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Introduction: a marked lack of 
consensus

The global urgency of countering what has been 
termed “extremist violence”, or “violent extremism” 
(VE),	can	be	seen	reflected	in	the	recent	proliferation	
of frameworks and stakeholders engaged in efforts 
to	better	understand	and	respond	to	it.	The	field	
nevertheless	remains	characterised	by	widespread	
disagreement	over	meanings,	approaches	and	
solutions.	VE’s	transnational	scope,	and	the	wide	
range	of	perspectives	espoused	by	those	involved	in	
preventing	and	countering	it	are	contributing	factors	
to this lack of consensus. 

This	article	summarises	the	preliminary	findings	of	
Peace	Direct’s	global	consultation	on	“Peacebuilding	
and Violent Extremism”. I outline the diversity of 
conceptual	understandings	of	the	terms	Preventing/
Countering Violent Extremism (P/CVE) and 
other	related	terminology	guiding	participants’	
involvement	in	this	field.	A	focus	on	definitions	
facilitates	a	more	comprehensive	identification	of	
the	commonalities	and	discrepancies	existing	in	
prevalent	constructions	of	these	terms.	These	are	
not merely academic considerations – the way we 
define	a	phenomenon	reflects	how	we	perceive	it	and	
influences	what	is	done	in	response	to	it.	Participants	
in	this	consultation	shared	53	different	definitions	of	
CVE	(see	page	14).

Unsurprisingly,	participants’	responses	reflected	a	
marked	lack	of	definitional	consensus,	with	multiple	
and sometimes contradictory constructions of 
violent	extremism	and	associated	responses	being	

proposed	by	different	stakeholders.	These	disparities	
may	present	a	challenge	to	the	peacebuilding	
community as it determines how to best engage 
with	the	P/CVE	field.	They	do,	however,	evidence	the	
pronounced	fluidity	and	dynamism	that	characterises	
this	rapidly	evolving	agenda.		

Is a definition of violent extremism 
even possible?

It	is	worth	noting	that	a	number	of	participants	
questioned	whether	a	common	definition	of	“violent	
extremism”	was	even	possible.	Sawssan	Abou-Zahr,	
among others, asserted that:

Sawssan  
Abou-Zahr

We are not talking science here. Thus no 
definition can take into consideration the 
full context of extremist acts and their 
background. 

Similarly,	Yusuf	Omar	posited	that:

Dr Yusuf 
Sheikh Omar

 I don’t think that a common definition of 
violent extremism is possible because of our 
cultural, and contextual differences plus our 
experiences and assumptions which 
influence our understandings, 
interpretations and defining of the concept 
will always remain different to some extents.

Acknowledging	the	difficulty	inherent	in	achieving	
a	universal	consensus	in	defining	a	highly	context-
specific	phenomenon,	a	number	of	participants	
nonetheless	stressed	the	usefulness	of	developing	
common	conceptual	understandings.	For	example,	

Preventing and countering 
violent extremism (P/CVE): 
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although	Ramzi	Merhej	thought	that	a	common	
definition	of	“violent	extremism”	is	not	possible,	he	
qualified	that	by	saying:	

Ramzi Merhej

a common frame, which includes most of 
the perspectives, is possible to be made.

Other	participants	expressed	a	belief	that	a	clear	
definition:	

Luc Chounet-
Cambas

frames a logic of intervention for 
peacebuilders, and allows us to share 
conceptual clarity with national partners in 
countries where we work. 

This	standpoint	was	elaborated	upon	by	Jared	Bell,	
who shared his belief that: 

Jared Bell

 a common definition is useful for us to 
understand counter violent extremism 
because we may be able to identify violent 
extremism so that academics, policy 
makers, and practitioners can develop 
indicators that identify how groups and 
individuals maybe become violent which 
may not fit current cultural or societal 
narratives of extremism.

This	conviction	was	even	more	forcefully	expressed	
by	other	participants,	including	Arsla	Jawaid,	who	

Arsla Jawaid

strongly believes that a common and 
coherent definition of VE is desperately 
needed; however, one that doesn’t seem 
likely due to the political and “relative” 
nature of the term that emanates from the 
placement of the state at the centre of the 
current VE/PVE discourse.

Other	supporters	of	definitional	consensus	focused	
less	on	conceptual	constructs	and	more	on	the	
practical	and	operational	importance	of	formulating	
common working frameworks. This distinction was 
made,	for	instance,	by	Sawssan	Abou-Zahr	who	
proposed	that:	

Sawssan  
Abou-Zahr

We don’t all need to agree on a rigid 
definition, we just have to find ways, even if 
on individual levels, to counter extremism in 
our daily lives and encounters with others.

