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Summary of the Project
The overarching objective of PARTICIPATION is to identify future perspectives and trends of
polarisation, extremism and radicalisation as well as the social composition of the group at risk in
Europe by a participatory and provisional methodological strategy, that permits to co-create with
social actors, stakeholders and policy-makers effective strategies for prevention. So, the specific
objectives of PARTICIPATION are:
1. Multidimensional modeling to understand current and future trends of extremism,
polarisation and radicalisation: to develop a holistic multidimensional model based on
participatory fieldwork and mixed-method approaches, in order to better understand the different
drivers of violent radical ideologies, how these are organized in different pathways and,
complementary to that, which mechanisms, factors and strategies contribute to support
non-radical attitudes and behaviours, nowadays and in the future.
Sub-objective (a): targets: analysing and discussing, using a strategy based on the principles of
action research involving young people in different parts of Europe, the socio-psychological
mechanisms, such as social marginalization, alienation and polarization, that lead to radicalisation,
with a special focus on gender, sexuality and regional differences.
These objectives will be achieved by milestones M2 (“requirement of analysis and methodologies”)
[month 6], and by M6 (“Models on radicalisation and extremism”) [month 35].
2. Communication dynamics: to develop an analysis of extremism, polarisation and
radicalisation on-line dynamics by ICT tools (as semantic analysis) and to co-create with the
involvement of civil society strategies to counter and prevent these phenomena. This goal will be
achieved by milestone M3 (“Communication analysis”) [month 9] and D.4.5. (“ Analysing different
communication strategies against extremism and radicalisation”) [month 25], D.4.6. (“Projecting
counter-narrative campaigns involving young people”) [month 33], and D.4.7 (“Methodological
tools for evaluating counter-narrative campaigns and validation”) [month 35].
3. Co-creation: field-work to analyse and to generate with the involvement of the social actors in
different social spheres, strategies of contrasting polarisation, extremism and radicalisation. Thus,
the research processes support the achievement of the following sub-objectives:
Sub-objective (b): Resilience: developing communicative tools, education approaches and
community-based strategies, with the involvement and cooperation of practitioners, stakeholders
and young people (with particular attention to gender balance), in order to improve the resilience
of the communities and people at risk.
Sub-objective (c): Empowerment: to improve the awareness of young people and communities as
well as the society at a whole, toward the risks of extremism, hate discourses and radical

ideologies, contrasting the processes of marginalization, self-marginalization and alienation of
ethnic, religious, gender and sexualities minorities.
4. Tools: to develop methodologies and policies recommendations for improving the action of
policy-makers also on the basis of the previous field-work.
Sub-objective (d): Methodologies for supporting decision-makers: to create databases and a
systematic set of indexes and early-warnings, based on previous holistic multidimensional models
and fieldworks as well as a testing phase on its practical usability involving decision-makers, in
order to support them in decisions, improving effectiveness and social acceptability.
Sub-objective (e): Policies recommendations: developing a set of policy recommendations with the
participation of stakeholders, policy-makers and targets, in order to optimize strategies and
interventions against extremism, hate cultures and radicalisation, at micro, meso and macro-level
of the governance process.
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Executive summary
Deliverable D 4.1 – “Literature review on counter-narrative communication strategies” – aims at
understanding the different communication approaches used to fight radicalisation and violent
extremism. It will collect and analyse international scientific literature on communication
processes linked with extremism and radicalisation, in order to identify the main interpretative
trends and to bring attention to studies concerning:
❖ Extremism and radicalisation (messaging, history, trends and networks);
❖ Production and circulation of on-line material supporting radicalisation and extremism;
❖ Efforts in Counter-narratives (CN) and Alternative Narratives (AN) domain.
The overall objective, therefore, is to summarise the results of the analysis of existing scientific
literature on communication strategies for fighting radicalism and extremism to highlight what is
the consolidated knowledge and what to deepen in the field of CN and AN.
The literature review carried out within D 4.1 is divided into two parts: the first one will focus on
the analysis of the communication strategies of the various forms of extremism; the second one,
instead, will focus on existing CN and AN strategies and models.
The review of the literature has made it possible to clarify the critical points of communication
implemented by extremists and the “open problems” and limits relating to CN and AN strategies:
both aspects have been addressed and deepened in the informative interviews with experts.

1 Introduction
This deliverable presents both the results of the literature review and the results of the interviews
involving some experts in the field of extremism, CN and AN.
Specifically, the literature review followed two distinct but complementary “analytical paths”:
❖ The first one has focused on the analysis of the communication strategies of the various
forms of extremism (religious extremism, far-right extremism, far-left extremism,
separatism).
❖ The second one, instead, has focused on existing CN and AN strategies and models,
starting from the distinction between the two approaches and trying to highlight the
strengths and weaknesses of these strategies and models and the limits of the research
and studies carried out so far.
The review of the literature made it possible to clarify the critical points of communication
implemented by extremists and the “open problems” and limits related to CN and AN strategies.
Both aspects have been addressed and deepened in the semi structured interviews with experts
which constitute the second part of the research carried out in D4.1 and whose synthesis and
analysis is presented in this report.
This deliverable is the outcome of Task 4.1 (WP4) and it will contribute to develop an updated
understanding of communicative approaches towards PVE, CVE and radicalisation. It will also
represent the baseline reference for subsequent WP4 tasks and, in particular, for T.4.2 – “Intelligent
engine for analysis of online and offline content”.
Finally, the analysis proposed within this deliverable is part of a series of deliverables that
constitute the analytical basis for the PARTICIPATION project. In details:
❖ It is linked with task 2.1 – “Far-right, far-left, separatism and religious extremism: comparative
desk research on drivers” - which provides an updated state of the art of the research on
what factors influence pathways of radicalisation towards violent extremism in the
European landscape.
❖ It is linked with task 3.1 – “General framework. Comparative analysis of existing policies and
building of a database” – where a comparative analysis of current prevention policies at
national and municipal level within a set of European countries is carried out.

2 Methodology
The research work within D4.1 is structured around the following research questions:
❖ What are the main characteristics of extremist narratives and what are the targets they
address?
❖ Through what strategies do the different types of extremism spread their content online?
❖ What are the characteristics of the strategies of CN and AN to counter extremist
narratives?
❖ Are the CN and AN models and strategies currently available effective?

❖ What are the critical elements and the limits on which one could intervene?
❖ What is the opinion of the experts who work or have worked in the field of CN and AN
about the strengths and weaknesses of the extremist narratives, but also about the
strengths and limitations of the CN and AN strategies employed so far?
Both the literature review and the interviews have tried to provide answers to these research
questions, also trying to outline future perspectives of research and action in the field.

2.1 Literature review
The desk research for the literature review was limited to sources published in the timeframe
2015 – early 2021 and focused on:
❖ The narratives and contents produced and disseminated by extremist groups in the European
context;
❖ The CN/AN strategies and models designed and adopted in the European context.
The part of literature review about the spread and characteristics of extremist narratives deals
with four specific types of extremism:
❖ Religious extremism;
❖ Far-right extremism;
❖ Far-left extremism;
❖ Separatism.
Both the decision of the timeframe and the decision to work on the four specific types of
extremism mentioned above constitute methodological choices already adopted in T2.1 and
respond to the desire to guarantee continuity and coherence within the PARTICIPATION project. In
this way, in fact, it was possible to enrich the framework of T.2.1 with more in-depth knowledge
and analysis relating to the dimension of communication related to PVE.
The international scientific literature on communication processes linked with extremism and
radicalisation and on CN and AN strategies cover different kinds of documents: academic
literature (scientific, peer-reviewed articles), grey literature (policy papers; research reports by
think tanks, NGOs; government reports), books. To carry out this part of the work, a starting point
was the work done by the UNIROMA3 team in the TRIVALENT project and, specifically, in WP4
“Counter-narratives against radicalisation”. The work done within this previous H2020 project, in
fact, cover the following issues:
❖ Analysis of the communication dynamics and their key factors implemented by the
selected extremist groups;
❖ Critical analysis of the existing literature on studies evaluating the effectiveness of online
counter and alternative narratives campaigns within the PVE/CVE efforts;
❖ Identification and presentation of some analysis models useful to identify all the factors
that can play an important role within an online counter-messaging initiative.
These findings were updated with the most recent scientific publications on both extremist
communication processes and strategies and any recently developed CN and AN models. In

addition, it was taken into consideration what was developed in the other tasks of the project
focused on some kind of literature review (e.g. T2.1 and T3.1).
In both “analytical paths” in which the literature review of D4.1 was articulated, a specific focus was
devoted to entries dealing with social media, gender issues and the dimension of youth. Moreover,
the qualitative analysis of articles, gray literature and books tried to highlight the mechanisms of
polarization and construction of the enemy.

2.2 Interviews with the experts
We have carried out – in the period between June and July 2021- 16 semi-structured interviews
with experts meaning by this term, in this specific context, individuals who have worked or are
currently working in projects and programs within the PVE / CVE that envisage the use of
strategies focused on CN and AN. In choosing the sample of experts to be interviewed, attention
was paid to the criterion of gender balance and that of geographical origin. This is in order both to
ensure as much as possible a balance in the number of female (7) and male (9) experts involved in
the research and to collect different points of view on the subject by virtue of the different
geographical origin of the respondents (4 from Italy, 1 from Portugal, 1 from Belgium, 1 from
United States, 2 from UK, 1 from France, 1 from Poland, 1 from Sweden, 1 from Morocco, 1 from
Canada). Furthermore, subjects with very different experiences and knowledge in the field of
extremist narratives, NCs and NAs and with different professional profiles were involved:
researchers and university professors, researchers at international study centers, RAN experts,
police officers.
On a methodological level, a qualitative interview is a conversation led by the interviewer based
not on pre-set questions but on a flexible scheme that suggests the issues and questions to be
submitted to the interviewee. The tool to carry out this type of interview is the so-called “guide”. In
the specific case of T4.1 the guide (Annex1) was a list of issues/topics that we intended to deepen
to establish the effectiveness or otherwise of an approach focused on CN or AN and to trace
future perspectives. The interviewer was called to play the role of expert and has been therefore
asked to express evaluations and to provide further information and elements for reflection on
the theme of extremist communication and the CN and AN strategies adopted so far starting from
their own professional experience (even “in the field”).
From an “operational” point of view, interviews were carried in two main ways, above all to meet
the needs of the subjects who have given the availability to be interviewed:
❖ face-to-face interviews, carried out on online platforms, especially considering the current
difficulties related to the COVID 19 pandemic.
❖ written interviews, carried out by sending the interview to the experts who have chosen
this method and asking them to write their answers.
As the semi-structured interviews had an informative purpose, once collected they have been
synthesized in a short summary that contains interviewee’s thoughts / opinions for each question
of the guide. All the summary sheets (Annex 2) have been subjected to a qualitative analysis of the
contents which allowed to outline some critical reflections and future perspectives on PVE / CVE
approaches focused on CN and AN strategies.

2.3 Ethics
Before collecting the interviews, the partners involved in D 4.1 drew up a list with the names of the
experts to be interviewed. This list of experts is public (Annex 3). The names of the experts are
reported in the report but the interviews are anonymised. To this aim, a code has been assigned

to each interviewee and the version of the list with code was shared only among D.4.1 researchers
in order to guarantee the anonymity of the interviewees.

Furthermore, the researchers in charge of carrying out the interviews proceeded to send to the
interviewees the Informed Consent Form of PARTICIPATION project (D 1.2 – “POPD – Requirement
n°6”). This form consists of two parts: the information sheet and the informed consent certificate.
The first document consists of three parts: the description of the project (objectives and
methodology); the part concerning collection, handling and storage of data with some general
recommendations; a table filled in by the person or the organization responsible for the interviews
and which provides further specific information on the following issues:
❖ Purpose and plan for the data collection.
❖ Detailed information on the procedures that will be used for the recruitment of study
subjects.
❖ Detailed information on the procedures that will be used for the data collection.
❖ Detailed information on the presentation, within the final report, of the data concerning
the people involved in the survey / interview / focus groups (e.g. the name).
The second document is the Informed consent certificate. It was signed by the researcher and the
participant. A copy of the document was given to the participant and a copy was held by the
researcher and uploaded to the dedicated folder in the PARTICIPATION collaborative workspace.
As for any other Task of the PARTICIPATION project, also in T 4. 1 collected data will be handled
very cautiously. Personal data (i.e., names, e-mail addresses and expertise of potential
participants) and consent forms are stored separately from the obtained research data in a folder
accessible only to researchers directly involved in the implementation of the Task. All participants’
research

data,

including

questionnaire and interview responses and other data are

pseudonymized through a coded identification number.

3 Results
3.1 Review of scientific
communication strategies

literature

on

extremisms’

3.1.1 Religious Extremism
Introduction
Despite the menace posed by violent jihadist incidents in Europe has decreased since 2015,
Islamist violent extremism still represents one of the main security challenges for EU Member
States. In 2019, nearly 43% of terrorism-related arrests were jihadist suspects and 21 Islamist
terrorist attacks were reported by European countries (EUROPOL, 2020). Moreover, between the
end of 2020 and the beginning of 2021, a new wave of Islamist violent attacks was conducted on
European soil. Thus, far from being an extinct phenomenon, Islamist violent extremism still
manages to mobilise a significant number of supporters to commit violent attacks.
The resilience and the mobilisation capacity of the Global Jihadist Movement (GJM) – intended here
as transnational far-reaching organisations such as Al-Qaeda and so-called Islamic State (IS) as well
as the plethora of jihadi cells and supporters that are associated or inspired by their ideology
(Bérubé & Dupont, 2019) – rest more on the effective communication strategies and narratives it
has deployed over time than on its stable resource capabilities. In asymmetric warfare such as in
the case of the global war on jihadi terrorism, “violent non-state political actors see messaging as
crucial for winning the ‘heart and minds’ of supporters” (Ingram 2016, p. 5) and for steering simple
support towards violent collective action and insurgency. The creation of a “communicative action
repertoire” (Bérubé & Dupont, 2019) and the exploitation of a wide array of channels of
communication represent hence a core component of the strategy of global jihadists movements,
that have always invested substantial time and effort into propaganda.

