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Abstract

This article engages with community-led responses to religious and political forms of 
violence within British Muslim communities. The focus here is on ‘bottom-up’, com-
munity-led responses to religious and political forms of violence, a relatively under-
represented topic, given the extent of policy and research literature concerning the 
nature and effects of ‘top-down’ counter-terrorism and counter-extremist initiatives 
such as the UK Government’s Prevent strategy. The article argues two main points. 
First, that solutions to the problems of extremism, radicalisation and terrorism (to use 
the linguistic framework of the UK Government), or to the problems of religious and 
political forms of violence (the term used here), might be found as much within the 
realms of religion, culture, family and community as within the realms of security, 
policing and legislation. Second, that an analytical framework for the development of 
community-led approaches may be developed via consideration of the social psycho-
logical concept of resilience.
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1 Introduction

The following article presents an ongoing research project designed to exam-
ine British Muslim communities and responses to what is labelled throughout, 
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although with a high degree of caution, as religious and political forms of 
violence. The project, and hence this article, develop an expansive and still 
expanding literature concerning British Muslim communities and terrorism. 
The focus here is on ‘bottom-up’, community-led responses to religious and 
political forms of violence, a relatively underrepresented topic, given the ex-
tent of policy and research literature concerning the nature and effects of 
‘top-down’ counter-terrorism and counter-extremist initiatives such as the 
UK Government’s Prevent strategy. Regardless of the perspective chosen, it is 
clear from even the most perfunctory reading of the relevant materials that the 
study of relationships between British Muslim communities and the British 
state is now dominated by debates around terrorism. Such debates inhabit a 
highly contested space with discussion ranging across several inter-related  
registers. As will be discussed, there is evidential and ontological de-
bate around the nature and extent of the risks of terrorism; sometimes 
(and here) referred to as “the actual threat” of terrorism.1 There is political  
debate around the motivations, effectiveness and proportionality of current 
state responses to these risks. Related to this is lexical and epistemological 
debate around the use of labels such as ‘extremism’, ‘radicalisation’ and ‘ter-
rorism’ within administrative, media and public discourses. Much of the schol-
arly, and what might be considered, by convention at least, as non-scholarly 
literature (such as reports from non-governmental organisations) feature well-
rehearsed criticisms of Prevent. These are often framed within the contexts of 
institutional and media-driven forms of anti-Muslim discrimination, both crit-
icised for legitimising and cementing wider public prejudices against British 
Muslim communities. Yet despite many scholars and commentators calling for 
the wholesale or partial reform—or even the abandonment—of Prevent, and 
notwithstanding the vehement and consistent nature of these calls, relatively 
few have focused on examining systematically the viability of alternative ap-
proaches. Scholars and commentators have lamented the UK Government’s 
problematisation of Islam and criminalisation of Muslim communities but 
few, if any, have put forward a case for harnessing existing Islamic religious 
belief and Muslim cultural practices as forces for good and as resources with 
which communities, and the UK Government, might dissuade members away 
from violence. The research project reported in this article seeks to address 
these gaps by evaluating the current nature and effectiveness of community-
led approaches to tackling religious and political forms of violence alongside 
the prospects for their wider implementation. The article puts forward two 

1   Sageman, Marc, Misunderstanding Terrorism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2017).
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main contentions. First, that solutions to the problems of extremism, radicali-
sation and terrorism (to use the linguistic framework of the UK Government), 
or to the problems of religious and political forms of violence (the term used 
here), might be found as much within the realms of religion, culture, family and 
community as within the realms of security, policing and legislation. Second, 
and leading on from this, that an analytical framework for the development of 
community-led approaches may be developed via consideration of the social 
psychological concept of resilience. Thus, a further aim of the present article is 
to develop the interdisciplinary cross-fertilisation of social psychology and the 
social sciences within this study of British Muslim communities.

The sections that follow present discussion on the context and justifica-
tions for ongoing research work alongside remarks concerning the intended 
contribution to the social scientific study of British Muslim communities. 
Subsequent sections offer a discussion of psycho-social resilience as it pertains 
to the study of British Muslim communities, and religious and political forms 
of violence, alongside remarks describing the research problem and questions. 
The closing sections offer approaches to fieldwork and the strategies guiding 
research activities that are ongoing at the time of writing. These remarks are 
offered tentatively and presented only to suggest the overall plausibility of the 
empirical study. Concluding comments address the potential wider implica-
tions of the theoretical perspectives and empirical approaches outlined below.

2 Context

Since 2003, the UK Government has developed a long-term strategy for coun-
tering terrorism. In the Government’s own words at the time of the strategy’s 
emergence into political and public debates: “The principal current terrorist 
threat is from radicalised individuals who are using a distorted and unrepre-
sentative version of the Islamic faith to justify violence.”2 

Centred originally on ‘Islamist terrorists’3 and known within Government 
as CONTEST, the strategy has four strands: Prevent, Pursue, Protect and 
Prepare. Prevent seeks “to stop people becoming terrorists or supporting vio-
lent extremists”.4 Whilst the objectives of the Prevent strategy have remained 

2   HM Government, Countering International Terrorism: The United Kingdom’s Strategy 
(London: hmso, 2006), p. 1.

3   Ibid.
4   HM Government, The Prevent Strategy: A Guide for Local Partners in England (London: 

hmso, 2008), p. 2.
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relatively stable since its inception,5 the response to terrorism has been made 
more sophisticated.6 The UK Government recently placed the prevention of 
terrorism on a statutory footing in educational settings in response to anxieties 
around British citizens travelling to Syria.7 Section 26 of the Counter-Terrorism 
and Security Act 2015 imposes a legal duty on educational institutions to have 
“due regard to the need to prevent people from being drawn into terrorism”.8

The UK Government has sought to tackle terrorism by addressing extrem-
ist ideology—the perceived root problem of violent extremism.9 Speeches  
by the then Prime Minister, David Cameron, and the assumptions underpin-
ning the state initiatives about which he spoke, conflated violent action with 
particular forms of belief and social conservativism.10 This subsumed issues of 
terrorism and counter-terrorism within a wider narrative concerning religious 
and political extremism and the rather ill-defined concepts of “mainstream”11 
or “fundamental British values”.12 According to Prevent, ‘British values’ in-
clude: democracy, rule of law, equality of opportunity, freedom of speech and 
the rights of all men and women to live free from persecution of any kind.13 
However, these items are not discussed in any great depth within any official 
publication from that time. Despite vagueness and uncertainty, the apparent 
analytical and normative dimensions of such discourses (the value of ‘British 
values’) has been two-fold. First, a reliance on ‘British values’ has created  
for the UK Government a metric, based on universal human rights, against 
which the attitudes and behaviour of transgressive others may be judged. 