At the same time, Kazi Nasrin Siddiqa, cautioned us 
that a 

Kazi Nasrin 
Siddiqa

lack of clear definition may distract us to 
find a proper solution.

Nicholas Dickson added that 

 Nicholas 
Dickson

in the military, if you define the problem 
incorrectly, or define the wrong problem all 
together, you end up with many unintended 
consequences.

  

“Who defines what violent 
extremism is?”

Dickson’s	comment	draws	attention	to	another	
fundamental	issue	–	that	of	ownership	and	
positionality	–	which	was	raised	by	a	large	number	
of	participants.	Understandings	of	P/CVE	and	
related	topics	(e.g.	“radicalisation”,	“extremism”,	and	
“terrorism”,	discussed	later	in	this	report)	have,	in	
effect,	been	recognised	as	largely	dependent	on	the	
priorities	and	objectives	of	those	defining	such	terms.	
Several	participants	indicated	that	different	names	
for	responses	to	extremist	violence	(CVE,	PVE,	TVE,	
etc.)	reflect	different	underlying	values	and	goals.	

Choice of terminology
Participants	were	asked	which	terminology	they	prefer	in	their	work.	
No	single	option	scored	more	than	21%.
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Hassan 
Mutubwa

Firstly, the counter terrorism discourse has 
long been prone to manipulation that wish 
to, ignore human rights obligations, limit the 
space for civil society and curb media 
freedoms – all in the name of national 
security. Such policies can themselves 
become drivers of violent extremism

Florence Kayemba contributed to this discussion as 
she questioned:

Florence 
Kayemba

who defines what countering violent 
extremism is and determines how these 
programmes are designed?

Michael	Olufemi	Sodipo	similarly	noted	that:	

Michael 
Olufemi 
Sodipo

definitions depend on the position of an 
individual or group within a larger socio-
political context. For example, a position on 
the side of a government might determine if 
and by whom an individual or group’s 
ideology is defined as “radical” or “extreme”

Kara	Hooser’s	comments	are	illustrative	of	an	
additional	dimension	of	the	ownership/positionality	
issue	–	the	sometimes	uneasy	relationship	between	
top-down	government-promoted	initiatives	in	
contrast to grassroots civil society efforts. She 
offered	the	following	example:	

Kara Hooser

 The US Dept. of Homeland Security (in 
conjunction with the FBI, Dept. of Justice, 
and the National Counterterrorism Center) 
offered $10 million in grants to grassroots, 
community-oriented CVE programs in 
2016. Many CSOs have since declined the 
funding or encouraged others not to apply 
for funding because, first, it threatens the 
legitimacy and neutrality of these programs, 
and second, organisations felt the terms of 
the funding contributed to a loss of 
organisational independence and autonomy.

As	an	alternative	solution,	she	proposed	that	“state	
funding for CVE should be housed under a more 
social	service-oriented	department,	including	the	
Department	of	Health	and	Human	Services.”

Recognising	that	PVE	and	CVE	are	problematic	
and	exceedingly	loaded	terms,	several	participants	
questioned	whether	“a	common	definition	is	really	
necessary”, as Sara Lind wondered.

As	she	elaborated,	a	common	approach	may	be	
neither	possible	nor	desirable.	

Sara Lind

The situations in different countries, and 
even cities, will be so different that it might 
be more relevant for practitioners in each 
locale to determine what is the prevailing 
issue there and to then determine the best 
ways to tackle it,

Other	participants	proposed	a	compromise	between	
adopting	a	universal	definition	and	rejecting	the	term	
altogether. 

Among	this	group,	Sascha	Werthes	suggested	that: 

Sascha 
Werthes

 “violent extremism” for now serves as a 
boundary concept. As a boundary concept it 
allows a broad range of actors and 
communities coordination without 
consensus as it enables communication 
about a social phenomenon troubling many 
societies around the world.

A	further	point	of	contention	highlighted	in	the	
discussion revolved around the acknowledgement 
that the terms “radicalisation” and “extremism” 
are	themselves	contested,	potentially	blurring	the	
distinction between VE and other forms of violence. 
It is also worth noting that “radicalisation” and 
“mobilisation”	are	two	distinct	processes	that	must	
be	examined	separately	–	some	individuals	may	
become radicalised but never act on their beliefs; 
others may act violently only years after having been 
radicalised. As Alistair Legge reminded us, 

Alistair Legge

 having extremist views is not a problem. 
Radical ideas can be good or bad. They can 
challenge the status quo and force us to 
better understand and appreciate our own 
values and ideas. The issue is violence, the 
use of force and the abuse of power to 
achieve our aims.