Despite the fragmentation that has repeatedly occurred within the jihadi geography of groups
throughout time, the violent Islamist discourse has proved its ability to evolve accordingly with
new socio-political challenges and to adapt to the advancements in communication technologies
(Ingram 2016b). Broadly speaking, the main purposes of contemporary Islamist violent
communication can be summarised into 4 points: 1) describing and interpreting modern events in
order to shape audience perceptions and behaviours; 2) inspiring terror to destabilise its enemies,
represented by Western societies as well as “impious” MENA governments; 3) obtaining the
financial, technical and ideological support of symphatisers; 4) recruiting new members, both in
Muslim-majority

countries and in the Western countries (Leone 2016). Through this

all-encompassing system of values, worldviews and mechanisms of propaganda, the GJM
managed to reach a global audience and to lead its sympathisers towards violence, as the
recurring attacks in Europe in the last decade have proved. Therefore, in light of the substantial
threat jihadism continues to pose to Europe and the importance attached to communication
strategies by modern jihadi movements, an in-depth analysis of Islamist extremist narratives and
strategies of communication is deemed necessary.

Analysis of Islamist narratives and communication strategies
The very first premises that this analysis rests on are that jihadist “communicative action
repertoire”, intended as GJM’s communicative apparatus and narratives (Bérubé & Dupont, 2019),
should not be understood as a monolithic framework. Indeed, given the global breadth jihadism
has reached over time, the process of constant fragmentation and internal competition it has
gone through and the different environments it has evolved in, the Global Jihadist Movement
should be rather understood as a label to encompass all those non-state violent actors and
organisations that see themselves as mujahideen (jihadi combatants) waging violent jihad
(religiously-sanctioned warfare) in order to protect the Muslim Ummah (Bérubé & Dupont, 2019).
Furthermore, each Islamist violent experience has dealt with different resources according to the
time and place it was born in, hence the exploitation of technological means and the format
adopted is highly diversified within the jihadi arena (Leone, 2016). However, this report attempts
to discern a number of recurring features and communicative tactics that may cut across the
strategic diversity of jihadist groups and organisations and give a more general framework of how
communicative strategic mobilisation of Islamist violent extremism works. For the sake of clarity,
the following investigation will be divided into two sections: 1) the narratives and ideological
frames GJM refers to and 2) its communication strategies at technical level.
1) Violent Islamist communicative narratives

The success of Islamist violent communication strategy is rooted in the construction of precise
socio-political and cultural frames that aim to provide the target audience with a pre-established
thinking framework to shape its perceptions and provoke certain behaviours. In discourse
strategy, narratives can be described as a “competitive system of meaning” (Reed & Dowling, 2018)
corresponding to a powerful network of mental models, either general or specific, through which
each individual is driven to see and understand the world's dynamics (Ingram, 2016). Therefore,
through a process of strategic framing – the active and signifying production of collective frames
(Snow & Benford, 2000) – the GJM acquires legitimization and expands its mass base support.
The overarching grand narrative of Islamist propaganda is grounded in the Salafi interpretation of
al-wala’ wa-l bara’, an Islamic principle that refers to “the Muslims’ belief, action and words that
revolve around loving and supporting God, His Messenger and the believers (Muslims) […] while,
on the other hand, distancing from those who oppose God, His Messenger and the Muslims” (Bin
Ali, 2015, p.72). At practical level, the GJM translates this concept into an ontological assumption:
Islam is under attack, Islamist groups are the protectors of Islam – and the only remaining
exemplum virtutis of Islamic values – and whoever does not comply with its principles represents
an enemy that must be eliminated (Ingram, 2016)1. This strategically constructed master narrative
seeks to strengthen a simple but emotionally powerful interpretation of the world as divided in
two camps – the Good and the Evil, the Hero and the Villain (Carter Center, 2017). Therefore, this
general narrative and the resulting subthemes aim, on the one hand, at reinforcing the perception
of a socio-political and cultural polarization in its target audience, while on the other, seek to
present the GJM as the guardian of Islamic values and Muslim community.The set of mental
models resulting from this general narrative can be divided into two categories: 1) push narratives,
corresponding to a series of crisis constructs driving individuals to radicalise and accept politically
motivated Islamist violence, and 2) pull narratives, namely solution constructs through which
Islamist extremist groups present themselves as the guardians of Islam and recruit new
symphatisers and members (Ingram, 2016a).
The category of push narratives includes a wide array of sub-themes that may be divided into
two groups:
❖ Victimisation of the in-group: this category refers to those narratives that aim to
exacerbate the perception of crisis in the target audience by focusing on the real or
perceived socio-political, religious and cultural grievances suffered by the Muslim
community (Clarke & Ingram, 2018). A large part of these sub-themes revolve around
identity-related construction (Meleagrou-Hitchens & Kaderbhai, 2017). Consequently, they
can include islamophobia in Western societies, historical grievances suffered by Muslims,
sociopolitical marginalisation experienced by Muslims in the Global North as well as the
feeling of uneasiness resulting from social alienation (Carter Center, 2017). The narrative of
victimhood can also translate into the representation of the brutality of the “war on
terrorism” against Muslim communities in MENA countries – e.g. by showing the aftermath
of airstrikes in Syria or the images of dead children (Winter, 2015, p.25).
1

It is important to underline that all Salafi movements adhere to this concept, but their methods differ one by another: some
groups interpret it as an invitation to withdraw from the public scene and disregard contemporary issues, whereas jihadi militant
ones overcome the simple disavowal of non-Muslim society and claim the need to attack it (Wagemakers 2017).

❖ Demonisation of the out-group: this category covers those narratives aiming at reinforcing the
negative attributes of the Other (intended either as non-Muslim people or Muslim communities
rejecting these extremist perspectives), in order to fuel hatred and justify violence against those
who fall outside the in-group. A frequent image that GJM resorts to is the jahiliyya, a reference to
the period of “ignorance” and absence of Islam in pre-Islamic Arabia that easily fits into the
negative description of Western societies (Ingram, 2016, p. 12). Beside this, Islamist violent
propaganda frequently refers also to Western military intervention in Muslim-majority countries
(e.g. Afghanistan or Iraq) as well as Western conspiracy theories against the Muslim community
(Winter, 2015; Marone, 2021). A strategically constructed narrative is also the emphasis given to
the hypocrisy of Western governments, that declare to respect all religions, Islam included, while
imposing a Westernized form of Islam and persecuting Muslim communities (Carter Center,
2017; Ingram, 2016). Hence, through this set of communicative frames, Islamist extremist
propaganda builds close circles of loyalty and enmity reflecting the principle of al-wala’ wa-l
bara’.
The category of pull narratives partly mirrors push narratives, as they consist in solution
constructs seeking to heal the grievances of the target audience and drive it to commit violence.
Accordingly, two sub-groups can be distinguished:
❖ Primacy and protection of the in-group: this category includes those rhetorical
themes acting as a stress-reducing response to reinforce the values of the in-group.
The in-group, corresponding to the Muslim community, is presented as the real
guardian of Islamic moral principles such as piety, humility and courage (Ingram, 2016)
and a close circle where any individual can find relief. This rhetorical framework is
elaborated to provide simple answers, stability and a strong sense of belonging in the
allegedly suffering target audience living in a condition of ontological insecurity
(Kinnvall, 2004). Therefore, by insisting on the pure values of the community and by
presenting the adherence to it as a mechanism of healing, Islamist extremist
propaganda embeds individual success and serenity to collective success (Clarke &
Ingram, 2018). The protection of the in-group and its values hence become an
individual duty (fard al-‘ayn) of every Muslim, that is called to strongly accuse of takfir
whoever does not comply with this system of values.2

2

Under Islam, takfir refers to the act of accusing someone of kufr, or “holding or expressing deviant views or actions indicative of
unbelief that may be tantamount to apostasy (ridda, irtidād) and can result in his excommunication from the fold of Islam or even
execution” (Adang et al., 2015, p. 1). A further explanation is provided by Longo, who states that “while takfir is a fundamental
principle in Islamic theology, its contemporary use is more about intimidation and even provoking violence against secular
opponents” (2016, p. 8). Hisbah, on the other hand, corresponds to a series of violent practices aimed at enforcing the Islamic
principles and Shari‘a and punishing those who do not follow it.

❖ Justification of violence: the jurisprudential, existential and moral legitimisation of
violence has occupied and occupies a fundamental place in the narrative of all the
existing jihadi groups, as it contributes to validate and reinforce their politico-military
agenda (Ingram, 2016). Indeed, the description of the Other as inherently and
ontologically evil and the emphasis on the individual duty to protect the Muslim
community translates, at practical level, into the glorification of violence. Violent jihad
hence represents the only viable instrument to punish non-Muslim societies, preserve
the Muslim ummah and restore Islamic principles (RAN 2019). However, this narrative
has assumed different forms and meanings depending on situational and strategic
conditions. While, for instance, during the phase of expansion of the so-called Islamic
State (IS) violence narratives translated into the incitement to engage in conventional
military activities for the creation of the Caliphate, after the territorial defeat of IS jihad
was more presented as a form of guerrilla warfare and individual sacrifice (Baele et al.,
2019, p. 32).
A final consideration that is worth mentioning is that the heterogeneity of the jihadi arena results
also in a diversified emphasis on one type of narrative or the other. This diversity, for instance, is
well represented into the different strategic narratives of al-Qaeda and the Islamic State. On the
one hand, the rhetoric of al-Qaeda focuses more on the injustices and grievances suffered by the
Muslim community, hence formulating a sort of promotional discourse (Bérubé & Dupont, 2019).
On the other, during the apical period of the so-called Caliphate, the Islamic State tended to adopt
more an advertising type of discourse that prioritised the military superiority of the organisations
and the primacy of the Muslim community over the West (Ibid., p. 16), while lately shifting to a
more defensive discourse insisting on resilience. Thus, these differences at communicative and
narrative level exemplify the complexity and heterogeneity of the Islamist communicative
framework.
2. Islamist communication strategies
The Global Jihadist Movement resorts to a wide variety of communication channels and adopts
various communicative strategies according to the time and place it has developed in and the
audience it aims to target. The emergence of the World Wide Web at the beginning of the 1990s
had a huge impact on the communication strategies of jihadi groups and the increasing
“mediatisation” of social activities has radically changed jihadi recruitment over the last two
decades (Meleagrou-Hitchens, Kaderbhai, 2017, p. 19). As Prucha highlighted (2016), the
advancement of online technologies did not solely represent a new platform of jihadi
communication but also played an important role in maintaining the Global Jihadism Movement
alive after 9/11 attacks. Hence, given these technological changes and the increasing
fragmentation of the jihadi arena, violent extremist communication strategies are today a
multi-layered framework consisting of multiple resources, both online and offline, to mobilise its
support.

Considering the structural complexity characterising jihadi communicative strategic framework,
where “online and offline dynamics complement one another” (Hughes, Vidino, 2015: ix), the
analysis will be divided into offline and online strategies and will consider unidirectional as well as
bidirectional tactics. The adopted format (spoken, written, sung, video or illustrated) will be also
taken into consideration.
Offline communicative strategies are the first and most traditional form of communication of
jihadist organisations and actors, but they still represent the backbone of Islamist extremist
propaganda. Offline tactics consist both of unidirectional and bidirectional outlets, but they all
focus more on face-to-face outreach. On the one hand, bidirectional tactics involve public
gatherings, Friday prayers or any type of physical contact where Islamist extremist preachers or
jihadi entrepreneurs act as a medium to deliver the message. In these cases, group dynamics and
the credibility of the medium are crucial, as they can maximize the outreach and the strength of
the message (Ingram, 2016) by involving physical and face-to-face interactions (Wakeford, Smith,
2020). The presence, for instance, of the jihadist ideologue Abu Qatada at the London’s Finsbury
Park, one of the main jihadist hub in Europe during the 1990s, contributed to reinforce and
expand Islamist extremist ideologies in Europe (Celso, 2020, p. 582). On the other hand,
unidirectional offline strategies involve more traditional forms of dissemination of materials. As
reported by Winter and Haid (2018), for instance, Hay’at Tahrir Al-Sham, a Syrian offshoot of
al-Qaeda born 2017, continues to distribute outside mosques literacy materials (books or leaflets)
reporting their ideologies and political goals in order to mobilise specific groups.

Islamist online communication strategies comprise an extensive array of different channels that
reflect the wide variety of existing internet platforms. Despite the online environment can not be
considered as psychologically equivalent to offline propaganda at communicative levels, since the
latter implies a higher degree of trust, loyalty and empathy (Wakeford, Smith, 2020), the Global
Jihadist Movement has largely invested in online communication as it grants several instrumental
and relational opportunities. As in the previous case, online communication strategies include
both unidirectional and bidirectional tactics. Islamist unidirectional online strategies of
communication include several platforms that are designed to propose centrally organized,
controlled and published contents (Zelin, 2013). This category includes jihadi sites, forums, digital
magazines and radio channels that broadcast and share literacy materials, audiovisual and written
propaganda to disseminate Islamist extremist ideology and find support. In this case, the target
audience is represented by simple consumers of the content. The main jihadist organisations,
such as al-Qaeda and IS, extensively resort to this wide range of online channels and has invested
time and effort to produce a large offer of online materials. IS, for instance, relies on a wide array
of online platforms producing different forms of content: for instance, the digital periodical
magazine Dabiq, issued in different languages last published in September 2017, disseminated
photo reports, infographics, informative articles as well as dissertations regarding Islamic issues
(Ingram, 2018); al-Naba’, a weekly magazine issued in Arabic, covers IS activities in different
theaters and discusses central themes for jihadism; Ajnad Media has specialized in nasheeds
(hyms) in Arabic and Western language (Vassallo et al., 2020); finally, the radio network al-Bayan,
broadcasted in Arabic, English and French, provided a coverage of the activities occurring in
different arenas in which IS is active (Ibid., p.18). Moreover, due to the fragmentation of the
jihadist arena over the last two decades, a series of media outlets belonging to different offshoots
of the main global jihadist organisations have emerged. This is the case, for instance, of the
al-Qaeda affiliates groups, that provided themselves with their own online media outlets to
manage propaganda – such as Inspire, the English-language digital magazine of Al-Qaeda in the
Arabian Peninsula, and al-Andalus, the media outlet of al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, both
producing videos, audio and written statements. (Vassallo et al. 2020).
Islamist bidirectional online strategies of communication includes all the platforms that, thanks to
the emergence of Web 2.0 in mid-2000s (Zelin, 2013), provided the GJM with powerful socially
interactive means of communication. Indeed, the coincidence of the increasing governmental
control on offline propaganda activities after 9/11 attacks and the spreading of social media has
contributed to shape jihadist propaganda in two ways. On the one hand, this transformation has
provided jihadi actors with new channels to conduct one-to-one radicalisation and recruitment
activities, while on the other, it has transformed the passive consumption by end-users into active
participation and co-creation of propaganda (Wakeford, Smith, 2020). The so-called “Jihadosphere”
(Ducol, 2012, p. 51-52), intended as a loose network of online communities supporting the GJM,
has hence allowed the GJM to mobilise sympathisers in any part of the world, Europe included.