5    HM Government, Countering International Terrorism; HM Government, Prevent Strategy; 
HM Government, Pursue Prevent Protect Prepare: The United Kingdom’s Strategy for 
Countering International terrorism (London: hmso, 2009); HM Government, Prevent 
Strategy (London: hmso, 2011); HM Government, Revised Prevent Duty Guidance for 
England and Wales (London: hmso, 2015).

6    HM Government, Tackling Extremism in the UK: Report from the Prime Minister’s Task 
Force on Tackling Radicalisation and Extremism (London: hmso, 2013); Counter-Terrorism 
and Security Act 2015, c. 6, (London: hmso, 2015); HM Government, Counter-extremism 
Strategy (London: hmso, 2015); HM Government, Prevent Duty Guidance: For Further 
Education Institutions in England and Wales (London: hmso, 2015).

7    bbc, “Who Are Britain’s Jihadists?”, BBC News, 22 February 2017, accessed 15 August 2017. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-32026985.

8    HM Government, Prevent Duty Guidance, p. 3; Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015, 
s.26 and Schedule 6, c. 6.

9    HM Government, The Prevent Strategy; HM Government, Counter-extremism Strategy.
10   Cameron, The Rt. Hon. David, “Extremism: PM Speech: Delivered on 20 July 2015”, ac-

cessed 15 August 2017. https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/extremism-pm-speech.
11   HM Government, The Prevent Strategy, p. 34.
12   HM Government, Tackling Extremism, p. 1.
13   HM Government, The Prevent Strategy, p. 34.
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(‘Others’ in the Prevent strategy is equated in an early footnote to Islamic 
schools.14) Second, the concept of ‘British values’ acts as a kind of moral des-
tination for would-be transgressors. Infraction from fundamental British val-
ues is, therefore, the problem perceived, and adherence to them, the solution 
proposed. However, definitional problems abound for policy-makers and 
scholars. Government legal advice concerning the recent Counter-Extremism 
and Safeguarding Bill expressed concerns that planned counter-terrorism and 
counter-extremism laws did not describe adequately the terms ‘British values’ 
and ‘extremism’ and so threatened to bring law-abiding people under unneces-
sary scrutiny.15

For the purposes of this article, and whilst it is noted that the usage of terms 
such as ‘extremism’, ‘radicalisation’ and ‘terrorism’ has met with fierce criticism 
from scholars and activists,16 some remarks concerning their definitions are 
required. ‘Extremism’ is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as “the hold-
ing of extreme political and religious views” and by the UK Government as:

… the vocal or active opposition to our fundamental values, including 
democracy, the rule of law, individual liberty and the mutual respect and 
tolerance of different faiths and beliefs. We also regard calls for the death 
of members of our armed forces as extremist.17

‘Radicalisation’ is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as “the action or pro-
cess of causing someone to adopt radical positions on political or social issues”. 
Other definitions are offered by Neumann (and elsewhere) as “what goes on 
before the bomb goes off”18 and by Sedgwick as a highly problematic term used 
across discourse related to security, integration and foreign policy to describe 
and analyse the various roots and motivating factors commonly associated 

14    Ibid., p. 68.
15   Townsend, Mark, “Theresa May’s Counter-terrorism Bill Close to ‘Sinking without Trace’”, 

The Observer, 29 January 2017, accessed 4 May 2017. https://www.theguardian.com/poli 
tics/2017/jan/29/theresa-may-counter-terrorism-bill-sinking-without-trace-extremism- 
british-values. 

16   Kundnani, Arun, “Radicalisation: The Journey of a Concept”, Race and Class, 54 
(2) (2012): 3-25; Khan, Amjad, “Extremism and the Conveyor Belt Fallacy”, Left Foot 
Forward, 29 July 25, accessed 22 March 2018. https://leftfootforward.org/2015/07/
extremism-and-the-conveyor-belt-fallacy/.

17   HM Government, Counter-extremism Strategy, p. 9.
18   Neumann, Peter, Perspectives on Radicalisation and Political Violence: Papers from the First 

International Conference on Radicalisation and Political Violence, London, 17-18 January 
2008 (London: International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation and Political Violence, 
2008), p. 4.
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with terrorism, and particularly Islamist terrorism.19 An in-depth analysis of 
the term’s etymology and application is beyond the scope of this article but 
may be found in Sedgwick’s comprehensive account. From its earliest adop-
tion, the UK Government accepted the difficulties in defining ‘radicalisation’,20 
but more recently settled on the following: “ ‘Radicalisation’ refers to the pro-
cess by which a person comes to support terrorism and extremist ideologies 
associated with terrorist groups.”21 Similarly, the term ‘terrorism’ has associated 
definitional challenges and debates.22 The Oxford English Dictionary defines it 
as “the unlawful use of violence and intimidation, especially against civilians, 
in the pursuit of political aims”. In English law, Section 1 Terrorism Act 2000 
defines ‘terrorism’ as serious violence or damage that endangers life or disrupts 
an electronic system where “the use of threat is designed to influence the gov-
ernment [or an international governmental organisation] (sic) or to intimidate 
the public” and “the use or threat is made for the purpose of advancing a politi-
cal, religious [racial] (sic) or ideological cause”.23

In mobilising discourse around extremism, and despite problems therein, 
the UK Government has taken care to assert the risks of extremism in its vari-
ous ideological guises: ‘Islamic’ or ‘Islamist’ extremism alongside attitudes held 
by political groups of the English and European ‘far-right’.24 However, despite 
the (purportedly) egalitarian distribution of Government concern, many criti-
cisms of Prevent have centred on allegations of the unfair targeting of British 
Muslim communities.25 This is justifiable, given a notable remark in the 2015 

19   Sedgwick, Mark, “The Concept of Radicalization as a Source of Confusion”, Terrorism and 
Political Violence, 22 (4) (2010): 479-494.