Colby	Pacheco’s	assertion	that:	

Colby Pacheco

 including “extremism” in a universal 
definition tilts the rules of the game in favor 
of state actors to exploit a broad interpretation 
of the term to crack down on dissent or to 
play off western government fears to 
continue their own “hegemonic violence”
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suggested a similar concern. Unease over 

governments’	willingness	to	invoke	the	CT	and	P/CVE	 
agendas in order to silence dissent was echoed 

throughout numerous discussions. It is indeed widely 

acknowledged that the counterterrorism discourse 

has	long	been	prone	to	manipulation	by	governments	
that	seek	to	suppress	domestic	opposition	in	the	
name	of	national	security.	When	such	policies	are	
undertaken in a context of human rights violations, 

a restriction of media freedoms, and a reduction of 

civil	society	space,	counterterrorism	initiatives	can	
themselves become drivers of violent extremism.  

In	effect,	the	term	“violent	extremism”	appeared	to	
be	as	contested	as	the	older	concept	“terrorism”.	
Steven Leach argued that:

Steven Leach

countering Violent Extremism was directly 
birthed from the Global War on Terror.

While	no	internationally	accepted	legal	definitions	
of either one exist, the two terms have been used 

interchangeably,	a	fact	that	several	participants	
perceived	as	highly	problematic.	

Kloé Tricot 
O’Farrell

 In theory, CVE was supposed to represent a 
shift away from the hard security tactics of 
the “war on terror” towards a “softer” 
approach. However, in practice, it is failing 
to challenge and shift wider military-
security strategy, and is merely a tool in the 
“war on terror”,

offered	Kloé	Tricot	O’Farrell.	

Further	concerns	were	expressed	by	Ramzi	Merhej	
and others, who worried that: 

Ramzi Merhej

CVE, like “counter-terrorism” demonizes 
certain groups while it protects others

– a statement that once again underscores the 

important	question	of	ownership	and	positionality.

Relatedly, some	participants	highlighted	that	CT	and	
P/CVE, while generally understood to be different 
approaches,	are	neither	linear	nor	mutually	exclusive.

Halkano Boru

 The emergence of the Countering Violent 
Extremism (CVE) agenda reflects a 
recognition in policy circles that 
conventional security-based measures to 
counter terrorism have failed and, in some 
cases, has fuelled greater marginalisation 
and violence,

argued Halkano Boru. 

He	was	among	those	who	saw	CVE’s	assumed	
emphasis	on	prevention	as	a	reflection	of	the	failure	
of	militarised	“hard-security	models”.		In	Halkano	
Boru’s	own	words,	“an	emphasis	on	prevention,	the	
CVE	approach	seeks	to	tackle	the	root	causes	of	
extremist violence by engaging with communities, 

with	vulnerable	groups	and	with	households.”

It	has	been	argued	that	CVE’s	purported	focus	on	
prevention	hints	at	a	potential	path	forward	for	
developing	a	shared	CVE-peacebuilding	analytical	
framework.	The	possibility	is	worth	considering,	
albeit	not	universally	agreed	upon.	Some	in	the	
peacebuilding	community	contend	that	the	CVE	
agenda distracts from the broader root causes of 

conflict,	potentially	undermining	peacebuilding	
initiatives.	Others	see	opportunities	where	the	CVE	
and	peacebuilding	agendas	overlap	and	posit	that,	
because VE shares risk factors with other social ills, it 

allows	for	the	utilisation	of	pre-existing	capabilities.	
The	textbox	below	reflects	these	two	positions,	as	
expressed	by	consultation	participants.

A threat or an opportunity?

59%	of	participants	either	“somewhat	agreed”	
or “strongly agreed” with the statement that 

“The	rise	of	“CVE”	is	an	opportunity	for	the	
peacebuilding	community”.

However,	34%	of	participants	either	“somewhat	
agreed” or “strongly agreed” with the statement 

that “The rise of “CVE” is a threat for the 

peacebuilding	community”.