Social Networking Services (SNS) such as Facebook or Twitter (where jihadist propaganda
currently banned3) offer the ideal platform to mobilise support, as they represent, by their very
nature, a conducive environment through the creation of like-minded echo chambers in which
jihadi beliefs can be amplified (Marone, 2021). IS online mujahideen (online propaganda experts)
on Twitter, for instance, frequently tried to hijack trending hashtags or to simultaneously and
coordinately disseminate hundreds of tweets to multiply the recipients of the message. Whenever
potential sympathetic recruits are singled out – for instance through “retweets” or “favorites” –
recruiters express their availability to interact via chat (Berger & Morgan, 2015). In this way, a
micro-community could be established and as soon as the contact was made, the recruiter asked
to shift to encrypted messaging platforms, where further commitment to GJM’s ideology and
military agenda can be pursued through the sharing of different materials, such as videos, books,
photo reports etc.
However, due to the increasing censorship to Islamist extremist content on these platforms over
the last decade, online mujahideen prioritise today other types of SNSs that assure a higher level
of efficiency and secrecy, such as encrypted messaging platforms as Whatsapp, Telegram, Kik and
SureSpot or sharing sites such as archive.org (Vidino et al., 2017). Indeed, despite these channels
not being able to attract an audience as wide as in the case of other types of social media, once
the contact is established, the communication is easier. One of the most prolific IS virtual mujahid,
the French jihadist Rachid Kassim, for instance, helped guide multiple affiliates to conduct violent
attacks in France by contacting them and sharing with them Islamist materials via Telegram (Ibid.,
p. 74). Therefore, even if Islamist extremist propaganda on social media does not ensure the same
personal involvement of offline and peer-to-peer communication strategies, empirical research
has shown that, in many cases, social media can substitute physical recruitment environments.
Naturally, these different types of online platforms do not ensure the same level of commitment
to jihadism, as they do not have an equal mobilisation capacity. Interestingly enough, Torres
Soriano (2021) have distinguished online “hard” activism from online “soft” activism according to
the channel’s recruiters and sympathisers, a distinction that also helps differentiate the type of
target audience. Indeed, while hard activism implies a higher cost in terms of time and effort since
it takes place on platforms with high barriers (e.g. encrypted messaging channels), soft activism
mainly occurs through more mainstream platforms. Therefore, the former frequently implies a
network of previous hierarchical ties with well-structured organisations, while the latter reflects
low-intensity commitment of simple militants demonstrating their support to the jihadist cause.
However, even if frequent contacts with jihadist online recruiters and the continuous exposure to
jihadist materials or narratives does not necessary imply a shift to violent collective action, the
online environment can contribute to create a “spiral of encapsulation” (Della Porta, 2006, p.12;
Hafez & Mullins, 2015) whereby links to external world are completely cut off and facilitate the
engagement to violence.
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At the beginning of 2016, for instance, Twitter closed nearly 125000 accounts, most of which belonged to IS sympathisers (see
Vassallo et al. 2020).

Gender and Islamist communication narratives
The role of women has always occupied a central position in jihadi propaganda and has
represented a central frame to mobilise both men and women. Drawing, for instance, on the
patriarchal perspectives of certain Islamic extremist fringes conceiving women as “endangered
creatures”4 that must be protected (EUROPOL, 2019, p.11), the Islamic State has exploited these
types of narratives to leverage honour-based sentiments and mobilise sympathisers either to take
up violent action in Western countries or to emigrate and join IS’ ranks. However, the participation
of women in jihadi organisations has not been underestimated and, consequently, a consistent
part of Islamist communication strategies has focused on women and has been constructed to
mobilise female militants.
While, at technical level, research has not highlighted consistent differences among jihadist
recruiters regarding the types of channels used to mobilise women – women can be recruited
through online channels as well as in offline environments (Jacobsen 2016; EUROPOL, 2019; Ali,
2015) - at communicative level jihadi organisations has developed specific narratives for women.
Naturally, as it is for men, the general focus is on the existing dichotomy between the in-group
(the Muslim Ummah) and the out-group, but further attention has been paid to the role women
can play in jihadi organisations.
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When analysing the role of women in jihadi organisations, it is always essential to remember that the conceptualisation of
female empowerment differs substantially according to different cultural and religious environment. Specifically, while the
emphasis on the protection of women can be conceived, from an European perspective, as a biased and misogynistic
interpretation, for certain segments of female Muslim population it can represents a proof of Islam’s interest in women. See
(EUROPOL, 2019, p. 11)

Broadly speaking, Islamist propaganda resorts to three categories of Muslim women to mobilise
female militants: mother, wife and mujahidah, namely female combatant. The first two categories
belong to a more traditional jihadi interpretation of women that does not allow them to take part
actively in the defensive jihad. Conversely, the third category has been widely discussed within the
jihadist camp, as it proves a certain degree of internal ideological reconfiguration of women as
military actors.In Islamist propaganda, motherhood is often described as a female moral duty
towards the Ummah, since providing the next generation of jihadi fighters is essential to wage
jihad. For instance, in an online group managed by the Danish Salafi group Islamic Teaching, a text
stated: “How can a sister support jihad? By raising lions who will fight for this Ummah! “(Jacobsen,
2016, p. 174), hence highlighting a recurring theme that cut across the communicative narratives
of different jihadi organisations. The image of women as wives hence goes in tandem with the one
of the mother, as they both contribute to shaping the female role as an actor who, basically, stays
at home. The text reported on the Tumblr account of Umm Ubaydah, a woman who joined IS in
Syria, is consistent with this twofold representation: «We are created to be mothers and wives – as
much as the western society has warped your views on this with a hidden feminist mentality»
(Hoyle et al., 2015, p.46). On the contrary, the third category of women as mujahidāt (combatants)
differs substantially from the others, as women are presented as military actors. The justification
of this exception has been widely discussed in several jihadi propagandistic channels: for instance,
even if IS generally agrees that offensive jihad is not compulsory for women (Hoyle et al., 2015), it
has nonetheless encouraged and welcomed attacks furthered by women because it is not
obligatory for them, hence blurring the lines of female strict categorisation.

Youth and Islamist communication narratives
Islamist violent incitement and recruitment campaigns have succeeded, over the last two decades,
to recruit large segments of young population within and outside Europe. The youth has been
frequently described as a category more vulnerable to societal and individual tensions, making it
more receptive to jihadi propaganda (Vidino and Carenzi, 2018). The gathered information
regarding youngsters joining jihadi terrorist ranks confirms this assumption. For instance, Aqsa
Mahmood, a UK citizen, was radicalised by reading online articles and posts and in 2013, when she
was 20 years old, fled to Syria to join IS (Ali, 2015, p.12); similarly, Giuliano Delnevo, the first Italian
citizen joining IS ranks in 2012, had embraced jihadist extremism by consuming Islamist extremist
online content (Vergani, 2014).
Being aware of the vulnerability of this category, jihadist organisations has adopted different
strategies to attract young symphatisers and recruit new members. Tellingly enough, Conti (2017)
has pointed out that a subcultural perspective can provide interesting explanations of Islamist
communication strategies targeting younger people. Indeed, subcultural elements that
traditionally belong to youth culture have been wisely subverted into an extremist jihadist sense to
mobilise the youngsters. Hence, the traditional jihadist narratives mentioned above have been
applied to new specific strategies tailored to this demographic segment of society.

Broadly speaking, contemporary Islamist propaganda focuses extensively on visuality for youth
radicalisation and recruitment campaigns. Images, photographs and videos are believed to play a
fundamental role in mobilizing the youth. Specifically, literature has highlighted a stylistic
coherence with Hollywood motifs, narratives and effects among contemporary Islamist
communicative channels, especially after the emergence of the Islamic State, that has heavily
invested on propaganda (Conti, 2017). Besides the dissemination of these materials on social
media, Islamist propaganda targeting the youth can also translate into different types of content.
Music videos of battle-nasheeds, for instance, combine traditional elements of Islamist extremist
context with pop and rap culture that may be understandable to young Europeans. A case in point
is the Youtube production of Deso Dogg, a German rapper who joined IS in 2012: in its Youtube
videos, both before and after its formal affiliation to IS, the rapper has largely concentrated on the
figure of the enemy – namely, Western governments that must be fought – and resorts to
recurring themes and communicative strategies of Western musical subculture (Conti, 2017, p.
277-278). Furthermore, Islamist propaganda has also largely exploited the video game subculture
in distinctive ways. On the one hand, research has highlighted how jihadist media experts resorted
to popular youth materials referring to well-known video games to attract new militants. IS’
propagandists, for instance, has extensively copied the aesthetic and specific expressions
belonging to the popular Call of Duty franchise to create images or videos that could appeal to
young gamers (Dauber et al., 2019). On the other, jihadi media outlets has also built up their own
video games to provoke violent behaviors in consumers and recruit members. In 2014, for
instance, IS released a first-person shooter game, “Salil al-Sawarem” (the Clanging of the Swords),
to gain publicity and attract attention (Al-Rawi, 2018, p. 746). Hence, in general, Islamist
communication strategies aiming at targeting young people seem to prioritise the cyberspace.

Gaps in the literature
The emergence of the World Wide Web and the spreading of the use of social media has
significantly
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last
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The

multidimensionality of Internet and its tools has clearly offered jihadi organisations a way to
radicalise and recruit new members as well as provide instructions for specific attacks and obtain
ideological, technical or financial support across the globe. However, given the complexity of the
online environment, a number of topics regarding the role of cyberspace for violent extremist
activities still have to be investigated.
In this sense, the pandemic of Covid-19 might fuel a new type of analysis considering new online
spaces, communication strategies as well as the concrete opportunities that jihadi organisations
may exploit. Indeed, while until now research has widely investigated the wide range of online
Islamist communication channels, further attention should be paid on how these strategies impact
on the target audience and whether one type of platform is more effective than the other.
Moreover, the social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and drove
them to spend more time online, may also affect the role of online Islamist propaganda. Hence,
the number of online contents as well as online channels may expand in future years, in the
attempt to reach an audience that is not easy to meet.

Conclusions
Islamist violent organisations have distinguished themselves for their communication capabilities
and for the potency of their narratives, that have been able to mobilise large segments of society
to engage in collective violent action. Despite the territorial defeat of the Islamic State, that has
conducted since 2014 the most aggressive recruitment and incitement campaign of any terrorist
group in history, communication strategies deployed by jihadist actors still prove their
effectiveness and Islamist collective narratives are still able to provoke violent behaviors in the
target audience. Moreover, the Global Jihadist Movement has demonstrated to be able to quickly
adapt to events and new technologies and propose new cultural, historical and social lenses to
understand the world as well produce new types of contents.
While detecting and closing online and offline environments where Islamist extremist propaganda
take place requires, first and foremost, a top-down intervention of authorities, the narrative on
which Islamist discourse rests is multidimensional and involves several sociopolitical,
psychological and cultural elements that are not easy to uproot. The Manichean worldviews that
Islamist discourse reinforces does not belong exclusively to Islamist violent groups, but it cuts
across different forms of extremism in Europe. For counter-narratives to be effective, the various
grievances that Islamist discourse leverages should be addressed and a multilevel approach
should be pursued.

3.1.2 Far-right Extremism
Introduction
Far-right violent extremism is the fastest growing form of violent extremism in Europe today. This
development poses complex challenges to policy makers, practitioners and researchers. Part of
the complexity comes from the diversity of this extremism, shaped by different national and
regional cultures, which bring very different relationships with far-right traditions, extremisms and
memories of violence. Differences in political history between north and south, eastern, central
and western Europe are evident today in the structuring capacity of representative political
institutions. The importance of political context is evident in the development of different
expressions of populist movements across Europe, characterized by antagonism towards and/or
rejection of elites, parliamentary democracy, and what is presented as bureaucratic politics.
At the same time, however, there are important convergences occurring across far-right
movements and cultures, evident in the development of pan-European far-right movements and
platforms. These are linked, in particular, to forms of networking practices and cultures associated
with social media, online gaming, and digital cultures.
While many academic works dealing with the rise of the far-right in Europe focuses on populism
and the associated dealignment of political representation evident in the rise of new populist
movements and parties, research is increasingly directed to the ‘re-assemblage’ of far-right
extremism in Europe today (Forchtner, Kolvraa 2017). This points to the need to move beyond the
‘recruiter-vulnerable person’ paradigm that remains important in practitioner cultures, and to
understand instead mutations of activism involved in new forms of violent extremism, in particular
associated with digital cultures, involving transformations of fandom, gamification, ‘meme-magic’,
consumer cultures, conspiracy theories and identity politics, and new expressions of occultism. All
this points to a shift from older expressions of ‘street-fighter’ far-right violent extremism, and to
the urgent need to support new synergies between practitioners and researchers to understand
and respond to what is emerging as the fastest growing expression of violent extremism in Europe
today.
The rapid technological advancement has led to a virtually unlimited and open communication
and the capacity to share ideas and influence people is greater than ever. This has brought about
the so-called “Twitter diplomacy”, “Hashtag diplomacy” or “Twiplomacy” (Exchange, DJPD, 2013), a
kind of digital diplomacy which involves more than courtesy and civility. The uniqueness of current
social media platforms such as Facebook, Telegram, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube is their ability
to integrate and combine many media and communication technologies such as webpages, email,
images, videos, discussion groups and search engines (Trottier, Fuchs 2015: 6). Far-right parties,
groups and movements were early adopters of digital communication technology, as a way of
bypassing limited traditional / mainstream media access. These groups are made of people
covering a spectrum of views, from extremist - and often violent extremist - Neo-Nazis, white
supremacists, to a breadth of more “moderate” right-wing narratives, seen as the “radical” side of
broader Islamophobic and anti-immigration views.