20   HM Government, The Prevent Strategy, p. 69.
21   HM Government, Revised Prevent Duty, p. 12. 
22   Townsend, Charles, Terrorism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2011). White, Jonathan R., Terrorism: A Critical Introduction (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2011).

23   Terrorism Act 2000, c.11, section 1.
24   HM Government, Tackling Extremism, p. 1.
25   Awan, Imran, “‘I Am a Muslim Not an Extremist’: How the Prevent Strategy Has 

Constructed a ‘Suspect’ community”, Politics and Policy, 40 (2012): 1158-1185; Kundnani, 
Arun, A Lost Decade: Rethinking Radicalisation and Extremism (London: Claystone, 2015); 
Gabon, Alain, The Twin Myths of the Western ‘Jihadist Threat’ and ‘Islamic Radicalisation’ 
(London: The Cordoba Foundation, 2016); Mythen, Gabe, Sandra Walklate and Elizabeth-
Jane Peatfield, “Assembling and Deconstructing Radicalisation in Prevent: A Case of 
Policy-based Evidence Making?”, Critical Social Policy, 37: 2 (2016): 1-22; Open Society 
Justice Initiative, Eroding Trust: The UK’s PREVENT Counter-Extremism Strategy in Health 
and Education (New York: Open Society Foundations, 2016).
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report: “The greatest current challenge comes from the global rise of Islamist 
extremism.”26 

Criticisms of Prevent have been numerous and robust.27 Scholarly criti-
cisms come from criminology, history, international relations, law, politics, 
psychology, religious studies, sociology, social work and theology. Debates 
have been developed by experts considered less scholarly in the traditional 
sense: journalists, commentators, campaign groups and organisations repre-
senting the interests of British Muslims. Prevent has been described as anti-
democratic and using vague terms, and an ever-widening range of indicators 
to target increasing numbers of people.28 The strategy has been attacked for 
other conceptual and operational weaknesses. Scholars and commentators 
argue that the UK Government’s terrorism and counter-terrorism strategies 
rest on flawed assumptions concerning the processes of radicalisation that 
cannot bear the weight of empirical scrutiny.29 In particular, the Government’s 
model of ideologically-led radicalisation has been attacked for excluding griev-
ances, experiences of victimisation and the perceptions of oppression that 
motivate some individuals to turn to religious and political forms of violence.30 
Some argue that anger over the use of Prevent risks exacerbating the threat 
of radicalisation and terrorism by generating grievances capable of motivat-
ing subsequent acts of violence within and against Muslim communities.31 
Others argue that the alleged problems of radicalisation, regardless of motiva-
tion, have been overstated in response to fear stirred up by the British media32 
and organisations with interests aligned to the British state,33 or, worse, are 

26   HM Government, Counter-Extremism Strategy, p. 9.
27   Kundnani, Lost Decade.
28   Levidow, Les, “The UK’s Counter-Extremism Agenda: Routine Punishment and Collective 

Self-policing”, Green Europena Journal, 16 May 2017, accessed 8 May 2018. https://www 
.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/the-uks-counter-extremism-agenda-routine-punishment- 
and-collective-self-policing/.

29   Kundnani, A Lost Decade; Mythen, Walklate and Peatfield, “Assembling and Decon-
structing Radicalisation”; Sageman, Marc, Misunderstanding Terrorism (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017).

30   Sageman, Misunderstanding Terrorism. 
31   Mythen, Gabe, Sandra Walklate and Fatima Khan, “‘I’m a Muslim, But I’m Not a Terrorist’: 

Victimization, Risky Identities and the Performance of Safety”, British Journal of 
Criminology, 49 (6) (2009): 736-754.

32   Gabon, Twin Myths.
33   cage, “The Henry Jackson Society’s Fear-mongering Report Paints a Totally False Picture 

of Terrorism and Muslims in the UK”, CAGE, 13 March 2017, accessed 4 May 2017. https://
cage.ngo/article/the-henry-jackson-societys-fear-mongering-report-paints-a-totally-
false-picture-of-terrorism-and-muslims-in-the-uk/.
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a threat exaggerated for iniquitous state purposes.34 From the perspective of 
civil liberties,35 others claim that widespread application of the Prevent strat-
egy poses a threat to freedoms of religion and expression,36 particularly in 
educational settings.37 Scholars have also attacked Prevent from a historical 
perspective; drawing from previous research concerning Irish terror suspects, 
indiscriminate state suspicion and the construction of ‘suspect communities’.38 
This model of state interference shapes allegations of disproportionality in the 
UK Government’s scrutiny of British Muslim communities and the resulting 
growth of social exclusion and group alienation.39 Similarly, the criminological 
concept of ‘institutional racism’, from the report into the investigation of the 
Stephen Lawrence murder,40 is a resource for scholars engaged in the study 
of Islamophobia.41 Like the terms described above, ‘Islamophobia’ is con-
tested and rather ill-defined whilst also used commonly to describe various 
facets of anti-Muslim and anti-Islamic prejudice and hostility. The concept of 
‘Islamophobia’ emerged into public debate in the UK in 1997 from a pivotal, 
oft-cited report Islamophobia: A Challenge for Us All, which defined the term as 
“dread or hatred of Islam” and “fear and dislike of Muslims”42 and “unfounded 
hostility to Islam”.43 More recently, the term has been described by the same 

34   O’Toole, Therese et al., “Governing through Prevent? Regulation and Contested Practice 
in State-Muslim Engagement”, Sociology, 50 (1) (2016): 160-177.

