious leaders

and dialogue practitioners
to use social media for the

purpose of counter-narratives.

on selected leaders and organisations within the Islamic religious
community as having a central role in countering VE (Nasser-Eddine
et al. 2011, 47). Such actions are often fostered by international
intergovernmental organisations (IGOs), such as OHCHR, the UN Office
on Genocide Prevention (UNOtPG) and the International Dialogue
Centre (KAICIID), and international NGOs such as the World Council of
Churches (WCC). Their resolutions and programmes target intolerance

and discrimination based on religious affiliation and counter national, racial or religious hatred that

constitutes incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence.

3 Thetermis arecent addition to the lexicon of counter-terrorism. The importance of extremist ideas in terrorist recruitment and
radicalisation has been known for some time. But it is only in the last decade that a more sustained focus on the ideational
aspects of terrorism has emerged and that CVE as a field of policy and practice has become more coherent (Romaniuk 2015).
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The more recent actions by Facebook and Twitter in actively removing Daesh propaganda, beheading
videos and hate speech, as well as government efforts to monitor Daesh online, are the manifestation of
what was argued in the literature more than a decade ago (Brimley 2006; Kohlmann 2006). Alternatively,
counter-narratives may be used, such as stressing Islam as a religion of peace and rejecting violence
(Qureshi/Marsden, 2010). Other counter-narratives might include those by people who have left groups
such as Daesh describing the difficulty of life, fear and general dismantling of the romantic picture painted
by recruiters (Kessels 2010).

Lastly, governments, IGOs and NGOs have launched initiatives to “tackle the problem” by going to
the roots, developing innumerable projects directed towards anything from development to state-building
and citing challenges faced by populations due either to lack of infrastructure and opportunity or to
displacement, fear and outbreaks of violence associated with failed states (Cordesman 2006; von Hippel
2008). Development organisations may not work under the pretext of CVE or PVE directly, but indirectly
do so through programmes that aim to alleviate poverty and develop infrastructure and democratic
institutions. The hypothesis is that the successful establishment of sustainable democratic institutions
goes hand in hand with countering terrorism (Briggs 2010).

The government agency focus beyond traditional security and military approaches is a much-needed
development; such efforts are necessary for effective responses to both ideological and security challenges
posed by the various groups that promote violent extremism. These efforts have been enhanced by
the support of IGOs, NGOs and globally recognised think tanks. The various cross-border partnerships
and alliances have strengthened the capacity of governments, “especially those which lack the local
infrastructure to deal with such militant groups (Newman 2007).

Integrating CVE/PVE programmes into the well-established international development and
humanitarian aid programmes has also resulted in more systematic implementation of these programmes.

2.2 CVE/PVE is not the cure

The above approaches, while abundant and varied, face a number of criticisms. One of the major concerns
is the possible (in many cases very real) infringement upon civil liberties, such as freedom of speech, in
longstanding liberal democracies (Pearson/Busst 2006) or the specific targeting/profiling of one group, such
as the singular focus on Muslims in the United Kingdom’s CONTEST counter-terrorism strategy (Thomas 2010).
In addition to the policy implications, there are various gaps in the research on CVE/PVE (Romaniuk 2015).
While the amount of research being conducted is growing, it is still

Push Factors: sparse compared to the number of programmes being implemented

poverty, L{nemploym_ent_, by various agencies. The limited scope and volume of systematic
marginalisation, sectarianism,

government oppression, lack of evaluation of these programmes are especially problematic (Koehler

opportunity, etc. 2016). Empirical data directly relating to CVE/PVE is also lacking,

Pull Factors: especially in community contexts, which continues to be a major
monetary benefit, protection challenge in the design, reporting and analysis of these initiatives.

or Safewfft())rla pe.rson’s family,  Although the study of drivers that lead individuals to join VE groups
sense of belonging, revenge, . L

personal empowerment, has developed a great deal in the last decade, the majority of these

religious rewards, etc. studies focus on generic factors such as poverty, government policies,

extremist religious discourses or personality traits. The tendency to

seek a universal formula to explain and detect drivers of VE has led to the lack of serious consideration of

the impact and uniqueness of local contexts and local actors in shaping the dynamics of the drivers. Many