Ideologically, the far-right landscape is often divided into two main categories.
Radicalism which calls for “root and branch” reform of the political and economic system without
explicitly seeking to eliminate all forms of democracy (Golder, 2016). It looks for the support of the
people by criticizing crucial aspects of liberal democracy, such as pluralism and minority rights and
publicly condemning the use of violence as an instrument of politics. This is the most common
variant of the right movement with the majority of far-right parties in Europe, such as the Sweden
Democrats and the Alternative fur Deutschland (AfD), as well as the Justice and Development Party
in Turkey (Jupskås and Leidig, 2020).
Extremism, in contrast, is directly opposed to democracy and its features, such as sovereignty and
majority rule. Often inspired by fascism or national socialism, the extreme right views inequality as
part of the natural order and not something that should be subject to state intervention.
Extremism rejects all forms of ethnic or cultural diversity within a state and is open to violence for
obtaining their political goals (ibid).
Far-right groups increasingly blur the distinction between far-right and mainstream politics or
views by repackaging worldviews and widespread ideas and pop culture symbols – and seek to
legitimize their narratives in online spaces. An example of this can be political representation and
attempts at legitimation on YouTube, where violent extremists interlink and share content with
YouTube personalities (Ganesh, Bright, 2020; p. 13).

Analysis of far-right extremism communication strategies
In most communication strategies by the far-right, the success of the narratives are underpinned
by several factors: simplicity, emotional vulnerability of the target audience, and grievances (ibid).
These groups, subsequently, feed on these feelings of isolation and offer a sense of belonging,
purpose and cause (Copeland, 2019). The communication strategies here are, therefore,
frequently focused on binary and manichaeistic thinking – “black” and “white”, “us” versus “them”,
“right” against “wrong” and “good” vs “evil”. In this simplistic image, groups simplify their causes as
between “us” and ”them”, which can extend to a number of possible “targets” (immigration,
religion, ethnicity, gender, social status). Additionally, these strategies often cultivate the sense of
superiority, empowering otherwise vulnerable individuals within these groups (ibid) to have
‘superiority’ over groups or communities presented as a ‘threat’. For example, they target
individuals with feelings of isolation or grievances, seeking to provide them with ‘clear’
explanations, i.e job loss as a result of immigration, confirming and legitimising their grievances
(Roache, 2020).

While far-right communication can be targeted at a range of social demographics, it often taps
into popular youth culture and targets music and a call to action (RAN, 2019; p. 4). In this sense,
the far-right have been adept at adapting their communication strategies to current events to gain
popularity and spread their narratives more broadly. To this end, far-right movements are
increasingly focusing on “lifestyle, youth culture, and the arts” to tap into a large market where
youth and young adults exist (Ebner, 2019; pp. 169). As Ebner argues, the fact that this
counter-culture has influenced and mobilized youth from across the globe, which can be seen in
mass far-right protests, indicates that the communication strategies of the far-right have been
successful. Meme culture, which will be examined in greater detail in this report, has played a key
part in establishing far-right narratives. By using ‘troll armies’, far-right extremists are able to
infiltrate social media channels, often framing conspiracy theories “under the disguise of satire
and transgressive internet culture” (Ebner, 2019,pp. 170-171). Far-right groups disseminate such
information on a variety of platforms to reach, radicalize and mainstream their narratives, as seen
in the illustration below (Ebner, 2019, p. 172). These efforts increased even further during COVID.

*The above graph illustrates the process of far-right narrative dissemination.
In some aspects, this has effectively prevented the success of counter-narrative strategies,
especially if they are less able at engaging (and fail to take into consideration or lack credibility,
entry and access to) their target audience, their background and far-right subcultures (Ebner,
2019; p. 176). For example, a video on YouTube raising awareness about immigrant rights and
their journey was subject to mockery from far-right extremists (ibid). In this instance, the
communication strategy had the reverse impact and allowed the far-right followers or groups to
capitalize and gain further support by attacking it.

Part of the success of these far-right communication strategies has been the ability for the
far-right to establish a collective identity. For example, going against what may be seen as
traditional “conservative” or right-wing views on gender, some new far-right groups have
advocated for women's rights and tolerance towards the LGBT communities (Miller-Idriss,
Pilkington, 2019), in the contest of mobilizing recruits and sentiment against Islam. Far-right have
used gender equality and tolerance against the perceived Islamic threat to Western ideals, thereby
attracting women voters to the cause (Miller-Idriss, Pilkington, 2019). Due to this (limited) tolerance
of LGBT and gender values, far-right groups frame themselves as champions of democracy and
inclusion, and ‘protecting’ European democratic space from ‘alien’ ideologies and ‘attacks’ on
women’s rights and LGBTQI+ communities. The key focus on alternative narratives here is to focus
on positive aspects of society - the “for” rather than “against”, especially in relation to the
anti-Islam rhetoric employed by the far-right (Briggs, Feve, 2013; p. 2).
The far-right has also established a number of conspiracy theories to dominate and reinforce their
narratives. As will be examined in greater detail throughout this deliverable, conspiracy theories
have proliferated online through apps such as Telegram and YouTube. For example, the Great
Replacement theory has been mentioned over 1.5 million times on Twitter alone, which is said to
have heavily influenced the Christchurch attacks (Davey, Ebner, 2019; p. 5). The way far-right
extremists communicate these narratives can vary from memes and distorted demographic data.
Moreover, linking back to the earlier focus on gender, these theories often include anti-migration
and anti-abortion narratives into the theories, thereby connecting with the apparent grievances of
people across the world (Davey, Ebner, 2019). These communication strategies, therefore, employ
various push and pull factors to disseminate their narratives. A popular push factor employed by
far-right narratives is the perceived threat of Muslims taking over Europe, herein mobilizing
individuals to take action (Bjorgo, Munden, 2020). Pull factors, on the other hand, emphasize the
nature
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In addition to these push and pull factors, there are five main types of far-right narratives that
communication strategies will attempt to counter (RAN, 2019; p. 5-7):
❖ Identity: Far-right groups try to appeal to and foster a sense of identity amongst their
target audiences, creating ‘in’ group versus ‘out’ group, and ‘us’ against ‘them’, including
identities drawn along ethnic lines, “rights” lines (gender rights versus “Islam”), ‘nation’ and
‘the people’ versus elites and supra-national authorities, and ‘national communities’ versus
immigration, to gain supporters and electoral support;
❖ Masculinity: The sense of male entitlement, such as that seen in the 'manosphere',
connects extremists - feminists and LGBTI activists are routinely targeted;
❖ Victimhood: Targeting grievances, far-right groups encourage a sense of distrust,
particularly in government decisions around ethnic and religious minorities;

❖ Loss of self-government: Far-right groups often target governments and their institutions
by claiming excess power. In countries such as the UK where the government has imposed
'draconian like policies’, this narrative gains support from large members of the
population;
❖ Eco-fascism: A sense of survivability in response to growing environmental and climate
pressures.
In terms of the offline space, some of the major far-right groups across Europe carry out social
awareness, demonstrations, lectures, workshops, discussion groups and hand out leaflets.
Individual recruitment and ‘grooming’ also plays an important role. But the offline space is usually
complemented by the online with websites which are carefully designed to be user friendly and
easy to access (TRIVALENT project), together with a wide-range of social media platforms, chat
groups, and gaming platforms, providing an entire ‘ecosystem’ of right-wing movements, views
and ideologies. Combined, violent extremists are provided with a space to criticize and ‘fixate’ on
current issues that matter the most to people (Greater London Authority, 2019; p. 48). The
accessibility of spreading VE narratives, ideas and forums is even accentuated by the fact that
people lack the opportunity to discuss, analyse and understand VE and its narratives and the tools
to counter it.
In general, far-right communication strategies have adapted to counter-narratives that attempt to
discredit their information, as seen in the table below.

*The infographic above illustrates the different types of communication strategies and their target
audiences (RAN, 2019; p. 5).

Considering the image above, counter-narratives can be described as "inherently defensive in
nature, in that they are focused on responding to the adversary's narrative" (Reed, Ingram, 2019;
p. 7). Academic literature on communication strategies to counter extremism online can be further
divided into reactive and proactive measures (Winter et al, 2020; p. 12). Reactive measures can
consist of censorship and the removal of online accounts, whilst also consisting of awareness
campaigns. Here, the importance of a communication strategy's credibility is seen as a key factor
in preventing further radicalisation (Winter et al, 2020). Proactive communication strategies, on the
other hand, argue that a more positive and aggressive stance is needed to prevent extremism,
going beyond listing the negative aspects of an extremist narrative (Winter et al, 2020, p. 13).
Indeed, some authors argue that this positive approach to strategic communication is more
effective at dismantling extremist narratives (Ganesh, 2020; p. 90).

Focus on social media
Since the middle of 1990s, social media platforms have become breeding grounds for groups with
far-right beliefs, facilitating their dissemination and expansion. The Stormfront website
established in 1996 was the first far-right web platform and it was created by the ex-Ku Klux Klan
leader Don Black (Mudde, 2019: 56). The relationship between social media and the far-right is
important not only because it has led to the creation of many more far-right organizations but also
because it offers a free platform with less traditional media regulations and limited gatekeepers to
constrain news diffusion (Welbers & Opgenhaffen, 2018).
Individual narratives - a person's understanding of the world - are shaped by relationships. These
relationships are further expanded and encouraged by social media, which subsequently can
perpetuate the chains of connections, leading to the formation of large groups following
radicalizing narratives, hateful content or demonizing ideas – the “us vs them”, “the great
replacement theory”, the “Pizzagate” theory or the ‘COVID-19 bioweapon’.

*Above is an example of how an individual's narrative is established. Social media can influence an
individual's identity and can connect the individual with collective narratives (ibid; p. 52).
Conspiracy theories

The boom of digital freedom of expression has given rise to the globalization of conspiracy
theories being produced and consumed on a massive scale. A recent Harvard University research
study revealed the fact that “alternative sources” such as Facebook, Twitter, Reddit and Instagram
produce more stories that reinforce conspiracy theories than “mainstream media” sources. Just
17% of URLs reinforcing conspiracy theories originated from mainstream media sources, while
83% came from “alternative” (social media) ones. Due to an overwhelming amount of
disinformation, the study found that stories reinforcing conspiracy theories became more viral
than stories debunking or having a neutral stance. Stories and posts reinforcing them originated
from “alternative sources”, personal blogs, and social media posts (83%). However, the content
coming from “mainstream sources” (17%) resulted in higher numbers of Facebook and Twitter
shares (60% and 55% of the total respectively). “Mainstream sources included high-credibility news
outlets, such as the New York Post or Fox News, scientific websites such as biorxiv.org, and other
widely credible sites, such as Wikipedia. Alternative sources included untrustworthy and
low-credibility outlets, such as Infowars and Breitbart” (The Harvard Kennedy School, 2020: 2).

*
Exemplary URLs from the dataset. The table includes the title of the URL, its source, the assigned source
label, content label, and the number of Facebook and Twitter shares. Table extracted from The Harvard
Kennedy School Research, 2020: 5.
Considering moderation practices against conspiracy theories, they vary widely depending on the
platform used. For example, Twitter and YouTube removed stories that supported conspiracy
theories, while Reddit and Facebook either removed or flagged them. “On Reddit, removing or
flagging depended on the rules of each sub-community, whereas on Facebook on whether the
company reviewed the stories themselves (removed) or relied on third-party fact-checkers
(flagged)” (ibid). Moreover, there are two important factors to analyse:

1. Each platform faces significant challenges in content moderation. Twitter, for example, is
less effective than other platforms at content moderation. Due to the worldwide spread of
misinformation in the first hours after news or posts have been being shared, the
timeliness of content removal is affecting moderation. YouTube is similar. For example,
after a video claiming that the pandemic is a planned conspiracy was shared, two hours
later it had 5 million views and multiple copies continuously being re-uploaded after its
removal. The challenges platforms and policy makers face do not, as we can see, only
concern issues of timeliness and moderation magnitude, but also they should investigate if
flagging or removing content is an optimal operation, both for containing misinformation
and for maintaining a politically inclusive environment (ibid, p. 3);
2. Moderation bias – stories reinforcing conspiracy theories that come from mainstream
sources are significantly less filtered than the ones from alternative sources (Atananosova
et al., 2019)

* Left: Proportion of moderated stories reinforcing conspiracy theories as investigated in April and May
2020. Right:
Relative percentage of moderated stories reinforcing conspiracy theories by source (mainstream,
alternative, other). Figure extracted from The Harvard Kennedy School Research, 2020: 6.
The study concluded that moderation practices can have a significant result in reducing the
probability of stories reappearing in the total ecosystem (ibid, p. 3).

Among the conspiracy theories frequently used by the far-right, “QAnon”, “Pizzagate” and “the
great replacement” stand out. The narrative following the QAnon theory is that a
“Satan-worshipping pedophile ring led by prominent Democrats”, Hollywood actors and Jewish
financiers rule the world, and this group plot against President Donald Trump. The group had not
only been linked with demonstrations and riots, as illustrated by recent events5, but kidnapping
and murder6. Although an American-centric theory with its groups classified by the FBI as
“domestic extremism” in 2019, it has roots in Europe as well. For example, “German followers of
the theory once claimed that the maneuvers of American soldiers within NATO in Germany were
not actually an ongoing exercise, but a secret operation against Chancellor Angela Merkel planned
by Trump to “liberate” Germany” (Kildiș, 2020: 4).
Another conspiracy theory of the far-right, originating from France, is the one of the “great
replacement”, a racist theory arguing that the low birth rate of white women is caused because
white people are being replaced by “non-whites". Frequently seen on online forums, the theory
attacks minority groups and targets immigrants in real life as well, demonstrated by several
terrorist attacks.
The “Pizzagate” conspiracy theory having at its core Hilary Clinton and her top aides consists of the
belief that the latter are running a child-trafficking cult centered in a Washington pizza parlor. The
real life consequence of this theory was the 2016 military-style assault on the proposed pizza store
to “save the children” (ibid, 5).
The far-right media presence has even created its own subculture named the ‘alt-right’ or
alternative right – an ominous, racist and misogynist trolls and memes platform populated by
anti-immigration narratives, white nationalists and Neo-Nazism with a possibly new stage for
incels7.

5

See <https://www.cbsnews.com/news/capitol-riot-arrests-fbi-wanted-officer-assaults-daniel-hodges/>.