35   Khan, Khalida, Preventing Violent Extremism (PVE) and Prevent (London: An-Nisa Society, 
2009).

36   Mythen, Walklate and Peatfield, “Assembling and Deconstructing Radicalisation”.
37   Open Society Justice Initiative, Eroding Trust.
38   Hillyard, Paddy, Suspect Community: People’s Experience of the Prevention of Terrorism Acts 

in Britain (London: Pluto Press in association with Liberty, 1993); Hickman, Mary J., et al, 
‘Suspect Communities’? Counter-terrorism Policy, the Press, and the Impact on Irish and 
Muslim Communities in Britain (London: London Metropolitan University, 2011); Pantazis, 
Christina, and Simon Pemberton, “From the ‘Old’ to the ‘New’ Suspect Community: 
Examining the Impacts of Recent UK Counter-terrorist Legislation”, British Journal of 
Criminology, 49 (5) (2009): 646-666.

39   Lambert, Robert, “Salafi and Islamist Londoners: Stigmatised Minority Faith Communities 
Countering al-Qaida”, Crime, Law and Social Change, 50 (1) (2008): 73-89.

40   Macpherson, Sir William, The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry (London: Home Office, 1999).
41   Commission on British Muslims and Islamophobia, Islamophobia: Issues, Challenges and 

Action (London: Runnymede Trust, 2004); Lambert, Robert, and Jonathan Githens-Mazer, 
Islamophobia and Anti-Muslim Hate Crime: UK Case Studies 2010 (Exeter: University of 
Exeter, 2010).

42   Runnymede Trust, Islamophobia: Still a Challenge for Us All (London: Runnymede Trust, 
2018), p.1.

43   Ibid., p. 4.
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organisation in an edited work (arguably, with more conceptual certainty) as 
“anti-Muslim racism” and as follows:

Islamophobia is any distinction, exclusion, or restriction towards, or pref-
erence against, Muslims (or those perceived to be Muslims) that has the 
purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the recognition, enjoyment or 
exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights and fundamental freedoms 
in the political, economic, social, cultural or any other field of public life.44

For many of the featured scholars, Islamophobia now manifests in more insti-
tutional expressions of state-sponsored anti-Muslim prejudices; with Prevent 
often portrayed as the most significant British example.45

One of the aims of the research project reported in this article is to offer a 
renewed focus on empirical and ontological considerations of terrorism in the 
UK (given the dominance of theoretical and epistemological concerns within 
the scholarly literature, especially emanating from the more critical perspec-
tives represented in the materials discussed above). To complete the contextu-
alisation of the research, a few remarks related to the actual threat are needed 
to achieve this renewed focus.

The British intelligence agencies estimate that 3,000 people in the UK pose 
a terrorist threat of some sort.46 According to bbc News webpages,47 approxi-
mately 850 people from the UK have travelled to support or fight for jihadist 
organisations in Syria or Iraq. The webpages contain information related to 276 
British persons who have died, been convicted of offences relating to the con-
flicts in Iraq and Syria, or are thought to be still alive and active in the region. 
According to the bbc (at time of writing—March 2018), there have been 116 
convictions for offences relating to Syria or Iraq. These include the conviction 
in March 2017 of Fatima Peer-Mohamed, a 22-year-old woman from Sheffield 
jailed for 20 months after posting isis propaganda material online. Seventy-
three British people are believed to have died in Syria or Iraq. These include 
Ahmed Sami Khider, a British medic killed in February 2017. He travelled from 

44   Runnymede Trust, Islamophobia: A Challenge for Us All (London: Runnymede Trust, 
1997). For a comprehensive discussion of the concept and its usage, see Klug, Brian, 
“Islamophobia: A Concept Comes of Age”, Ethnicities, 12 (5) (2012): 665-681.

45   Awan, “‘I Am a Muslim’”.
46   Dodd, Vikram, “Muslim Council of Britain to Set Up Alternative Counter-terror Scheme”, 

The Guardian, 19 October 2016, accessed 4 May 2017. https://www.theguardian.com/
uk-news/2016/oct/19/muslim-council-britain-set-up-alternative-counter-terror-scheme.

47   bbc, “Who Are Britain’s Jihadists?”.
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Sudan to Syria with a group of British medical students, including his sister, 
from the University of Medical Sciences and Technology in Khartoum. Before 
being killed, Khider presented a propaganda video urging other British medical 
students and professionals to join him. Eighty-one British people are thought 
to be alive and active within Iraq and Syria.

A recent publication by the Henry Jackson Society48 reports 269 individual 
offences between 1998 and 2015 that resulted in 264 convictions. The report 
maps reported offences showing that 72% of offences occurred in London, 
the West Midlands and north-west England. (This is unsurprising given the 
geographic distribution of the UK’s Muslim population.49) According to the 
Henry Jackson Report, approximately 75% of all Birmingham-based offend-
ers (and 11% overall) resided in the Hall Green and Hodge Hill constituencies. 
The report describes a recent shift in offence types: from “attack-related” (ac-
tual violence) to “aspirational” and “travel-related” (preparations for violence). 
Finally, the report states the number of female terrorists has tripled in the last 
five years (from 4% to 11% of offences, with 18 convictions).

It should be noted that this report has not been without criticism. The British 
Muslim organisation Cage claimed that the Henry Jackson Society report exag-
gerated the overall terrorism threat to British people.50 Cage argued that 253 
terror convictions represent less than 0.01% of the total Muslim population of 
the UK, that the allegations of a Birmingham terror ‘hotspot’ were based on 
the actions of 0.01% of the Muslims living there, and that reported terrorist 
perpetrated by British Muslim women represents 0.001% of the female Muslim 
population of the UK. Regardless of the force of these counter-arguments (or 
lack thereof—detractors might well respond by saying, “It only takes one”), it is 
quite clear that the Henry Jackson Society used a relatively low baseline of of-
fences to derive its reported percentages and proportional increases, and a low 
baseline of offences to infer offending patterns at the national level. Asserting 
national trends with fewer than 300 cases, and employing the term ‘tripled’51 to 
describe an increase from a relatively low base (n=6), are perhaps not the most 
robust uses of available data. Arguably, the Henry Jackson Society’s findings re-
main indicative rather than conclusive. (During the preparation of this article, 

48   Stuart, Hannah, Islamist Terrorism: Key Findings and Analysis (London: Henry Jackson 
Society, 2017).

49   Ali, Sundas, British Muslims in Numbers (London: Muslim Council of Britain, 2015).
50   cage, “Henry Jackson Society’s Fear-mongering Report”.
51   Stuart, Islamist Terrorism, p. viii.
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grim reminders of the actual threat of terrorism were provided by the loss of 
lives following three terrorist attacks in London and Manchester.)