4 The UN-based Counter-Terrorism Committee (CTED) has put together five policy papers on guidelines for UN member
cooperation against terror networks, to be found on its website. Security Council Resolution 2253 (2015) reinforced the existing
international counter-financing of terrorism framework by calling on member states to move decisively to cut off the flow of
funds, other financial assets and economic resources to Daesh.
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studies emphasise the push rather than pull factors in their diagnosis of the drivers. A great deal of effort
is also made to involve member states or their political representatives, resulting in the politicisation of
both CVE and PVE that risks a greater degree of community distrust (an agenda for political rather than
community gain) and therefore a lower level of acceptance of these efforts.

In addition to these macro policy aspects, there are various CVE/PVE programmatic challenges that
hinder lasting results, including:

1. Securitisation of CVE/PVE and the question of whose security: Although security and intelligence
gathering are strong drivers behind many counter-terrorism programmes, CVE/PVE initiatives are also
influenced by the drive to enhance global, regional, national and local security. A number of projects,
especially community early-warning programmes and other forms of CVE/PVE, aim to gather intelligence
rather than taking genuine interest in community development practices. “..While the objective behind
CVE is laudable, in practice, many of the efforts have been problematic and their impact limited or even
negative in some cases. One of the key issues has been the tension felt by many communities that CVE
initiatives were not there to support them but rather to spy on them...” (Houry 2017). Even those programmes
initiated for local capacity building (education, elections, democracy,

youth rehabilitation and vocational training, etc.) are being reframed Many US- and European-led
ith C 1 d inol hanci ional and programmes in Burkina Faso,
with CVE/PVE language and terminology. Enhancing regional an Chad, Mali and Niger are
international security is also considered a primary measurement of mainly aimed at countering
the success of many of these programmes (for example, expecting the expansion of Daesh and

and training imams to become law enforcement agents). Furthermore, PRGN 8 SEE T,

policy-makers in European and American agencies often hold briefings about intervention programmes to
determine whether these programmes actually contribute to their security. Such programmatic rationale
is easily detected by beneficiaries of these interventions. As veteran participants in local community
development programmes in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) have repeatedly said: “We know
that you are worried about American security and not our security; that is why you came here to work with
us. Why do international agencies suddenly care about VE when we have had political violence and mass
crimes for decades?”

2. Externally imposed programming and designs: International donors’ and government agencies’
priority on CVE/PVE and the urgency to counteract terrorist movements in their regions affect the impact
. . and sustainability of these programmes; many programmes are

Does focusing on changing . . ,
Islamic religious narratives, externally imposed and intended to carry out the externals’ own
by publicly putting on political agendas. Programme designers face pressure to rapidly

syrr]bolic gestures of diversity  produce success indicators, causing programme designs to fall short
or international conferences
to denounce VE in the name o i i
of religion, really add value communities and neglect wider stakeholders who are also in need of

to CVE/PVE initiatives? such programmes.®

of long-term effectiveness. Their designs specifically target selected

3. Real added value of CVE/PVE initiatives compared to structural factors: When these initiatives are
presented as a cure and often as an effective response, they sometimes ignore the deep-rooted infrastructural
factors driving violent extremism. The question to ask is what the added value is of these programmes,
considering factors such as collapsing educational institutions, corruption, discriminatory governance and
lack of a national vision, lack of policies to ensure the basic collective and individual freedoms, control and

5 Voiced by community leaders from Chad, Niger, Burkina Faso, Kurdistan, Jordan and Lebanon during workshops on education
for peace that took place between 2011-2017.

6 This criticism was expressed by several officers in Niger and Chad between 2012-2103 during various consultations on the
effectiveness of peace and development programmes.
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censorship of media and territorial occupation systems. Are national and international agencies willing
or seriously interested in confronting these issues? Can international agencies deal with these issues,
which directly and indirectly impact youth in these contexts? How many — and what kind of — foreign
interventions are needed to make a transformative change in these contexts?