6

Lois Beckett, QAnon: a timeline of violence linked to the conspiracy
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/oct/15/qanon-violence-crimes-timeline>.
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Far-right mobilization uses grassroots approaches on social media to attract more mobilizers and
reach more visibility. A study on communication strategies of the far-right from 2018 revealed the
relationship between social media and Pegida, a German right-wing populist movement which
used Facebook mainly to communicate its anti-Islamic views and reach more sympathizers
(Schwemmer, 2018: 2). The pandemic has only maintained and even accentuated the far-right's
practice of capitalizing on people’s vulnerabilities8. A report conducted by the Institute for Strategic
Dialogue revealed that far-right groups conducted online disinformation about COVID-19 between
January and April 2020 on Facebook - with 34 far-right known disinformation-hosting websites
gathering over 80 million interactions (ISD, 2020: 5). COVID-19 virus related theories are diverse
but the main two widely circulated ones are: the virus is not real and it’s a hoax to impose a
totalitarian regime; and the ones that believe the virus is real but has been manipulated as a
“bioweapon” targeting white people. These theories blame the pandemic and its consequences on
the traditional targets of the far-right such as minority groups - although they seem to be strongly
anti-semitic. Even the conspiracy theory engaging the idea of the 5G masts spreading the virus
which is not necessarily related to minority groups is targeting Jews as possible anti-semitic troops
controlling the telecomunications industry (Ariza, 2020: 4). The far-right has also embraced an
anti-China sentiment, perpetuating racist steretotypes such as calling them “bat soup eaters”, as
well as anti-Muslim rethoric propagating misinformation about muslisms breaking the lockdown
measures imposed by governments - which led to rising offline hate crimes once the lockdown
started to ease (OHCHR, 2020). The anti-establishment and anti-police rhetoric of the far-right has
gained significant traction on the online space, with numbers of approximately 2 million mentions
on social media of the british far-right activist Tommy Robinson condemning the state and police
for overstepping their mandate (Ariza, ibid)

8

See Blyth Crawford, Coronavirus and Conspiracies: how the far-right is exploiting the pandemic, The Conversation (2020), <
https://theconversation.com/coronavirus-and-conspiracies-how-the-far-right-is-exploiting-the-pandemic-145968>.

*Example of an anti-lockdown post on GAB, the far-right’s preferred social media platform, on a
UK-focused discussion group named after European far-right group the Yellow Vests with almost 1,000
members - Figure taken from Ariza, 2020: 5.
Western Europe is facing significant anti-semitic consipracy theories. For example, in France, the
head of a party list for far-right National Rally (previously Marine Le Pen’s National Front) shared a
video claiming the pandemic was started by Jews because they wanted to “assert their supremacy”
(ibid: 8).
The State Security in Belgium has also signaled the attempt of the far-right groups to capitalize on
the pandemic and spread misinformation and conspiracy theories. An example is the far-right
group ‘The Knights of Flanders’, a breakaway of pan-European far-right group Knights Templar,
who has claimed that Covid-19 comes from the flu vaccine (ibid).
Switzerland’s Nationalist Party has tweeted that Jews are behind the pandemic and are profiting
from the outbreak. A prominent Swiss Holocaust denier, Ivo Sasek, claimed on his website that
Jewish billionaire philanthropist George Soros (who is frequently a target of anti-Semitic conspiracy
theories) funded a laboratory in Wuhan that manufactured the Covid-19 virus (ADL, 2020)
States have also been responsible for escalating racist voices. The EU Commissioner for Equality,
Helena Dalli, called on states to implement measures for the Romani communities because as
shown in the State of Hate Report of 2021, the pandemic exposed structural inequalities and the
number of Roma deaths due to COVID-19 were overrepresented in Romania. Instead, the
Slovakian, Romanian and Bulgarian governments all enacted disproportionate or militarised
measures targeting Romani neighbourhoods. This includes roadblocks and police checkpoints. At
the local level, police abuses included preventing any Roma from entering certain cities – in North
Macedonia, nine Romani musicians were singled out of 200 and forced into quarantine. Anti-Roma
propaganda linked to COVID-19 can also be found within local and national newspapers, echoing
fake and dehumanising posts on Facebook (State of Hate, 2021: 33).
Europe also saw an increase in hate against people of Chinese and Asian descent across many
member states, with discrimination, hostility and violence seen as affecting their access to health
services. The barrage of hateful rhetoric can also be traced to politicians and even governing
parties in power. According to the report, the governor of the Veneto region of Italy, an early
epicenter of the pandemic, told journalists in February that the country would be better than
China in handling the virus due to Italians’ “culturally strong attention to hygiene, washing hands,
taking showers, whereas we have all seen the Chinese eating mice alive.” (ibid, 34).
The infamous “QAnon” conspiracy theory originating in the US has achieved surprising popularity
throughout Europe in 2020. They rely on multiple alternative media outlets, including YouTube
and Telegram, to reach audiences, with an extensive presence of right-wing populists, far-right
channels and believers of alternative medicine and esotericists. “The common denominator of all
these various groups is antisemitism and the fight against parliamentary democracy” (ibid, 39),
though during COVID their messages have also resonated more broadly with anti-vaxxer and
other communities suspicious of government/state intentions - including demographics with
ecological and left-oriented sympathies who in some cases became increasingly convinced by
‘anti-COVID’ messaging.

After spreading to initially English speaking countries such as the UK, Canada and Australia, the
QAnon rhetoric became prominent in other EU countries as well. In the UK, it has coupled Brexit
narratives and discourses with the classic QAnon narratives: stories of global elites or paedophile
rings, to discredit the government and ostensibly to criticise its anti-corona measures. Some of
these Q fans seem to exempt Prime Minister Boris Johnson from any criticism, given he might
have allied with Trump to save the world (ibid, 40). Now, “Q drops” seem to be translated into
various different European languages with Germany facing the largest Q community in Europe so
far. “The majority of the far-right and conspiracist Reichsbürger movement has put its own
conspiracy stories under the Q banner; they claim that the Federal Republic of Germany is an
illegal state and not sovereign, has never signed a peace treaty after the Second World War and
has never given itself a constitution, which is why the “German Reich” from pre-Nazi times
allegedly still exists. Reichsbürger proudly combines Q flags with “Reich” flags in black, white and
red at large demonstrations in Germany and asks Donald Trump – as well as Vladimir Putin – to
sign the allegedly missing peace treaty and assists with the expulsion of Chancellor Angela Merkel,
who is an archenemy figure for far-right groups” (ibid).
Incels
A study on the most common narratives employed by Incels on Reddit revealed some central
ideas that led the way in which the groups communicate. The following were found to be the most
popular: 1) the narrative of sex is what decides a man’s worth 2), the narrative of “looks are
everything; personality is nothing”, 3) The narrative of women being subordinate to men, 4) The
narrative of anti-feminism and 5) The narrative of loneliness. The study looks at the constellation
of Incels’ hybrid masculinity in light of hegemonic and hybrid masculinity theories. The author
writes that “Incels position hegemonic masculinity as superior to both Incels and women. Women
are presented as subordinate to men, and feminine traits are positioned as subordinate to
masculine traits. Incels place themselves in another masculine identity than hegemonic
masculinity by contrasting themselves to the stereotypical masculine ideal. In addition, Incels
distance themselves through talking about their failures and expressing emotions. This is not
accepted when performing hegemonic masculinity” (Høiland, 2019: 4)
Memes
Memes are short, often image-based forms of communication that became powerful tools for
sharing far-right propaganda, jokes and to attract sympathizers with “a sense of humor”. The best
known examples are the LOL Cats. Those are image macros consisting of humorous photos of cats
with superimposed text written in a form of broken English known as lolspeak. The LOLcat meme
gained much of its traction through the weekly ritual of Caturday on 4chan and I Can Has
Cheezburger. Counter-intuitive, memes do not necessarily need to be funny, factual or functional –
but only to attract attention online that will later afford them worldwide mainstream media
coverage. Meme’s circulation can not only perpetuate false claims and fake news but can also
encourage conspiracy theories that could incite to violence (Woods & Hahner, 2018)

Telegram
Since many accounts from known right extremists have been forbidden on several platforms (e.g.
Twitter, YouTube, Instagram), the messaging app Telegram has become the focus of several
right-wing groups in Germany and Austria. This is strategic not only in terms of communicating
their ideas, but also in networking because of the high number of participants that can enter a
Telegram group. The functions that have been developed by Telegram make it seem like its own
social network. This trend has increased in times of the pandemic where the use of Telegram by
conspiracy theorists has reached its peak as so called ‘alternative media reports’ that back-up and
support right-wing views are shared. Telegram is also used to share visual material of violent acts
like the attacks of Christchurch and Halle, trying to prod audiences to become violent themselves.
Telegram also connects the far-right beyond borders internationally and is considered a safe
space by the far-right that allows them to share open propaganda about violence and
discrimination against target groups.
One of the biggest German speaking channels is Martin Sellner’s. He is part of the Austrian
Identitarian movement. He has around 50000 followers and reaches about 150000 people with his
daily posts. By addressing his followers with the word ‘elite’, which can also be found in other
channels, and by sharing certain materials only on Telegram, he tries to formulate closeness and
exclusivity of the group.
Even though Telegram announces that they delete terrorist and illegal content, there are several
reports that messages containing content denying the Holocaust, forbidden symbols or calls for
violence are usually not deleted by the platform. The website jugendschutz.net (which translates
to ‘youth protection’) has actively tried to approach Telegram on these matters which only led to
very limited success (10.7% were deleted).
Austrian Identitarian Movement
Not only the German, but also the Austrian Identitarian movement is using clothes and other
products to merchandise their ideas in an ‘aesthetic’ way, mainly using pop cultural subjects and
converting them for their ideas (Klewer n.y.: 84f). The Identitarian movement also uses social
media to spread their antifeminist and anti-gender studies ideas more broadly (ibid.: 92). They are
using the most known social media platforms like Instagram and YouTube, including hashtags to
achieve greater reach. An example of these social media campaigns was #120db as a reaction to
#metoo, but the first one focusing on crimes against women that were committed by people with
a migration background (ibid.: 94). By doing so, the Identitarian movement acts as a ‘defender’ and
protector of women’s rights while at the same time discriminating against migrants.

Signs and numbers
As many abbreviations that refer to former NSDAP organizations or nazi ideology in general are
forbidden in various contexts in Germany (e.g. – picking “NS/SS/AH” as abbreviations for
Nationalsozialismus = National Socialism, Schutzstaffel = organization that was founded by Hitler
and majorly involved in leading the Holocaust and the genocide, or AH = Adolf Hitler as letters for
one’s car’s license plate), the far-right has come up with several number codes referring to the
same terms. Many right extremists in Germany therefore use the number 18 for example because
it represents the first letter of the alphabet – A, and the eighth letter – H, therefore also referring
to Adolf Hitler; or 88 (HH) for ‘Heil Hitler’. These signs have increasingly been seen in street graffiti
by rightwing and neo-nazi movements across eastern European member states as well. This
communication strategy is invisible to the broader part of the population, but members of the
right extremist scene are still able to spot each other by these codes (Regionale Beratungsteams
gegen Rechtsextremismus Schleswig-Holstein n.y.: 28). In addition to numbers, several signs and
symbols represent the far-right that might be invisible to the rest of the population (ibid.: 38ff). As
there are many different groups among the far-right, this report cannot give an overview of all the
symbols. Its purpose is mainly thought to refer to the strategies of the far-right, and this way of
undergoing the ban of certain symbols and letter combinations in Germany is clearly a strategy on
using different means and so far, getting away with it.
Music
“Music is a framing device through which the ideals of the movement can be expressed as the
music and lyrics act as an effective means to propagate the beliefs of the movement” (Corte;
Edwards, 2008). The culture of music has been observed since the 1960s as part of influencing
youth and youth subcultures, in particular. The mix of music and politics has given way to an
underestimated cultural transformation though multiple social movements that can or will
contribute to identity formation and the formation of relationships and communities. National
anthems are among the most typical examples of music’s socio- political uses.
Music has been said to be central to getting the message out, recruiting, and creating a collective
identity for skinheads music movement. “Individuals participate in the ideology of the group by
listening to the music live or listening anonymously on the Internet”. Skinhead music becomes the
first step toward increased contact and more committed involvement, and with its style of group
singing, shouting, and active participation, skinhead music creates strong emotional links between
the individual and the group (Martinez Jr. & Selepak, 2014: 3)
Fashion and Nipsters (Nazi hipsters)

Researchers point to the ‘mainstreaming’ and transformation of neo-Nazism through consumer
culture, in particular through the growth of global fashion brands that celebrate key dimensions of
Nazism. Elke Gaugele (2019) highlights the importance of ‘street’ fashion, through which
celebrations of Nazism become associated with its semantic capital of rebellion and
commodification of protest and resistance. This emergence of neo-Nazi street-style fashion
brands breaks with the skinhead style of street violence, where instead Nazism is framed in terms
of the ‘Nipster’, where fashion is emerging as a vehicle for unification of European Identitarianism
and the US alt-right.
There are several clothing stores that are reportedly close to the right extremist scene, like Thor
Steinar or Erik and Sons (Regionale Beratungsteams gegen Rechtsextremismus Schleswig-Holstein
n.y.: 47-49). This also serves as a way of recognition among the far-right while the companies
behind it partly support right-wing activities financially. The clothes include symbols, signs or
writings that are only recognized on a second look by people not familiar with them.
Food cultures, national socialism and veganism:
Visual media, from YouTube videos to Facebook, host food cultures associated with veganism
which have proved fertile ground for expressions of Nazism, evident in the Nazism of Balaclava
Küche (Balaclava Kitchen) and the wide network it was part of on Facebook. What is critical to
understand here, some argue, is less far-right political ideologies than the construction of
subjectivities.

Focus on gender dimension
Gender has increasingly become a prominent issue within the far right both ideologically as well as
in terms of women’s representation and involvement. Research on gender is predominantly
focused on explaining the gender gap that has been observed consistently in voting behavior and
in public support of women for far-right political parties (Coffe, 2018; Harteveld and Ivarsflatten,
2016; de Lange and Mugge, 2015). While these studies still dominate, especially in the political
sciences literature, more ethnographic case studies have emerged that look at the agency of
women in a variety of ways, as supporters, members, affiliates and even as leaders in far right
movements, parties, groups, online platforms etc. Increasingly, studies are shifting their focus to
investigate not so much why women are proportionally underrepresented in the far right, but
rather on how they are involved and how these movements are gendered. While research on
gender and the far right is increasing, studies that look specifically on the extreme far right are still
scarce, particularly empirical studies that go beyond the analysis of publicly available leaflets,
pamphlets, statements, media representations, social media postings, party programmes and
election manifestos.