3 Research Problem, Design and Questions

Despite the research limitations outlined above, the following factors are taken 
at face value and considered as prima facie evidence for the necessity of the 
research project presented in this article: the UK Government’s and British 
academia’s current focus on ‘top-down’ counter-terrorism strategies; the nega-
tive depictions of these strategies by scholars and commentators as dispro-
portionate, discriminatory and discredited; the relative dearth of proposed 
alternatives to Prevent in policy and research literature from scholarly and 
non-scholarly sources; and the actual and continuing threat of terrorism fac-
ing the UK. Given these factors, the research project seeks to determine the 
current effectiveness and future prospects of ‘bottom-up’ community-led ap-
proaches that dissuade members of British Muslim communities away from 
religious and political forms of violence. 

The research project has incorporated safeguards to avoid essentialis-
ing or unnecessarily and unhelpfully rendering the characteristics and ex-
periences of British Muslim communities as unique or peculiar—research 
processes that could further enhance prejudicial stereotypes. The author self- 
identifies as non-Muslim. A risk faced by all those who research Islam and 
Muslims from such ‘outsider’ positions is the fetishisation of Islam and Muslims 
as exotic sites of research, or as opportunities to celebrate the gaining of accep-
tance by a hard-to-reach out-group, the ‘Other’ status of which is exaggerated 
for purposes of self-interest, status and prestige. In order to mitigate such risks, 
research strategies, participant recruitment and the analysis of emergent find-
ings are guided by a recently-established working group comprised of scholars 
and practitioners (both Muslim and non-Muslim) with expertise in this field. 
The use of a working group will help to transfer knowledge and experience 
and to establish ‘what works’, ‘what doesn’t work’ and ‘what might work better’ 
with regard to studying and tackling religious and political forms of violence 
within British Muslim communities. Given all of the above, the research proj-
ect poses two central research questions:
1. What are the nature, extent and effectiveness of current community-led 

approaches to religious and political forms of violence within British 
Muslim communities?

2. What are the prospects for the development and wider implementation 
of such approaches?
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Research methods used to answer these questions will include observations 
and face-to-face semi-structured interviews. Interview data will be analysed 
with methods and techniques drawn from grounded theory.52

4 Theoretical Considerations and the Social Psychological Concept 
of Resilience

While drafting the project’s research questions, assumptions were made con-
cerning the nature of Islamic belief and Muslim cultural practice as intrinsic 
forces for good and as available resources with which British Muslim commu-
nities might dissuade their members away from religious and political forms 
of violence. As outlined in the introduction, a focus on religion, family and 
community, with an emphasis on the potential inherent within them, leads to 
an understanding of religion that transcends notions of ideology and values 
(as framed by Government policy) towards a psycho-social model of resilience: 
defined here as positive development under adverse conditions and applied 
for the first time to British Muslim communities.

Resilience is a concept founded originally in physics and engineering that is 
used to analyse materials such as wood and metals and to describe “the capac-
ity of a material or system to return to equilibrium after displacement”.53 Early 
usages within developmental psychopathology focused on ‘bouncing back’ in 
a less literal sense: the normative development for children facing significant 
adversity.54 Waves of research beginning in the 1970s established the concept 
of resilience within the field of developmental and social psychology. Scholarly 
and practitioner understanding developed with the identification of protec-
tive factors, through gaining insights into adaptive processes and experimenta-
tion with interventions, to the integration and application, particularly within 

52   Glaser, Barney G., and Anselm L. Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies 
for Qualitative Research (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 1967); Charmaz, Kathy C., 
Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide through Qualitative Analysis. 2nd edn 
(London: Sage, 2010).

53   Norris, Fran H., et al., “Community Resilience as a Metaphor, Theory, Set of Capacities, 
and Strategy for Disaster Readiness”, American Journal of Community Psychology, 41 
(2008): 127-150, p. 127. 

54   Mukherjee, Swati, and Updesh Kumar, “Psychological Resilience: A Conceptual Review of 
Theory and Research”, in The Routledge International Handbook of Psychosocial Resilience, 
edited by Updesh Kumar, 3-12 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017).
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policy contexts, of findings from related fields such as genetics, microbiology 
and statistics.55

Two recent edited works have done much to develop the study of resilience 
within the field of social psychology, solving earlier definitional and opera-
tional difficulties, and establishing reliable theoretical frameworks for empiri-
cal research: The Social Ecology of Resilience and The Routledge International 
Handbook of Psychosocial Resilience.56 Recent works such as these have sig-
nalled a shift away from the consideration of personal factors57 and towards 
the consideration of social processes and social environments as the key de-
terminants of resilience. Further highlighting this shift, Ungar recently defined 
resilience thus:

… resilience is both the capacity of individuals to navigate their way to 
the psychological, social, cultural, and physical resources that sustain 
their well-being, and their capacity individually and collectively to ne-
gotiate for these resources to be provided in culturally meaningful ways.58

Ecological explanations develop foundational social psychological under-
standings of resilience as a multidimensional phenomenon comprised of: 
protective factors, a series or cascade of adaptive processes, and positive out-
comes (or the absence of symptoms) following adversity.59 Current thinking 
around collective resilience draws from previous research findings concerning 
adaptive community capacities and processes.60 Within this ecological, col-
lective framework, resilience is improved by well-functioning social systems 

55   Masten, Ann S., and Jelena Obradovic, “Competence and Resilience in Development”, 
Annals New York Academy of Sciences, 31 (2006): 46-53.

56   Ungar, Michael (ed.), The Social Ecology of Resilience: A Handbook of Theory and Practice 
(London: Springer, 2013); Kumar, Updesh (ed.), The Routledge International Handbook of 
Psychosocial Resilience (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017).

57   Rutter Michael, “Resilience in the Face of Adversity: Protective Factors and Resistance 
to Psychiatric Disorder”, British Journal of Psychiatry, 147 (1985): 598-611; Rutter, 
Michael, “Psychosocial Resilience and Protective Mechanisms”, American Journal of 
Orthopsychiatry, 57 (1987): 316-331.