2.3 From denial to an integrative approach:
engaging religious agencies and marginalised actors

The lack of sincere engagement with or even denial of religion and its identity components has been a
programmatic limitation of many CVE/PVE initiatives. As a result, in most cases IGOs and government
agencies have historically relied on secular international, regional or local civil society entities to implement
their programmes (Abu-Nimer/Kadayifci 2008). The lack of engagement with faith-based organisations
(FBOs) has been documented not only in CVE/PVE but also with programmes on peacebuilding, democracy,
post-conflict reconstruction, etc. (Abu-Nimer 2003, Abu-Nimer/Kadayifci 2008). Denying the need for
positive, constructive engagement of religious actors has been, until recently, a characteristic of many
international policy agencies (Gopin 2000, Appleby 2000, Abu-Nimer 2003).

Not recognising the need to engage religious agencies is largely due to the fact that most organisations
operate within secular or non-religious governance frameworks. Thus their officers and managers are not
aware of the need to engage religious leaders in the community. When they design their programmes,
they therefore tend to build partnerships with secular civil society groups and professionals, who share
with them the same secular ideological assumptions of promoting diversity, human rights and sustainable
development. Beyond the lack of awareness, there is basic resistance towards engaging religious leaders by
policy and development practitioners, who are themselves secular and believe that religion and religious
institutions should be confined to their primary function of providing theological and spiritual services
to communities. Additionally, they assume that any engagement beyond these parameters constitutes a
violation of the principle of separation of church and state. What is missing in such approaches, however,
is an authentic read of the local context, including major players and power relations, which would reveal
that religion and FBOs are relevant beyond mere theological issues.

Nonetheless, there has been progress in recent years towards engagement of religious agencies and
FBOs. The steps towards engaging religious agencies strongly resemble those of other areas: racial and
ethnic studies, gender, peacebuilding and other fields working with marginalised minorities. As in other
areas before, the process of engaging FBOs and religious agencies in the field of international policy-
making, including CVE/PVE, is evolving from denial towards a more integrative approach, which could be
described as one fundamental necessity of a transformative approach. These steps are as follows:

Instrumentalised (‘token’) engagement: In response to the pressure exerted on the centres of power
(supporters of hegemonic discourse and/or dominant majority institutions) to include women and ethnic
and racial minorities, new but slow steps of engagement were taken. The early steps were mostly in the
form of symbolic involvement of gender, racial minorities and now religious agencies or paying lip service
to peacebuilding discourse (the token minority representative syndrome) through programmes that
highlight only the harmonious and ritualistic features of the relations and avoid any structural aspects of
the conflict.’

7 Peacebuilding for the purpose of this article is defined as an umbrella term that refers to intervention processes aiming at
bridging the gap between conflicting parties pre, during, and post conflict (those can include conflict resolution processes such
as mediation, facilitation, arbitration, problem solving, and other types of peace activities such as dialogue, peace education,
nonviolence campaigns, etc.).
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Step 1:

Step 2: Step 3:

Instrumentalised Compartmentalisation Integration

Engagement

Institutions embrace

Pressure by centres of power Recognition of relevance K .
inclusion

Incorporation of frameworks/

Symbolic inclusion Allocation of resources .
lenses into structures

Creation of specialized
departments/personnel
operating in dominant
group’s structures

Showcasing harmonious
relations or ethnic/religious
rituals/ceremonies

Ethnic/gender/racial/etc.
analysis now integral part of
operation

Figure 1: From instrumentalisation to integration

Compartmentalisation: The dominant discourse and its institutions partially recognise gender analysis,
racial and ethnic perspectives, peace and conflict analysis, etc. as relevant or necessary frameworks.
During this phase, the institutions might even allocate resources or personnel to handle race, ethnicity,
gender or peace, while continuing business as usual in the remaining units or in the dominant
institutional culture. Academic or policy institutions thus create ethnic, racial, gender or peace studies
departments. However, the primary paradigm and its operational structure continue to exist in the
dominant group’s norms. The racial, ethnic, etc. structure continues to be exclusive in its functions.®