The past two decades have shown that women supporters of far-right movements have increased
significantly, together with the creation of many female-centered groups (Stiftung, 2014: 201). In
2016, a young Scottish woman was crowned “Miss Hitler” in the National Action, a British far-right
terrorist organization’s beauty pageant. The image of her wearing a t-shirt with the runic insignia
of the Schutzstaffel while performing the Hitler salute went viral. According to the organization,
the purpose of the pageant was to raise awareness of their female supporters, who “rarely get
much spotlight or recognition” (The Independent, 2016). The group went on to say that “We hope
this will grant a unique insight into our movement that will challenge the widely held
preconceptions society has about the far-right".
By the breath of research made available, it seems that women are underrepresented in neo-Nazi
stages, as it is mainly male movements. But they are becoming increasingly important as
broadcasters, dramatically amplifying messages across the spectrum of worldviews that comprise
the international far-right, ranging from European cultural supremacists and anti-Muslim activists,
to the United States alt-right, to more traditional neo-Nazi and Skinhead groups (Ebner & Davey,
2019: 32).
Together with the growing internationalized right-wing extremists, the success of women in the
virtual sphere becomes particularly problematic, with these broadcasters often serving as a soft
introduction to hard edge ideology, facilitating the ‘redpilling’ of individuals who are vulnerable to
radicalisation (ibid). The contribution of women has been significantly amplified by the age of
social media. Viral selfies and online guerilla marketing have further accelerated this dynamic and
made women a key asset in the branding and outreach strategies of extremist movements. The
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung Centre concluded in one of their reports that women are more susceptible
to xenophobic, racist and anti-Muslim attitudes than men and equally prone to ingroup-outgroup
thinking (Gutsche, 2018).
Women today are seen on the frontlines of protest marches and act as the public faces of
extreme- right social media campaigns, with a robust contribution to the normalization of white
nationalist, anti-immigration and Anti-Muslim views. Especially on the platform YouTube, “female
influencers have helped to generate millions of views and media attention for far-right causes, and
these figureheads are becoming more and more important in the internationalization of the
far-right, using their influence to market extreme right-wing ideology to audiences across the
Western world. Despite the increasingly prominent role of women, gender remains a heavily
contested issue in the far-right space; for instance, female figureheads often have to negotiate
their identity within a hyper-masculine ecosystem” (Ebner, 2019: 33).

Hyper-Masculinity and Male and Female Anti-Feminism
One example of men and women anti-feminism was the popular Gamergate Controversy, an
organized harassment campaign from August 2014 which was waged by a loose connection of
trolls organizing across online platforms such as Reddit and 4chan and targeted women in the
video-game industry (Lees, 2016). “As a result of this, a counter-cultural backlash against feminism
was cemented as an ideological cornerstone of the alt-right. It also meant that the pushback
against progressivism became a valuable recruiting tool for young white men who feel alienated
by mainstream liberal culture both online and on campuses. This left vs. right divide mirrors the
cumulative radicalisation process which has been observed between Islamist and far-right groups”
(Ebner, ibid).
The long established trait of masculinity among far-right groups has led to its growth as a core
component in the way emergent far-right communities broker their identity against mainstream
culture. Conventional notions of masculinity and narratives around the reclamation of masculinity
is an important recruitment tool, with physical strength being fetishized and traditional family
values overemphasized. The quote “mothers of the nation” of the American far-right is a prompt
example of the role of women in the eyes of the far-right.
What these notions also bring is a new wave of women who are situating themselves within the
movement, leading to the growth of communities such as the ‘Tradwives,’ “who see the rejection
of feminism as a key component in ‘redpilling’ (the alt-right’s term for radicalisation), a trend which
mirrors the empowerment that western women joining the Islamic State felt through embracing
traditional gender roles”. Lauren Southern, a prominent far-right influencer said “I believe anyone
who supports feminism is anti-woman even if they are not conscious of it.” (ibid, 34)
Victimhood narratives capitalizing on multicultural environments and communities are being used
by the far right to spread the propaganda of fundamentally backwards gender perceptions and
return to patriarchal and protectionist attitudes toward women. Tommy Robinson used the
“muslim raper” or the “threat of the migrant rapist” to spread its rethoric on the danger of the
white race, especially the danger white women are facing. “Their traditionalist perceptions of
gender roles and claims of ownership over women are, however, reflected in their language. For
example, many counter-jihad accounts warn that Islam destroys “our women, our country, our
sense of right and wrong and our lives,” claim that the “U.K. police let Muslim gangs rape our girls”
or argue that they won’t let migrants “treat our women as easy meat.” (ibid, 37).
Ebner
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internationalization, which can be observed in the far-right, is the creation of an active
counter-culture. The latter pushes back against the mainstream liberalism which, until recently,
has united the Western world. By identifying common enemies in the form of institutions like the
mass media, and out-groups including both Muslims, non-whites, and feminists, European and
North American far right communities construct a shared world-view, which proves effective in
attracting large-scale global support (ibid, 34).
When it comes to P/CVE, there are still significant gaps.

"CVE programming is implicitly gendered, but overtly gender blind" (Satterthwaite, 2014; p. 82).
The UK government has reiterated the importance of gender-sensitive communication strategies
to promote social cohesion and undermine far-right extremism (Shotton, 2020). Having a gender
dimension in communication strategies is needed to counteract Cold War narratives in Central
and Eastern Europe that compose an anti-gender discourse (ibid; p. 20). Communication strategies
supported by UK government partners involve creating online safe spaces for women and 'social
cafes' in hard to reach areas (ibid; p. 20).
For that same reason that informal communication strategies might be more effective due to the
relative credibility of actors, women can be important by "flying under the radar" (Coyer, 2020; p.
98). Furthermore, by playing into the stereotype and assumption that women play a more
established role in family settings, counter-messaging carried out by women in informal
environments may boost the effectiveness of communication strategies that rely on interpersonal
and personal communications (ibid; p. 99).

Focus on youth dimension
When it comes to far-right extremism, too often attackers are perceived as ‘white men’. However,
as literature indicates (Johnson, 2020), attacks are being increasingly planned by youth, both girls
and boys. It is worth considering then how communication strategies by far-right groups target
and incite youth to carry out attacks.
Popular youth culture has been used and adapted by both jihadist and far-right extremist
networks to communicate their narratives. Right-wing music, for example, has been used to
inspire youth and to enforce violent narratives. Anti-lockdown protestors, moreover, have songs
as anti-mask anthems to unite youth against a perceivable oppression (Ottenhof, 2021). Far-right
extremists have also used fighting clubs and popular UFC culture to promote VE culture in
large-scale networking events occurring at gyms (Zidan, K). These are some of the offline
communication strategies employed by far-right groups to incentivize youth to join their ranks.
An important phenomenon which had a massive impact also on physical violence is the growing
extremist activism on the Internet, with various social media platforms carrying materials, groups
and manifestos - such as Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, Telegram, 8chan, Discord, MeWe,
VKontakte. Moreover, there seems to be a growing number of perpetrators that have been
self-radicalized through these online platforms, sharing their ideologies on 4chan and 8chan.
“Having started as a countercultural playing ground for young outsiders interested in Japanese
manga and anime, online gaming, anarchism, and anti-fascist trolling, they have later expanded to
include a wide range of topics, including politically incorrect threads mixing ideas and memes from
the quickly expanding and misogynist incel subculture with some of the most extreme elements
from the far-right universe” (Bjørgo and Ravndal, 2019; p. 13).

Far-right communication strategies have also tried to target youth that have grown up
experiencing events such as 9/11 and 7/7. In this sense, the far-right anti-Muslim narrative is
pushed to target youth that are more likely to see Muslims as ‘the other’ and the enemy (Griffith,
2015). Humor, a relatively unexplored field, has been used here to lower the threshold towards
violence, particularly against minority communities (Fielitz and Ahmed, 2021). In the Christchurch
and Halle attacks, the perpetrators emerged from online subcultures where ‘memes’ and
humorous content is shared on platforms such as 4chan. Youngsters who access these platforms
are susceptible to this content. With online communication via roleplay, youngsters are able to
experience and spread this content, which is later applied in real life scenarios. The online gaming
culture has emphasized this with their chat rooms (Kransenberg et al. 2019; pp. 2-3). Extremist
structures in this online environment can be seen as a “mixture

of

infantile

mischief,

communicative ambivalence and a strong dose of nihilism that promote extremist ideas''
(ibid, 2021; p. 5). This is a recurrent theme in far-right communication strategies, where extremists
carefully use their language to omit from sharing obvious racist remarks (Busby, 2018).
The culture that emerges from this is one of Internet trolling, hate speech, and harassment. As
such, considering that the majority of youth access the internet at such a young age, it can be
assumed that most will come across this type of negative trolling and similar communication
methods, whereby some will resonate with the narrative and spread information further to
increase radicalisation to extremist values. This meme culture is shared within schools and across
friend groups.

*The image above illustrates some of the most popular memes that are being used by youth online
across all social media platforms (Fielitz and Ahmed, 2021; p. 7).

In the school environment, teachers are sometimes unaware of this meme culture and the type of
content that is being spread (Fielitz and Ahmed, 2021; p. 11). This is significant seeing as most
people sharing this content are youngsters that share content that “people might not immediately
characterize or recognize as extremist. Without necessarily intending to do so, these young
people contribute to the spread and normalization of extremist ideas” (ibid). Furthermore, due to
the blurred boundary between these visual memes, youngsters are often unaware of where the
humor of trolling and memes ends (ibid; p. 11).The Greek’s Golden Dawn’s controversial political
success has stirred massive accounts and debates about the party’s dynamic and means of getting
it. The “Golden Dawn debate” revealed an alarming reality that the Party’s effectiveness in
attracting a high proportion of the youth vote is, in fact, the second highest among all parties. “The
youth and young adults vote for Golden Dawn ranged from 10 to 14 percent in the May/June exit
polls for the eighteen to twenty four age group and from 13–16 percent for the twenty-five to
thirty-four age group, setting off many questions and great anxiety not only about the political
meaning of the youth vote, but also about the dynamic it unveiled” (Simpson & Druxes, 2015: 195).
Golden Dawn’s penetration throughout Greek youth became evident also in the educational
system, with a specific prominence in secondary schools. There, groups of school students would
openly express their support for Golden Dawn by displaying the Party’s symbols (swastikas and
the Nazi salute), intimidating and attacking GD’s political opponents, teachers and classmates of
non-Greek origin, and recruited fellow students. Furthermore, “the situation quickly escalated into
fierce antagonism and conflict between groups supporting Golden Dawn and anti-fascist groups
that were formed in reaction to the Party’s aggressive presence in schools”(ibid). The party’s
narratives and rhetoric support such behavior, especially coming from young people, given that its
discourse hails for “intergenerational battle”. As they declared when an “Observatory for the
Prevention of School Violence and Intimidation” was announced, any attempts to contain its
influence on youth “will ultimately fail, because we have won the youth from you [i.e. the
mainstream parties] once and for all.” (ibid, 196).
A study for a project called “MYPLACE” revealed the staggering ideological and political connection
between young voters and the Party’s ideology and politics. “Many of Golden Dawn young voters
appear to be extremely dismissive of parliamentary democracy (or of any kind of democracy),
political parties, and politicians. They express hostility toward liberal and left-wing ideology and
politics: they are proudly nationalist, overtly or implicitly racist and xenophobic; in addition, they
favor authoritarian and militaristic solutions, and support the political use of violence, while they
avoid expressing criticism for the Party’s choices and activity and dismiss all accusations of Nazism
as systemic media fictions that aim to discredit the Party” (ibid, 197).
On a local level in cities such as London, NGOs and CSOs are engaged with youth to construct
counter-narrative campaigns. For example, Equaliteach engages with youth in schools to develop
critical thinking skills to reject extremist narratives (Greater London Authority, 2019; p. 52). These
workshops not only teach resilience to reject narratives but also encourage skills and knowledge
to challenge extremist ideology.

The critical thinking skills developed in schools towards youth are an important tool to reject
extremist narratives. This is especially important considering that most youngsters are radicalized
in the online environment. Extremist groups will typically have their own websites and specifically
employ individuals to manage these sites and to make them easily accessible. Communication
strategies often employed in propaganda attempt to build relationships with youth and to become
friends with vulnerable individuals (ADL, N.A). For disenfranchised youth, being able to like other
people’s posts and establish friendships allows them to feel like they are part of a community.
These friendships act as strong motivators, whereby youth will want to maintain these new online
friendships to large degrees (ibid).

Gaps in the literature
There is a relative gap in exploring informal communication strategies that are employed by
community actors. There is very little research on how informal actors are countering far-right
narratives by using the same platforms as extremists to disprove and 'mock' far-right narratives.
On this note, there is also limited research that looks into the motivations of why and how
informal actors get involved in communication strategies against far-right extremism. In addition,
there is also a gap in exploring how formal and informal communication strategies can connect,
and there is a lack of evidence on the effectiveness of each approach.
There is seemingly a gap in research that thoroughly looks at how men and women both engage
and are affected by communication strategies aimed at far-right extremism.
There is a lack of research on how gamification can be used in communication strategies to
counter far-right extremist behavior and narratives. This also links to a wider gap in evaluation of
communication strategies, whereby, since most studies are limited to traditional media, there is a
lack of knowledge of the wider base of far-right narratives.
Most studies that look into communication strategies are limited to the major social media
platforms such as Facebook, whilst most far-right extremist narratives are built and spread across
encrypted networks such as Telegram. Moreover, there is a seeming lack of knowledge and will to
explore other communication means such as through gaming and sport, for example, that
transverse beyond traditional communication types. friendships act as strong motivators, whereby
youth will want to maintain these new online friendships to large

Conclusions
Far-right groups and extremists have been able to adapt to technological advancement and
current social norms to effectively disseminate their narratives. The example of how some new
far-right groups have encouraged women participation, often using gender equality as motivators,
in addition to tolerance of LGBT communities, illustrates this ability to adapt and take advantage
of societal norms. At the same time, far-right groups have also heavily invested in satire and
meme culture to disseminate narratives on mainstream social media. Moreover, while established
news media are often critical to far-right actors, they have several times played a vital role in
mainstreaming far right actors and their beliefs. In response, far right actors often criticize
“mainstream” media and communicate through alternative news media, as well as blogs, websites,
forums, and mainstream social media platforms. This is reiterated by the fact that far right actors
were early adopters of digital communication technology and they are currently in the forefront of
online
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speech,

hate

campaigns,
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mis/disinformation. A response to far-right communication strategies, therefore, is one that will
need to understand the ever evolving target audience and the role of technology in reinforcing
extremist narratives.