58   Ungar, Michael, “Social Ecologies and Their Contribution to Resilience”, in The Social 
Ecology of Resilience, edited by M. Ungar (London: Springer, 2013), 17.

59   Dutton, Mary Ann, and Rebecca Greene, “Resilience and Crime Victimization”, Journal of 
Traumatic Stress, 23 (2) (2010): 215-222.

60   Hobfoll, Stevan E., et al., “Five Essential Elements of Immediate and Mid-term Mass 
Trauma Intervention: Empirical Evidence”, Psychiatry: Interpersonal and Biological 
Processes, 70 (2007): 283-315; Norris, Fran H., and Susan P. Stevens, “Community Resilience 
and the Principles of Mass Trauma Intervention”, Psychiatry: Interpersonal and Biological 
Processes, 70 (4) (2007): 320-328. 
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and structures. According to Norris et al., community resilience is “a process 
linking a network of adaptive capacities to adaption after a disturbance or 
adversity”.61 Examples of such a process may include ‘steeling’: the effects of 
strengthening an individual or group through exposure to bad experiences.62 
These considerations of system and process inform a second definition that 
guides the research project reported in this article. According to Mukherjee 
and Kumar:

Resilience is an inferential construct that cannot be observed or mea-
sured directly but rather needs to be inferred from the behaviour out-
comes after an individual or a living system undergoes major adversity. 
Naming a system as resilient thus has two prerequisites—adaptive func-
tioning of the system and an antecedence of adverse circumstances that 
had the potential to break the functioning of the system. Thus, resilience 
is best conceptualised as an umbrella term covering markers of adaptive 
functioning under adverse circumstances.63

Whilst wary of asserting a relationship between Islam and violence, findings 
and conclusions from studies that have applied the concept of resilience to top-
ics including religion, spirituality and terrorism suggest the concept’s potential 
utility for the present focus on community-led approaches to religious and po-
litical violence within British Muslim communities (arguably, an example of 
‘adversity’ within a ‘living system’ as per Mukherjee and Kumar’s definition).

According to Ungar,64 and notwithstanding examples of harmful experienc-
es for children in certain religious settings, being part of a religious community 
is capable of increasing the resources with which children cope with adverse 
environmental, social and political conditions. Such resources provide: a wider 
‘weave’ of inter-personal relationships; an anchor for positive self-expression; 
opportunities for decision-making and personal efficacy; exposure to acts of 
generosity; where needed, the provision of human essentials such as shelter, 
education and counselling; and a sense of cohesion, meaning and belonging 
through cultural practice and ritual. The present research project will apply 
this understanding within the context of children and young adults.

61   Norris et al., “Community Resilience”, p. 127.
62   Rutter, Michael, “Resilience: Causal Pathways and Social Ecology”, in The Social Ecology of 

Resilience: A Handbook of Theory and Practice, 33-42 (London: Springer, 2013).
63   Mukherjee and Kumar, “Psychological Resilience”, p. 6.
64   Ungar, Michael, “Does Religion Make Children Resilient?”, Psychology Today, 26 July 2014,  

accessed 4 May 2017. https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/nurturing-resilience/2014 
06/does-religion-make-children-resilient.



204 Hargreaves

Journal of Muslims in Europe 7 (2018) 190–210

Ajawani relates resilience to the concept of spiritual intelligence—defined 
as cognitive constructs that produce meaning-making reflection.65 Adducing 
a synthesis of existing research, Ajawani considers several core components 
of spiritual intelligence (including compassion, forgiveness, meaning and 
purpose in life, self-acceptance and self-awareness) and argues that highly 
spiritually-intelligent people show higher resilience than less spiritually- 
intelligent people. Concrete indicators include higher levels of happiness,  
better physical health, fewer biological markers of stress, and general psycho-
logical well-being. The present study will seek to determine the role of imams, 
mosques and madrassahs in establishing resilience through increased spiri-
tual intelligence. Mehrota and Tripathi relate spiritualty and resilience with-
in the context Indian philosophical thought and the concept of karma yoga  
in the Bhagavad Gita: defined as a pathway to self-realisation based on ideas 
of action, the performance of dharma (akin to religious and moral duty), nish-
kama (the performance of duty without expectation of personal gain) and 
the conquering of worldly desire to achieve peace.66 Mehrota and Tripathi 
argue that “embracing the notion of karma may facilitate meaning making 
(sic) and acceptance of reality in ways that helps (sic) in positive adaption”.67 
These conclusions echo those from the author’s own application of resilience 
to a criminological study of ‘everyday’ forms of anti-Muslim hate crime and  
discrimination, particularly verbal abuse in public places.68 Findings revealed 
the presence of coping, agency and meaning-making among victims through 
the practice and performance of Muslim and Islamic identities (including de-
scriptions of forgiveness, ‘steeling’, and the achievement of personal and com-
munal strength and well-being). The present project seeks to examine and 
explore meaning-making and agency as expressed by individuals engaged in 
‘bottom-up’ community approaches to religious and political forms of violence.

Recent research studies have attempted to bring the concepts of ‘extremism’ 
and ‘terrorism’ within the ambit of social psychological resilience although, 
admittedly, whilst not always engaging with the many operational and moral 
uncertainties around the use of such labels. Research has focused on the US 

65   Ajawani, J.C., “Spiritual Intelligence: A Core Ability behind Psychosocial Resilience”, 
in The Routledge International Handbook of Psychosocial Resilience, edited by Updesh 
Kumar, 173-186 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017).

66   Mehrota, Seema, and Ravikesh Tripathi, “Spirituality and Resilience: Explored Pathways 
and Unexplored Territories”, in The Routledge International Handbook of psychosocial 
Resilience, edited by Updesh Kumar, 214-229 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017).