Integration: Some institutions have moved from the compartmentalisation phase to the integration
phase, in which ethnic, racial, gender or peacebuilding frameworks and lenses have become
an integral part of the structure. Their affiliation is no longer an obstacle to their integration
or advancement in the structure. This means that academic and policy institutes have adopted
ethnic, gender, racial, etc. analysis as an integral part of their framework and operation.’

Religiousleaders, institutions and symbols are increasingly part of CVE/

CIDA, DFID, GIZ, the EU, PVE programmes. In recent years, there has been an increasing desire

SIDA, USAID, UNDP, UNFPA, . ) .
the World Bank and other among international donors, government agencies, IGOs and NGOs to
agencies have either work with religious actors, based on the realisation and assumption
initiated new programmes

that in order to effectively respond to VE it is necessary to engage with
to engage FBOs or begun Y Tesp v 58

adjusting existing CVE/PVE religious agencies, especially at local community levels. However, and
programmes to engage with unfortunately, in many cases, the nature and scale of the engagement
religious stakeholders remain at the level of instrumentalisation. The role of religious actors is

TN ). confined to providing theological interpretations aimed at legitimising

8 Between 2014-17, the author facilitated over 25 consultations with policy-makers and religious leaders in the context of UN,
EU, OSCE, African Union and various government agencies. In each of these settings, religious leaders wondered whether the
recent intense increase in policy-makers’ interest in engaging religious agencies to support their fight against VE would become
an institutional commitment to work with the religious agencies on other issues, building long-term partnerships that could
contribute to the transformation of troubled and complicated relationships between secular and religious stakeholders and
their respective institutions.

9 Theinstitutional implications of such transformation are the fundamental changes in the balance of power, decision-making
centres, representation on boards, allocation of resources, public discourse, etc.
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the secular framework of programmes in CVE/PVE. Such examples include: requesting religious leaders
from Yemen to provide Quranic verses or hadiths supporting democratic values for a youth training
manual on participatory democracy developed by an American team for youth training in the Balkans
in 2009; or inviting Grand Mulftis, Patriarchs or other religious leaders

to ceremonial openings of CVE/PVE programmes, then implementing Since 2015, the Ministry of
1 Is. Thi boli f relici . d Foreign Affairs of Finland
secular tools. This symbolic engagement of religious agencies an has been committed
leaders with CVE/PVE programmes can have negative implications for to strengthening the
the legitimacy and credibility of these leaders, particularly when the engagement with religious

re & PR . leaders by founding and
programme’s “securitisation” agenda surfaces. For example, Chadian supporting a new network:

religious leaders questioned their imams about the agenda behind the the Network for Religious and
Peace through Development (PDVII) programme initiated by USAID Traditional Peacemakers.
from 2012-2016."

With the realisation that religion and religious agencies are necessary partners in responding to CVE/
PVE, new initiatives have been formulated to build the capacity of the international agencies and national
political and diplomatic institutions. New religious literacy courses (basic religion courses) are thus being
offered as part of junior foreign service officers’ training. The Foreign Service Institute in Virginia, Swiss
government agencies and some academic and professional training institutes have begun offering courses
on politics and religion or diplomacy and religion.

The process of compartmentalisation of engagement with religious agencies or FBOs in policy-making
institutions is recently reflected in various international and national agencies. An example is the 2013
decision by the US Secretary of State, John Kerry, to open the first State Department Office of Faith-Based
Initiatives, dedicated to partnering with global faith communities and leaders on priority issues such as
Arab transitions, Middle East peace, climate change and disability rights. With the support of the Obama
Administration, the Office grew significantly (over 30 staff members). However, the new administration has
reduced its capacity and limited its budget and operation to a few officers.