3.1.3 Far-left Extremism
Introduction
It is hard to find a definition of the modern extreme left in the scientific literature. M. Boldrini
(2018) noted that since the fall of communism, far-left parties have begun a long process of
change, which has transformed their position in the European political and social systems.
Although far-left parties are now important actors in EU countries, they present different
characteristics than in the past. Communist parties have almost disappeared from parliamentary
arenas, and, in many countries, new forms of far-left parties have emerged (i.e. social-populist and
populist-socialist parties).
As seen by Andriani Retzepi (2020) it is possible to say that the basis of left-wing radicals is
anti-capitalism, anti-imperialism, and structural change of the prevailing social order. The far-left
parties or movements find commonalities in their attempts at self-organization, through national
liberation/independence movements, gender equality, or protection of vulnerable minorities such
as migrants and refugees, standing against what are considered imperialistic “attacks”, state
repression and social control, ecological disasters, the “destruction” of living space in cities and
(hyper-) consumerism. All the above are often seen as manifestations of a capitalist social
complex. Retzepi in the PERICLES project said the one profound change we have seen over the last
few years, is the strengthening of anti-fascist motives. Since the issue of migration has become
central to much anarchist rhetoric, the rivalry between anarchists and the far-right has grown. This
fact was emphasized by RAN in its report as well (2018). In the 'Police prevention and countering of
far-right and far-left extremism' (2018) report, it is noted that in the cases of “tit-for-tat” violence
between left and right, that the left-wing extremists commonly provoke violence. Moreover, the
left-wing demonstrations also tend to result in more public disorder and violence (in comparison
to far-right extremism). From literature analysis, it is very difficult to formulate generic
characteristics, including communication strategies of far-left extremist parties/movements to
cover all Member States. The reasons for the spread of left-wing extremism in European countries
are very different. The activities of extremist left-wing movements are historically determined and
influenced by the current political and economic situation in the country. Current topics that
polarize society are also important. That is why the report will examine the communication
strategies of left-wing extreme movements taking into account general overview and situation in
chosen European countries, where the most expressive and well described in the scientific
literature parties and movements of the far left exist.

Analysis of the communication strategies
Radicalisation Awareness Network in one of its reports (Audiences of right- and left-wing violent
extremists report, 2017) the left-wing extremists are more culturally complex than right-wing
extremists. Audiences of left-wing extremists are also more difficult to identify than those of
right-wing extremists, because they support numerous different ideas.

In line with this report (RAN, 2017) left-wing extremist communication is directed to the following
categories of audience.
❖ Political and radical youth. These are young people on various far left branches (e.g.
anarchists, communists and green warriors)
❖ Left-wing oriented youth. Feeling disappointed young people are seeking more active ways
to experience and practice their beliefs and ideas. They have a growing hatred for groups
that appear to them to abuse their superior status, such as police and capitalists.
❖ Non-political radical youth. Extremism is relatively new to this group: they are searching for
a new purpose and for a sense of belonging to a ‘family’, and they are also seeking a route
to living on a better, superior level. They already have a strong 'black vs white' vision of the
world and cannot tolerate difference. Often, both left-wing and right-wing audiences have
a very strong sense of dignity in striving for perceived glory and honour. They have often
made their home within a social environment of like-minded peers. In this social context,
they strictly follow their group's code of honour.
The RAN report (2017) emphasized that the left-wing extremists in their strategy create the
message in line with vulnerability factors of their audience, such as:
❖ victimisation (or are still being victimised) the audience are people who consider
themselves subject to marginalisation and ostracisation.
❖ certain behaviours can be easily triggered (e.g. authoritarian expression or using violence
and aggression).
❖ identity issues and finding a fulfilling sense of purpose in life.
❖ the need to belong to a family or Brotherhood
❖ the anger and fear stemming from perceived sweeping injustices (e.g. 'all our jobs are
being taken', 'women are being mistreated') .
Moreover, left-wing extremists focus on different types of anti-narratives: anti-liberal,
anti-democracy, anti-capitalism and anti-occident (towards migrants, LGBT groups,etc.). Often,
they view democracy as weak and indifferent to fascism, a breeding ground for violence. Despite
often being considered a somewhat homogenous group, left-wing extremists actually strive for
diverse causes and are not at allunited, even clashing with one another at times (RAN, 2017).
Below, the report presents some of the chosen European far left parties and their communication
strategies.

Greece - the case of Siriza
In recent years, left-wing extremist movements have developed large-scale activities in Greece.
The basis for the development of these movements was the economic crisis in Greece starting in
2008. The crisis has shown the country's huge debt and the need to implement austerity packages.
Austerity packages have led to a decrease in the disposable income of the majority of residents
and an increase in unemployment, especially among young people. Society has blamed the
current political elites for the crisis. At the same time, the political elites of both the centre-right
and the centre-left parties have been seen as corrupt and not caring about the public interest.
The main message in the social communication of far-left parties such as Syriza and the
Communist Party focused on the following issues: anti-capitalist slogans, the capitalist system
leads to social inequalities, slogans against European integration, as a system of unfair distribution
of resources and the restriction of economic freedom by large countries at the expense of small
countries such as Greece. In this context, the confrontation of Germany as a country imposing
austerity measures and Greece as a victim of these regulations was particularly evident. Historical
aversion to Germany, derived from the period of occupation during the Second World War, was
used (Eleftheriou C. 2016)
Syriza uses anti-elitist rhetoric. It rejects in its entirety the existing elites governing the country.
The party calls them ‘’political establishment’’ to underline a contrast between the people and the
ruling class The party promises to take power away from the elites and return the subjectivity and
influence of the country to ordinary people (Tamar Lagurashvili 2016).
A very important factor in Syriza's communication is the person of the party’s leader: Alexis
Tsipras, one of the controversial political figures of our times, who never fails to attract public and
media attention in positive as well as negative ways (Tamar Lagurashvili 2016).
Based on an analysis of 38 offline materials (brochures, leaflets, etc.) distributed in Athens during
demonstrations against the entire political class in connection with the 2008 and 2009 the
following structure for communication between far-left circles has been developed: blame avoidance ‘Us’ (pure people) - attribution ‘Them’ (corrupt elite) - victimhood delegitimization of
institutions - revenge violence civic disempowerment - denial of individual responsibility/agency
appropriation of ‘General will’, collective/totalitarian vision, rejection of democracy, self-proclaimed
messianic role. The first task was to build an imagined community with a coherent identity, making
a distinction between ‘us’ (the innocent or pure people – the victims) and ‘them’ (the corrupt elite
or establishment – the perpetrators). The main social groups defined as ‘us’ include workers and
the unemployed, immigrants and asylum seekers, students and young people, whereas ‘them’
includes perceived elites such as politicians, the police, journalists and trade unions. Beyond
specifying professional roles, the two sides are assigned specific social roles through emotionally
charged labels implying victimhood for ‘us’ (defeated, devalued, oppressed, slaves, victims,
marginalised) and power and influence for ‘them’ (Roman Gerodimos 2015).

Spain - the case of Podemos
The interesting research case visible in the literature is Podemos (Podemos translated into English
„We Can”; Podemos party is a part of a coalition of leftist political parties in Spain, called Unidas
Podemos. Its previous name was used in male form as Unidos Podemos, in May 2019 the name
was changed into a female form) party which was founded in January 2014 in Spain. The first
leader of this party was political scientist Pablo Iglesias Turrión. Podemos was built based on its
close, indeed organic, links to grassroots social movements such as the Indignados (M15). As
noticed by L. Ramiro and L. Gomez (2016) that was a consequence of the economic crisis in Spain
that led to an important increase in social unrest and mobilizations since 2011, including the
emergence of the so-called 15-M or ‘Indignados’ movement. They stressed that the Spanish case
stands out as the only one in Europe in which a fully newly created radical-left populist party has
attracted sizable support.
Eklundh (2017) states, that in the position of the Podemos it can be traced populist dichotomy
"them versus us" but in a different manner, Podemos’ "them" are not only political elites but also
forces that are believed to limit communities' right to self-government and self-determination.

Podemos’ leaders based much of their discourse on the dichotomy between the ‘caste’ (la casta)
which led to the economic crisis, and the ‘people’. Podemos’ main speakers stressed out conflict
between the ‘people vs. elite’ divide, as is characteristic of populist ideology. However, what made
Podemos a radical-left populist party was the emphasis on ‘the people vs. the elite’ divide. It was
their ideological defining and polarizing element (Ramiro and Gomez, 2016). On the other hand,
Podemos continuously avoids declaring itself as a left-wing party. Ramiro and Gomez (2016) noted
that this purposeful avoidance of the left-right divide is common among the radical populists.
Font’s (2019) research findings pointed out that Podemos's manifestos promoted the inclusion of
the main outgroups identified, with a preponderance of women and workers, followed by the
poor, immigrants, young people, disabled people and the unemployed. The adopted
communication strategy of Podemos is visible, strongly understanding the importance of the
public sphere and new digital and social networks. Laura Pérez-Altable in their publication (2015)
noted that Podemos integrated social media since its foundation. In it's communication are
important channels such as twitter (@ahorapodemos, @podemos), facebook, instagram, YouTube
and Telegram. As Manes and Pornschlegel (2016) noticed in their article published on Dialogue on
Europe portal, Pablo Iglesias, the first leader of Podemos, in the film “Política, Manual de
Instrucciones'' (Politics, a Handbook) explained: “Doing politics for real is doing politics on TV sets
and in the newspapers. They’re much more important than parliaments''. The then Leader of
Podemos emphasized that if it wants to reach younger voters, using videos and social media is
crucial. Manes and Pornschlegel (2016) stressed that the Podemos is an excellent case for
understanding how to explain to the electorate what their policies are, in a way that respects them
and does not pretend that “people are too stupid to understand”. The bases of this discourse are
emotions and idealism rather than pragmatism. They noticed that Podemos had an interesting
concept of communicating besides the digital platforms. Moreover, the party's program deserves
attention, according to the authors the program "looked like an eye-catching Ikea catalogue. The
key here is to show how transparent Podemos is, showing photographs of the candidates and
main figures of the party in their homes."

IItaly – the case of Informal Anarchist Federation
Today, Informal Anarchist Federation in Italy as an insurrectionary anarchist violence is generally
regarded as the most dangerous form of domestic non-jihadist terrorism in Italy (Marone, 2014).
Marone (2014) pointed out that contemporary insurrectionary anarchism emphasizes the practice
of revolutionary insurrection through illegal and violent “direct action.” Marone (2014) explains the
FAI is “anarchist” because it wants the “destruction of capital and the state.” It radically opposes
“any Marxist cancer” since “it crushes the possibility of a free society and just substitutes one
dominion with another.”

Retzepi (2020) on the PERICLES project website emphasized that the ideology of Informal
Anarchist Federation is a synthesis of different radical fields, including anti-authoritarianism,
anti-capitalism, anti-imperialism, anti-militarism, anti-clericalism, radical environmentalism and
fighting against the judicial and prison system. The FAI supports the theory of insurrectionary
anarchism, encouraging violent “direct action” and rejecting any struggle for reforms, formal
organization, or issue-based activism. FAI/FRI is also trying to internationalise its activities by
building strong bonds with other anarchist groups operating in southern Europe.
As Marone (2014) pointed out, the FAI members accept a “pact of mutual support” based on three
key points: “revolutionary solidarity” with arrested or fugitive comrades; self-organized
“revolutionary campaigns''; and “communication between groups and individuals” through actions
and through the channels of the movement. He emphasized that in this sense, the internet
represents an important opportunity for communication and propaganda.
Germany
The Federal Agency for Civic Education, a government institution dedicated to civic education in
Germany, lists three far-left parties that work in the country. These are: Marxist-Leninist Party of
Germany (MLPD), the German Communist Party (DKP), the Socialist Equality Party (SGP).
After German reunification in 1990, far-left groups were not considered as a threat. The increase
in interest in far-left movements followed demonstrations against the opening of the European
Central Bank's new headquarters in Frankfurt am Main in March 2015 and against the G20 summit
in July 2017 in Hamburg. In the years that followed, interest in left-wing extremism declined again.
This was linked to the growing importance of right-wing and Islamic extremism.
The activities of far-left parties in Germany are not linked, as in southern European countries, to
the economic crisis. At the same time, far-left parties are gaining very little support in elections,
insufficient to win seats in parliament.
Therefore the main messages of the extreme left in Germany concern: anti-capitalist, anti-fascist
slogans, as well as the fight against social inequalities, for example in the form of so-called
gentrification. Gentrification is the process of dividing the city's districts into expensive ones
accessible to the rich and the other separate districts for poor inhabitants. The rhetoric of the far
left is directed against the state and its authorities, particularly the police, but also the mainstream
media. For the far left, the main opponent is state oppression, in the form of existing legal and
social norms. And also social oppression on the part of market economy institutions such as banks
or global corporations.