67   Ibid., p. 224.
68   Hargreaves, Julian, “Risk and Resilience in British Muslim Communities”, Ethnic and 

Racial Studies, 39 (14) (2016): 2601-2620.
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Government’s attempts to counter violent extremism: defined as stopping 
those at risk of radicalisation from becoming terrorists.69 Government ma-
terials make explicit reference to resilience in relation to empowering local 
partners to “foster community-led prevention and prevention programming” 
through “expanding community-based solutions”.70 Ethnographic study of 
American-Somali families reveals multiple inter-related risk factors creating 
potential for violent extremism (including social exclusion, objections to US 
foreign policy, and being uninformed about Islam). Multiple protective re-
sources are also revealed as capable of increasing resilience and limiting risks 
of participation in religious and political forms of violence (including parental 
involvement in mosques and religious education, youth civic engagement and 
community support for youth socialisation). Arguably, a government initiative 
encouraging community empowerment is representative of a ‘bottom-up’ ap-
proach only in the sense that it describes a certain mode of state intervention 
at the community level. The present study develops Weine’s work in this area 
and seeks to determine the effectiveness or otherwise of initiatives with little 
or no state involvement.

Elsewhere within the study of terrorism, resilience has been applied to ex-
periences of terrorist threat within the Russian Federation.71 Findings from 
a questionnaire related to the threat and fear of terrorism (as perceived and 
experienced following exposure to bloody images via broadcast and social 
media communications) revealed differing levels of sensitivity manifesting in  
cognitive, emotional and behavioural responses. Those with resilience to a 
high-threat security environment (which correlated positively with residing 
near to the scene of terrorist attacks) displayed flexibility, adaptability, func-
tionality and empathy. Loss of resilience was indicated by the appearance 
of symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (pstd), dissociation, anxiety, 
depression and panic (and correlated positively with residing closer to the 
events). Similar findings in relation to pstd symptoms (and proximity) were 
revealed among those living close to the site of the terrorist attack in New York 

69   Weine, Stevan, “Resilience and Countering Violent Extremism”, in The Routledge 
International Handbook of Psychosocial Resilience, edited by Updesh Kumar, 189-201 
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2017); Weine, Stevan, “Building Community Resilience to Violent 
Extremism”, Georgetown Journal of International Affairs, 14 (2) (2013): 81-89.

70   The White House, Empowering Local Partners to Prevent Violent Extremism in the United 
States (Washington: The White House, 2011), p. 10, accessed 4 May 2017. https://www.dhs 
.gov/sites/default/files/publications/empowering_local_partners.pdf.

71   Tarabrina, Nadezhda V., and Julia V. Bykhvets, “Experience of Terrorist Threat among Urban 
Populations in Russia: PTSD and Resilience”, in The Routledge International Handbook of 
Psychosocial Resilience, edited by Updesh Kumar, 271-284 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017). 
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on 11 September 2001.72 Using findings from existing studies, Zemishlany ar-
gues that potential protective factors labelled collectively as “sense of belong-
ing” (factors including social support, community connectedness, solidarity, 
and loyalty) have been found to be associated with lower rates of stress, anxi-
ety and depression. Within the context of counter-terrorism, Dechesne argues 
that “we need to invest in the capability of ‘the onlookers’ to withstand the de-
stabilising effect that acts of terrorism or the threat thereof may bring about”.73 
Of pertinence to the present study, Dechesne develops the concept of ideologi-
cal resilience thus: “Ideological resilience refers to the ability of community 
to withstand extremist thought and to recover from extremist thought once 
it has become a significant part of the life of an individual or a community.”74 
However, Dechesne recognises the current limitations of our understandings 
of ideological resilience, and the requirement for further theory development 
and research to assess effectively its role alongside other, more-recognised 
forms of resilience. It is one of the empirical gaps in the knowledge to which 
the present research project and article, and subsequent articles, will attend.

5 Approaches to Fieldwork and Participant Recruitment

What might be considered the most appropriate fieldwork and participant 
strategies? Given the research questions and design, the necessary foci of the 
research project are individuals and organisations engaged at the individual, 
family or community level in some of form of activity (organised formally or 
otherwise) related to the support of individuals and groups from British Muslim 
communities. Whilst the focus of the project is on resilience as a demonstrated 
when individuals or groups are dissuaded from religious and political forms 
of violence, interviews have been sought from across British Muslim commu-
nities—mosques and community organisations, for example—and not just 
from individuals and organisations whose primary work is linked directly to 
countering terrorism and extremism. This ensures that the research design and 
methods remain capable of identifying factors, resources and approaches used 

72   Zemishlany, Zvi, “Resilience and Vulnerability in Coping with Stress and Terrorism”, in The 
Routledge International Handbook of Psychosocial Resilience, edited by Updesh Kumar, 
315-323 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017).

73   Dechesne, Mark, “The Concept of Resilience in the Context of Counterterrorism”, in The 
Routledge International Handbook of Psychosocial Resilience, edited by Updesh Kumar, 
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2017), p. 414.

74   Ibid., p. 419.
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to tackle other social issues related to well-being, cohesion and integration and 
within contexts wider than policing, security and legislation. 

Participant recruitment for the project (still ongoing at the time of writing) 
aims, with the support of the aforementioned working group, to undertake 
research with individuals and groups from a wide spectrum of theoretical, 
ideological and political positions. In line with its position on ‘British val-
ues’ and ‘extremism’, and largely for reasons of political expediency, the UK 
Government (in particular, the Home Office) has tended to pursue opportuni-
ties for collaborative counter-terrorism and counter-extremism work only with 
organisations that are perceived by the Home Office as representing more lib-
eral forms of Islam, or with political views identified as aligning broadly with 
Westminster. The UK Government’s approach to collaboration with organisa-
tions representing the interests of the British Muslim population has not re-
mained stable. An example is provided by the case of the UK Government’s 
support for the Muslim Council of Britain (mcb), an influential umbrella or-
ganisation representing the interests of affiliated institutions and members. 
Positive relations were developed under the Labour administration from 1997, 
were ‘rebalanced’ after terrorists attacks in 2001 and 2005, reconsidered again 
after the mcb’s criticisms of military action in Afghanistan and Iraq, suspend-
ed after allegations concerning support for violence against Israel, and revived 
again this year (2018).75 Other organisations have appeared to fall in and out of 
favour during the same time span.76 In order to adopt a more impartial stance, 
and to be more representative of all British Muslim communities, the design of 
the present research project includes recruiting individuals and organisations 
not normally included in Government-hosted events and debates. 