The	link	between	peacebuilding,	CT,	and	P/CVE	was	
further	explored	by	Kara	Hooser,	for	whom	“the	
over-arching	goals	of	CVE	are	already	a	core	concern	
for	peacebuilding”.
Nevertheless, she added: 

Kara Hooser

the field will continue to struggle to explicitly 
incorporate CVE programs so long as the 
narrative of CVE essentially being another 
form of counter-terrorism persists. 
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Religion	emerged	as	a	salient	if	frequently	problematic	
aspect	of	the	distinction	between	CT	and	P/CVE,	
as	understood	by	a	number	of	participants.	Kara	
Hooser,	for	instance,	contended	that	“CVE	programs	
have	been	used	to	curtail	free	speech	and	religious	
freedom,	have	encouraged	suspicion	within	
communities,	and	stigmatized	minority	groups	as	
being	particularly	prone	to	violent	extremism.”	

Elaborating	on	Hooser’s	comment,	Nora	Lester	
Murad, cautioned us to: 

Nora Lester 
Murad

not forget that CVE has risen in the context 
of a pandemic of Islamophobia and after 
the anti-terrorism discourse has eroded civil 
rights worldwide.

The tendency for CVE to stigmatise Muslim communities 
was	indeed	repeatedly	noted.	Arguably,	VE	has	
been	narrowly	applied	almost	exclusively	to	Islamist	
violence, ignoring the occurrence of various other 
forms	of	ideologically	motivated	or	justified	violence.	
A	number	of	participants	reflected	on	this	reality,	
discussing	the	serious	implications	of	a	possible	shift	
to “Countering Radical Islamic Extremism” (CRIE) 
both in the United States and internationally. This 
debate was taken further in a thread led by Nora 
Lester	Murad,	who	proposed	that	the	peacebuilding	
community	should	reject	the	discourse	of	CVE	
altogether – a suggestion she elaborates in more 
detail	in	her	own	article	(see	page	15).

What is the role of structural and 
cultural violence? 

A	final	point	raised	by	a	large	proportion	of	
participants	was	the	extent	to	which	working	
definitions	of	P/CVE	incorporate	or	disregard	the	
role	of	structural	and	cultural	violence.	Context-
specific	understandings	of	masculinity,	femininity,	
social	adulthood,	and	citizenship	can	inform	
alternative	messaging	campaigns;	they	thus	warrant	
more	systematic	attention	than	has	typically	been	
the	case	in	most	current	P/CVE	approaches.	Taylor	
O’Connor’s	illustrated	this	perspective,	finding	that:	

Taylor 
O’Connor,

 the way that the term CVE puts the focus 
solely on extremist groups is counterproductive 
in that it negates the influence of any form 
of direct violence perpetrated by dominant 
powers (be they global powers, national 
governments or otherwise) and renders 
invisible the influence of structural/cultural 
violence both so often contributing factors 
to the vitality of violent extremism.  

Several	other	participants	exhorted	the	P/CVE	
community	of	practice	to	be	more	mindful	of	the	
fundamental role of gender divides and generational 
social	stratification.	

As	recent	events	have	demonstrated,	women’s	rights	
and	place	in	society	are	central	to	the	narrative	of	
violent	extremist	groups.	Assessments	of	women’s	
active involvement in VE – hardly a rare or novel 
phenomenon	despite	the	media’s	sensationalistic	
portrayals	–	nevertheless	remain	bedeviled	by	
misconceptions.	A	more	sophisticated	understanding	
of	the	gender-specific	nuances	of	both	VE	and	P/CVE	
is clearly required. 

Similarly, the role of youth in VE, and in social life 
more	broadly,	is	the	subject	of	heated	political	and	
cultural contestation. It is generally assumed that 
young	people,	when	marginalised	by	exclusionary	
regimes	and	disfavourable	socio-economic	
circumstances, are likely to feel excluded, resentful 
and vulnerable to recruitment by violent extremist 
groups.		

The	peacebuilding	community,	on	the	other	hand,	 
has	often	espoused	an	assumption	that	women	–	
and	also	youth,	although	perhaps	less	categorically	
–	are	overwhelmingly	a	positive	force	for	peace.	
Responding	to	these	realities,	a	number	of	participants	
focused their discussion on the role that women and 
youth	can	or	should	play	in	P/CVE	efforts.	

Kloé Tricot 
O’Farrell

 Rather than trying to co-opt women’s and 
youth’s organisations to serve top-down, 
state-driven counter-terror strategies, it 
would be more valuable to support them to 
set their own agenda for its own sake, with 
full freedom to challenge all problem 
behaviours, and have a say in shaping wider 
stabilisation strategies and peace processes, 

concluded	Kloé	Tricot	O’Farrell.	

Without	a	more	inclusive	understanding	of	the	
nuanced roles and motivations of women and 
youth,	P/CVE	programming	runs	the	risk	of	
instrumentalising them – i.e. viewing women and 
youth only as tools through which to address adult 
male radicalisation. These issues are discussed in 
more	detail	in	Anne	Connell’s	article	on	“Gender	and	
violent	extremism”	(see	pages	27-29).	