Other national agencies that followed the compartmentalisation model — such as the Finnish and
Swiss Ministries of Foreign Affairs — have created special units or assigned special officers or envoys to
monitor and promote engagement with FBOs and other religious agencies.

A unique example are UN agencies, such as UNDP and Alliance of Civilizations, which have further
evolved their engagement with FBOs to an institutional level; in some cases, new platforms have been
established, such as the UN Inter-Agency Task Force on Engaging Faith-Based Actors for Sustainable
Development and Humanitarian Work (UNIATF). The inter-agency model of operation is certainly a stronger
mechanism that allows wider engagement of FBOs with many UN bodies. However, the lack of resources
and structures for UNIATF reduces its capacity to fully promote systematic engagement with religion in
all UN agencies, while the lack of enforcement capacity leaves FBO engagement as an option and reduces
monitoring or documentation processes.

Unfortunately, there are no examples or practices in international or national policy-making institutes
to date that would illustrate systematic and institutional integration of engagement with FBOs or religious
actors in their entire operation. The secular nature of these IGOs and their member states is certainly one
of the obstacles hindering institutionalisation of engagement.

Additionally, FBOs and religious agencies which advocate working with policy-makers on CVE/PVE
have yet to develop comprehensive, systematic strategies to structure their engagement. Clear strategies
and tool kits on how best to build mutual engagement on PVE/CVE without threatening each other’s
(religious and secular) identity and constituencies are lacking. Furthermore, like policy-makers and

10 PDVIand Il were launched by the American development agency with the intention of countering the risk posed by Boko
Haram and Al-Qaeda in the Sahel region. The programme was framed for American policy-makers as part of a larger counter-
terrorism campaign sponsored by US government and focused on strengthening local security and military forces, borders and
intelligence gathering. However, on the ground, no direct link was made between these two types of interventions.
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development agencies, traditional and conservative religious agencies often see their role as confined
to providing religious and spiritual guidance to their followers; they thus avoid engaging in their wider
communities’ social, political or “earthly” affairs.

Internal limitations may also hinder the process of engagement and include: the lack of capacity

in utilising tools to engage religious agencies, and the reliance on secular peacebuilding tools for
interreligious peacebuilding. Regarding the first point, the field of interreligious peacebuilding, which
includes intra-religious intervention and secular religious relations programmes, has only recently begun
conceptually theorising its practices, and while there are efforts to do so (Little 2007, Appleby 2000,
Lederach 1997, Abu-Nimer 2001 & 2003, Gopin 2000, etc.), significant gaps continue to exist in the field,
especially regarding its theoretical and disciplinary foundation. Most literature relies on anecdotal and
abstract conceptualisation rather than empirical and systematic research to build grounded theories
of interreligious peacebuilding. A similar challenge characterises the tools offered to policy-makers
and development and relief agencies on integrating religious agencies in their operation. While many
practitioners in many workshops embrace the need to engage religious agencies, they are often not given
adequate tools to do so. In fact, in many cases, the trainer or the interreligious peacebuilder offers the
same tools that any secular peacebuilding agency would share. The problem with this is that they may not
reflect the methodological uniqueness of interreligious peacebuilding and thus are not fully applicable,
relevant or useful in aiding interreligious peacebuilding processes or peacebuilding processes which need
to include religious actors and dimensions.
Interreligious peacebuilding is unique in the depth of its sensitivity for the participants since religious
identity relates to the core being of the person and his/her calling and meaning in life. Any mistake or
mischaracterisation of the person’s identity can thus provoke a serious reaction among the participants.
The existence of the sacred and profane or prohibited in many religious practices adds to this sensitivity
and reduces the margin of error for each of the participants and practitioners, especially if they belong to
different faith groups.

Nevertheless, there has been progress on this journey. Today, few policy-makers and religious entities can
publicly deny the need for mutual engagement to effectively respond to VE and while few entities can

In building interreligious peacebuilding programmes, there are several guidelines to keep in mind:

1. Integrate spirituality and faith language in the programme design and framing of the intervention.
For example, when we invite religious leaders to work on a specific project related to health or
women’s/girls’ education, we should not shy away from integrating an intentional space for prayer
or other rituals.