Given the above considerations, the approaches to fieldwork and recruit-
ment participation that are needed in order to better understand community 
responses to religious and political forms of violence and community forms of 
resilience require the active participation of members of hard-to-reach com-
munities (i.e. members with little or no experience of ‘top-down’ government 

75   Birt, Jonathan, “Lobbying and Marching: British Muslims and the State”, in Muslim Britain: 
Communities under Pressure, edited by Tahir Abbas, 92-106 (London: Zed Books, 2005); 
O’Toole, Therese, et al., Taking Part: Muslim Participation in Contemporary Governance 
(Bristol: University of Bristol, 2013); Dodd, Vikram, “Government Suspends Links with 
Muslim Council of Britain over Gaza”, The Guardian, 23 March 2009, accessed 22 March 
2018. https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2009/mar/23/muslim-council-britain-gaza;  
Gilligan, Andrew, “Home Office Tries to Renew Links with Islamic ‘Hardliners”, The 
Sunday Times, 28 January 2018, accessed 21 March 2018. https://www.thetimes.co.uk/
article/home-office-tries-to-renew-links-with-islamic-hardliners-vzs582hqp.

76   O’Toole et al., Taking Part, pp. 17-28.
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approaches). Such research, especially from a non-Muslim perspective, rais-
es important questions of trust, positionality as regards insider and outsider 
perspectives, and various ethical, analytical and practical considerations in 
relation to accessing hard-to-reach communities through organisations and 
(often) self-appointed ‘gatekeepers’. These may include issues of suspicion of 
the researcher, biased or prejudiced analysis, and the harms of cultural insen-
sitivities. Further, this approach raises questions of how notions of community 
are constructed, and the risks of essentialising social groups perceived errone-
ously as being homogenous or spatially-bounded.77 A recent study of Salafi 
Muslim women in London describes the long, often arduous processes needed 
to build recognition and trust within a sensitive social and political context—
“a community under suspicion”—and how research must find a balance be-
tween “close involvement and objective detachment”.78 Previous research by 
the author has navigated this difficult terrain (albeit with a less ethnographic 
approach).79 At the time of writing, and whilst all have requested anonymity, 
a network of potential future research participants is in development. Some 
come from an association of Muslim women in a large British town, who are 
engaged in dissuading others from violence but who have had little or no in-
volvement in formal counter-terrorism programmes devised by the Home 
Office. Other potential participants come via an organisation working with 
young Muslim people in several local settings across the UK: an organisation 
that uses theological and spiritual approaches to dissuade its audience from 
extremism and violence but that has avoided Home Office collaboration for 
fear of losing credibility.

6 Discussion

Critics of Prevent and the developing notion of ‘safeguarding’ describe both in 
terms of routine punishment and self-policing.80 A project such as has been 
described in the preceding sections could be criticised for attempting a norma-
tive approach to perceptions and attitudes towards the ‘actual threat’ of terror-
ism held within British Muslim communities. It could be argued the any focus 

77   Kofman, Eleonore, and Pauline Aaron, “Insiders and Outsiders: Working with Peer 
Researchers in Researching Muslim Communities”, International Journal of Social 
Research Methodology, 14 (1) (2011): 49-60.

78   Inge, Anabel, The Making of a Salafi Muslim Woman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2017), pp. 24-43.

79   Hargreaves, “Risk and Resilience”.
80   Levidow, “UK’s Counter-extremism Agenda”.
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on community responses to issues around extremism, radicalisation and ter-
rorism will, wittingly or otherwise, imply a dichotomy of those within British 
Muslim communities who accept this threat, and their shared responsibility 
to tackle it, and those who reject both. This could lead to accusations that the 
researcher seeks only to define ‘good Muslims’ and on that basis exclude ‘bad 
Muslims’. It is hoped that approaches to fieldwork and participant recruitment 
guided by the materials described above, the aforementioned working group, 
and the sensitive handling of research participant recruitment, will limit  
these risks.

It could be argued that resilience might be too broad a term and too blunt an 
instrument for a complex research subject that attempts to draw together issues 
of violence, state action and community relations. The author accepts that the 
application of social psychological theories of resilience is novel within this con-
text of British Muslim communities and terrorism and counter-terrorism stud-
ies. One of the aims of the research project, however, is to assess objectively the 
utility (or otherwise) of the resilience model within this new context and not to 
offer a priori assumptions concerning suitability or analytical strength.

In terms of the potential wider implications of the research, it is hoped 
that findings and conclusions might assist practitioners engaged at the com-
munity level in work that alleviates problems related to religious and political  
violence—whether the dissuasion of people planning to travel to Iraq and 
Syria, or support for families with members who have travelled, or individu-
als at risk from a call-to-arms in the UK from groups such as those represent-
ing, or purporting to represent, the so-called Islamic State. It is also hoped 
that findings and conclusions might persuade policy-makers within the UK 
Government to re-assess approaches to terrorism and counter-terrorism with 
a renewed interest in revitalising community relations through the displace-
ment or enhancement of measures governed solely by interests of security and 
policing.

7 Conclusion

This article has outlined the developmental stages of a social scientific re-
search project that examines ‘bottom-up’, community-led responses to reli-
gious and political forms of violence within a framework developed by social 
psychological theories of resilience. Its point of departure was described as 
the underrepresentation of such responses, given the UK Government’s and 
British academia’s current focus on ‘top-down’ counter-terrorism strategies. 
The research project’s design is undergirded by an ongoing attempt to balance 
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consideration of the ‘actual threat’ of terrorism with acceptance of the some-
times vociferous attacks on the UK Government’s Prevent strategy. The extent 
to which this apparent juncture represents a harmless nexus of perspectives 
or a dangerous theoretical and empirical tightrope will be determined in due 
course. Notwithstanding the inherent risks of attempting this balancing act as 
a researcher, the more important ongoing work by the individuals and groups 
described briefly above reminds us that such a balance is required when devel-
oping and applying community-led responses to religious and political forms 
of violence within British Muslim communities. 
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