As	this	discussion	has	illustrated,	the	rapidly	
evolving	P/CVE	field	is	still	grappling	with	a	number	
of	important	concerns	–	chief	among	them	is	the	
very	definition	of	the	term,	which	carries	significant	
implications	for	the	way	P/CVE	initiatives	relate	
to	peacebuilding	efforts.	The	wide	range	of	
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constructions	advanced	by	the	participants	highlight	
the high level of controversy and uncertainty that 
characterises	the	field	itself.	It	is	an	encouraging	
sign	that	so	many	of	the	experts	–	policymakers,	
practitioners,	researchers,	civil	society	groups	and	

other	relevant	stakeholders	–	who	took	part	in	this	
global	consultation	have	begun	to	pursue	questions	
that inform our collective understanding of the 
meanings,	drivers	and	impacts	of	violent	extremism,	
however	defined.		

Definitions of CVE

Participants	were	asked	to	give	a	one-sentence	definition	of	CVE.	A	representative	sample	of	these	is	
included	below,	indicating	the	range	of	different	understandings	of	this	concept.

•  To encourage critical thinking within the general 
population	and	individualized	initiatives	for	 
at-risk	persons.

•  CVE	are	attempts	to	prevent	and	react	to	the	
ideological	justification	and	use	of	violence	
against	civilians	for	political	means.

•  Countering	Violent	Extremism	involves	the	co-
opting	of	development	practices	for	the	state-
security and democratization agendas of the US 
and	Western	Europe.

•  CVE	remains	an	emerging	field,	but	put	in	a	
tense it is a collection of beliefs and actions of 
people	who	support	or	use	violence	to	achieve	
ideological,	religious	or	political	goals.

•  CVE	serves	as	a	boundary	concept	(interpreted	
differently across communities but with enough 
immutable content to maintain characteristical 
integrity), as such it describes a variety of 
sometimes	rather	abstract	policies	and	actions,	
which	shall	prevent	or	hinder	ideologically	
motivated	violence	to	be	perpetrated.	

•  The better term is Countering Insurgency Actors.

•  All	political,	economic,	social	and	cultural	
measures	to	prevent	and	transform	violent	
extremism	by	state	and	non-state	actors.

•  A dynamic methodology for countering the 
causes and effects of the dissemination of 
ideologies	that	inspire	violence.

•  Any	policy	designed	to	handle	the	effects	of	
violent	acts	of	persons	or	groups	that	seek	to	
impose	their	ideological	or	other	views	on	others	
who might not hold such views.

•  In its current form in the mindset of grassroots 
be	Westerners	or	Muslims,	the	CVE	is	any	action,	
word, attitude and behavior from extremist 

Muslims	that	is	against	Western	values	and	ways	
of life and that is very negative and alienating 
definition.	Therefore,	an	alternative	definition	is	
desperately	needed,	and	that	means	to	abandon	
CVE and coin a new alternative terminology.  

•  CVE is not a military mechanism, it is rather a 
socio-political	process	executed	on	a	grassroots	
level	by	empowering	education	and	fighting	
poverty.

•  An	intentional	effort	by	the	US	to	supplement	
their	military	activities	against	groups	and	
interests	they	don’t	like	with		a	programmatic	
response	that	gains	credibility	by	affiliation	with	
peacebuilders	and	others.

•  CVE is a coordinated effort, on local, national, 
regional	and	global	levels,	to	address	a	complex	of	
issues, including root causes and consequences, 
of radicalisation the leads to violent extremism.

•  It	is	the	prevention	of	terrorism	by	addressing	
the	underlying	factors	and	actions	behind	sharp	
ideas,	feelings	and	perspectives.	

•  Set	of	actions	aimed	at	preventing	radicalism,	
hopelessness	and	bigotry	and	creating	conditions	
for	educated,	prosperous	and	generally	happy	
and	peaceful	individuals	and	communities.	

•  An	attempt	to	develop,	promote,	and	embolden	
counter-narratives	designed	to	compete	in	the	
marketplace	of	ideas	with	those	encouraging	
social	and	politically-motivated	violence.

•  To address the conditions that lead individuals 
or	groups	to	engage	in	or	mobilize	towards	
ideological violence.

•  The	initiative	of	finding	a	concrete	way	to	
discover the actual causes of violent extremism 
with	a	transparent	mind	and	to	resolve	it	in	a	
constructive way.