2. Provide space for religious actors to utilise their religious rituals and sacred texts to enhance the
comprehension, motivation or application of the programme in their communities.

3. Include intra-religious dialogue and platforms that focus on internal and critical examination of
the current and historical religious interpretations that facilitate the justification of VE. Intra-faith
forums can also be a tool to avoid the classic limitation of “preaching to the converted”, by allowing
the inclusion of less moderate voices, in particular those who oppose dialogue with outsiders.

4. Adopt an institutional approach instead of creating “individual stars”: The hierarchical and
authoritative nature of many religious institutions can be a unique feature that often impedes the
capacity of the participants and partners to fully engage with the policy-makers and development
agencies without the full endorsement of their highest authorities. Seeking endorsement is thus
a first step to ensure institutional and sustained impact. The historical background (colonialism,
communism, civil war, tribal and ethnic structures, etc.) and current conditions (authoritarian
governments, educational systems, regional conflicts, internationalinterventions, extremist groups,
etc.) also have negatively affected Islamic religious institutions and their capacity to respond — they
therefore need to be empowered. Without working through the religious institutions (formal and
informal), the current top-down approaches to CVE are also fairly limited in reaching the relevant
Islamic religious leaders.
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be said to have “integrated” engagement in their institutions, more and more are engaging with FBOs or
religious agencies.

3 Dilemmas and Obstacles

3.1 Islamisation of CVE/PVE

As indicated above, CVE/PVE campaigns are largely rooted in a response to Al-Qaeda, Boko Haram, Daesh
and the many other smaller regional groups which claim Islam as their basis and manipulate Islamic
identity and its components to justify exclusion, violence and destruction against others (both Muslims
and non-Muslims). Despite the fact that the overwhelming majority of the victims are Muslims in Muslim
countries, the threat of these groups, particularly to European and American societies and interests, is
seen as the primary motivation behind policy and priority change.

Muslim and Arab communities widely believe and discuss this assumption. In consequence, when
international agencies refer to CVE/PVE, this is interpreted as a code for countering exclusively or primarily
the discourse of groups affiliated with Islam and not Judaism, Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism or violent
secular ideologies.

This perception is confirmed by the sheer number, scale and focus of CVE/PVE programmes
implemented by these international, regional, national and local agencies in Muslim countries. While such
programmes exist, it is rare to identify or give wide media coverage and recognition to a programme that
addresses VE motivated by the Jewish settlers in the occupied Palestinian territories, white supremacist
groups in the US, Sri Lankan and Myanmar Buddhism, or Indian Hinduism in Gujarat or Kashmir.

Obviously, the threat and the scale of the terrorist groups motivated by their “Islamic ideologies™ are
being reported and portrayed as far more intense and widespread. Yet the fact that other forms of VE are
not being addressed seriously by policy-makers and donors reduces the legitimacy, credibility and trust in
the intentions of the message and messenger.

The Islamisation of CVE/PVE is also evident when policy-makers and media fail to distinguish
between genuine Islamic teachings/values and the negative/destructive interpretations espoused by the
VE groups. Many mainstream media and politicians, especially in European, American and even in some
Muslim contexts, have consistently and systematically utilised certain VE framings that generalise and
stereotype Islam and Muslims (Ali et al. 2011; CAIR 2016)." The most discussed question in such media
outlets is: “Does Islam support VE and terrorism?” At the same time, the attacks on Muslims and Islam
are often neglected or marginalised in Western media. Such an approach has directly fed into the growing
Islamophobia in the Western hemisphere.”

In general, public de-Islamisation of CVE/PVE approaches is an essential step towards a more effective
and credible response to the threat posed by groups which promote violent extremism in the name of
Islam. The de-Islamisation approach can include various elements:

11 This includes the mainstream media’s naming of violent acts committed by Muslims, even if they are l