In Germany an interesting case is the Communist Party of Germany. In its message it devotes a lot
of space to such issues as: climate protection - "For the climate - consecrated against capital and
monopolies" "Global warming is the work of capitalism". There are also demands for a reduction
in military spending and for Germany to leave NATO. In the context of the coronavirus pandemic:
'Money for health instead of NATO and banks' The DKP uses rhetoric against the EU: “As
communists, however, we also ask: Where do competition and split come from? What causes
poverty and fear of perspective? The EU is one of the perpetrators of war, flight and poverty.” “For
a social and peaceful Europe of the nations - No to the EU!”9 (https://dkp.de). The rhetoric of
far-left parties includes a set of similar demands. A new element appears in the communication of
the German MLPD party. Marxist-Leninist Party of Germany (MLPD) in addition to the classic
far-left parties mentioned above, the MLPD communicate the postulate of the unconditional basic
income for all in the amount of EUR 800. According to the MLPD party the basic income for
everyone is the modern response to the fact that mass unemployment can no longer be
eliminated (https://www.mlpd.de). The last of the far-left parties in Germany, described in this
report, the Socialist Equality Party (SGP), in addition to the traditional slogans characteristic of the
communist parties of the old type, makes capitalism responsible for the current COVID 19
pandemic: “Life instead of profits! Socialism instead of capitalist barbarism! - The Corona
pandemic has brought the bankruptcy of capitalism to the whole world's eyes. All Bundestag
(lower chamber of the German parliament) parties support the deadly policy in the interests of the
financial oligarchy.”
The party is also anti-European, treating the EU as an organisation supporting the interests of big
business and capital. The party also points to the growing role of far-right parties, in their opinion,
in many European countries: “Against the EU, social inequality, fascism and war! For socialism and
the unity of the European working class! Far-right parties are on the rise across Europe. In nine
countries – Italy, Austria, Poland, Hungary, Finland, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and
Greece – they are in government, and in France they are the second strongest party. The Nazis are
also back in Germany, which committed the greatest crimes in history under Hitler's rule. With the
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Social media in far-left communication
Syriza (Greece)
Syriza uses social media very intensively for its political communication. For example, Tsipras’ first
interview as SYRIZA’s leader was to citizen journalism webradio - Radiobubble.
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Syriza used hashtag reporting #Griots in order to create “street credibility” among SYRIZA
sympathisers connect to it. They will be at the heart of future campaigns. Strategy connected with
social movements based on spontaneous participation, uses coverage about the Greek crisis to
speak about Europe; coordinates internationally (transform); relies on creativity coming from the
base; radical but also “informal” discourse - humour, flexibility. The last major online campaign
was related to the referendum on the austerity package held in Greece in June 2015. Hashtag
#Greferendum on Twitter Greek referendum has still a massive international impact (Smyrnaios
N. 2017).
Podemos (Spain)
The use of social media by far left parties is mainly discussed in literature with regard to the
party’s success in country or European elections. In line with that, Podemos is mainly discussed in
literature with regard to the party’s success in the European Parliamentary election in 2014.
Podemos situated communication at the core of its political strategy. It understood that
mainstream media, including social media are a central space for socialisation and politicisation of
citizens (Casero-Ripollés et al., 2016). The presence of Podemos on social media is greater than
any other political party. This phenomenon can be explained by the fact that at the beginning of its
political presence Podemos was lacking resources and physical location, which forced the party to
move its communication activities online. Social media are platforms for communication, debate,
channelling political affinities, forging consensus and political mobilization. Podemos’ official
Facebook account has more followers than any other political party in Spain and it is the primary
channel for spreading political messages and entering dialogue with users. (López García, 2017).
YouTube is widely used by Podemos as a means of dissemination of a talk show named La Tuerka
created by the party leaders. The content of the show was dedicated to economic issues, the
quality of democracy, police torture and the influence of the Catholic Church on Spanish society.
Those topics silenced by old media received a platform where they could be broadcasted. The idea
was to search for controversial and provocative arguments to attract an audience. YouTube also
serves as a platform for disseminating public appearances of party leaders (Casero-Ripollés et al.,
2016).

During the 2014 European election campaign Podemos’ communication was based on
simplification of the message and appeals to emotions. The party employed an emotional
discourse on social media. It identified the actors responsible for the economic crisis and
corruption and referred to them as “the caste”. This move aimed at unifying the people referred to
as “us” against the elite (Casero-Ripollés et al., 2016). A study analysing the presence of emotions
in political communication during the 2014 electoral campaign of Podemos found that the
majority of the content posted on Facebook had emotional context. The majority of the posts
published on Facebook by Podemos during that period dealt with issues related to the campaign,
while just a small amount of the posts related to issues such as ideology or program statements.
More than a half of the posts published on Facebook did not contain any statement which could
serve as a base for discussion among the citizens, but were focused on campaign information.
This suggests that the use of Facebook was mainly strategic. Most of the content posted on
Facebook during the election period contained some emotions. The majority of the posts were
carrying positive emotions such as hope and enthusiasm. Just a small percentage of the posts
beared negative emotions such as mistrust. The posts which were containing emotional content
were related to the programme and ideology of the party whereas posts concerning the electoral
campaign showed balance with half of them bearing emotions and half not. When it comes to
polarity of emotions half of the posts concerning ideological and programmatic issues contained
positive emotions whereas few contained negative ones. Most of the posts relating to the
campaign contained positive feelings. A significant presence of emotions in Podemos’ discourse
on Facebook during the electoral campaign can be observed. The use of positive emotions was
aimed to promote mobilization. Podemos tried to convert the negative emotions against
traditional parties into positive feelings during the campaign, in order to place itself as a source of
hope (Sampietro & Valera Ordaz, 2015).
Germany
German far-left parties use social media to communicate their content. The most commonly used
hashtags are: #socialism #antisocialism #cityworkers #1.Mai #antifa.
Traditionally, on social media, May 1 is an opportunity for messages related to the celebration of
the World Work Day, the situation of the working class, exploitation by capitalism, etc. And on May
8, it is used to communicate anti-fascist messages.
One of the most promoted events on the youtube channel of the MLPD party and other social
media of this party was the unveiling of the Lenin statue in Gelsenkirchen on 20.06.2010. As the
memorial was revealed, Gabi Fechtner, chairperson of the MLPD party said that in Germany
anti-communism is a state religion, which is why the Lenin monument is a sign of tolerance for
communist-minded people. (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wLSEQANCG3Q)

Gender dimension in far-left communication
Far-left extremists' communication strategies on gender dimension are rather unnoticeable as a
subject for research and analysis in the last six years. Although, in some publications one can find
references that touch upon aspects of gender, that is without specific aspects of communication
and message.
An example of analysis contained in gray literature is the example of Germany, where in addition
to anti-racism, many young people with the far-left orientation also reject sexism as an important
aspect of political orientation. The young people are concerned about the power gap between
men and women, with gender issues as well as sexual harassment and criticism of socially
propagated beauty ideals.
On the occasion of international women's day, the Communist Party of Germany posted an online
manifesto demanding equal work payment for men and women. Out of the 28 EU Member States
(before Brexit), Germany is 26th in terms of the gender pay gap. The difference is 22% with an EU
average of 16.3%. The information is entitled: “EU? No thanks”. In the text there is a picture of
young women holding a piece of paper with the words: equal pay for equal work.
Another message addressed to women is to oblige doctors to provide the woman with
information on the methode how to perform abortions. “If you want women's rights, there is every
reason to discuss socialism as an alternative to capitalism. We fight for this.”
The Marxist-Leninist Party of Germany (MLPD) published on their website the leaflet: “The class
struggle and the struggle for the liberation of women''. It contains fundamental positions of the
Marxist-Leninists on the struggle for the liberation of women. It deals on all sides with bourgeois
and petty-bourgeois feminism as well as with the bourgeois lie of life of the equality of men and
women in capitalism.

Youth dimension in far-left communication
In line to the RAN Report (2017) youth is one of the main audiences of far-left movements and
parties. Both high schools and universities offer fertile ground for left wing extremist recruiters
seeking target audiences. Historically, the left appeals strongly to teachers and intellectuals as well
as comrades and union workers who are recruited at the workplace. Left-wing extremists also
make use of books and the internet for their propaganda (but they don't employ high-profile
videos and GIFs as much). It's worth adding, the online presence of radical left movements is less
visible than that of right-wing extremists Daesh (RAN Report, 2017).
The Syriza party's message was aimed at young people, particularly in a social context. As a result
of the economic crisis of 2008, the unemployment rate in Greece increased dramatically, especially
among young people. For this reason, this social group has become particularly vulnerable to
radical left-wing messages. This message pointed to the guilt of youth unemployment in the form
of an unjust social system, globalisation and the political establishment.

The situation is different from Greece in Germany. Due to the different economic situation,
relatively low youth unemployment, far-left parties use a different rhetoric. For example the
research project on the topic of "Political engagement, biographical processes and orientations for
action in protest movements and left-wing-affinity scenes” was carried out in Germany from 2013
to 2015 funded by the Federal Ministry of Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth. The
project conducted in-depth interviews with young people with left-wing, politically engaged views.
According to the results of the research, the following arguments from the radical left narrative
were sent to young people: social justice, equal opportunities or solidarity. The very central
concept of almost all statements is the topic of justice. In most cases, this means the idea of a
social Justice, which is seen in a direct connection with distributional ideologies and linked to a
critique of capitalism. Justice is often associated with a "good life" for all people as a broad term.
The characteristics of this vision of life are primarily equal opportunities, the dissolution of
hierarchies, sustainability and freedom in the sense of free development and freedom of choice of
individual life models.
With regard to the understanding of social inequality, young people refer to the "gap between rich
and poor" and criticise the massive inequality of resources in society as unjust and illegitimate,
they feel that "people on the edge of the subsistence minimum and other people are incredibly
rich". In their view, the causes of social inequality are rooted in the functioning of the capitalist
economic system. They were therefore primarily of a structural nature and not by individual fault.
Economically weaker groups of the society like unemployed or refugees would be socially
excluded since they would have no opportunities to stand up for their own interests and did not
have a lobby, they would not be taken into account in public politics. For this reason, left-wing
young people consider it necessary to stand up on behalf of these groups.
While some young people mainly refer to co-determination deficits in individual areas, the debate
on structures of domination and power for some of the respondents, is the fundamental element
of their social critique. For them, domination is a central characteristic of our society to freedom
and violence and forms the basis of oppression, exclusion and exploitation. In the opinion of
young people, the current society is characterised by bondage and is based on permanent
violence, which is expressed in social constraints.
A key question in the study was the use of violence for political purposes. The respondent's view
gives a different quality to the two forms of violence. If the use of "violence against property" is
deemed to be legitimate in certain situations, violence is used in the service of a strategic
objective. When lighting cars or garbage containers, the intention is to distract the police from
intervening. With blockades the right-wing extremists are to be deterred from public action. The
sometimes overly clear separation between "violence against persons" and "violence" against
things

obviously also implies transitions and overlaps. "Violence against persons" is

overwhelmingly unpopular among respondents.

As an example of the communication practices of the far-left party in Germany aimed at young
people, we could bring MLPD that posted on their website on 30 March 2017 an appeal to young
people following the title: “Rebellious youth forms”. The appeal calls on young people to rebel
against the capitalist social system: “The rebellion of the youth is revived. And more recently,
young people are also increasingly looking for political cooperation and organisation. At the same
time, the youth movement is still fragmented and has so far no social goal in its mass. What can be
expected from the rebellious and revolutionary youth in the 100th anniversary year of the October
Revolution?” “Sufficient reasons for rebellion. The capitalist crises often hit the 22 million young
people under the age of 27 in Germany particularly hard. The new Children and Youth Report of
the Federal Ministry of Family Affairs must admit that one in five minors is poor or at risk of
poverty.”
The Socialist Equality Party (SGP) in Germany has its own youth organization - International Youth
and Students for Social Equality (IYSSE). The message to young people on the website is worded as
follows: “War, poverty, social inequality, the danger of fascism, authoritarian regimes, and the
destruction of the environment – all the major problems facing humanity have their roots in the
capitalist system. They can only be solved if the working class takes power and builds a socialist
society based on genuine social equality. Join our fight and join the IYSSE!”
The Spanish case of raising the Podemos party was led on a similar background as in Greece.
Podemos was set up in the wake of mass youth protests against government austerity (by the
'Spanish indignados') and became a major force in the 2015 Spanish general election (Furlong,
2016). A significant number of its founders formed part of the Juventud Sin Futuro [Youth Without
a Future] movement, which spoke out against the precarious situation facing young people in the
country, and the Democracia Real Ya [Real Democracy Now] platform, which highlighted the
inefficiency of the mechanisms of representative democracy in Spain (Casero‐Ripollés et al, 2017).
There are a lot of published articles about youth as a target group of the Podemos party, however
there are no research publications and grey literature in English about the communication of
Podemos to young people.

Gaps in the literature
From conducting the analysis of the literature, it appears that communication strategies in the
extreme left have not been the subject of comprehensive, in-depth research and analysis in the
last six years. During the analysed period, not a single publication was found in repositories or in
the gray literature that would deal with the communication strategy of the extreme left. It should
be added that when analysing the literature, the topic of the message was most often associated
with extreme left-wing parties that achieved success in national elections or elections to the
European Parliament. The area of extreme left-wing movements as well as their message and
communication is insufficiently explored. It's worth adding that even if there are scientific
publications which somehow touch the communication issue (not deeply), there are no reports of
analysis from NGOs and other national and European institutions. The subject of left-wing
extremism communication is absent as a dedicated report in RAN publications. Other think tanks
deal with this subject very rarely. On the other hand there is a lack of translations into English of
reports on far-left extremism prepared by think tanks in other languages, e.g. in Germany and
Spain. Even if the publication deals with the subject of communication strategy in a cross-sectional
manner, it is always only a mention of the extreme left-wing subject. Most attention is paid to
right-wing and religious extremism (jihadism).
There are many more scientific and popular studies on right-wing extremism than left-wing
extremism. There are scientific studies on left-wing extremism as a whole phenomenon, but not
directed to communication strategies. However, there are no reports describing the various
movements of left-wing extremism, written in non scientific-language, understood by the average
reader.

Conclusions
Public space in Europe now devotes much less attention to left-wing extremism than right-wing
extremism. According to various opinion polls, left-wing extremism is seen nowadays as far less
dangerous than right-wing extremism. One factor that influences perceptions is the fact that
right-wing extremism is being harsh against groups perceived as weaker: immigrants, minorities.
Left-wing extremism, on the other hand, is most often against the state, the police, and market
institutions. This is met with much less public condemnation.

Nevertheless, both right-wing and left-wing extremism should be constantly monitored and
analysed to identify potential threats to social order. The analysis of radical left-wing movements
shows that these movements are developing differently in different countries. This depends on
the political, social and economic conditions in a particular country. The activity of radical left-wing
movements is also changing. Activity is increasing due to important political events (e.g. G20
summit, etc.) or in connection with labour day demonstrations on the 1st of May. It is also
important that, during periods of decline in the activity of parties and far-left organisations, their
activities are monitored and analysed. It is also important to develop methods on the basis of
continuous analysis to counter and prevent both far right and far left extremists.
One example of countering extremism was prepared by the German Federal Agency for Civic
Education: practical pedagogical tools to be used as a prevention against left-wing extremism
among young people. Materials exist only in German. It would be worth taking stock of similar
materials in different EU countries and analysing how they are implemented at local level in
different countries. RAN has created a very wide catalogue of good practices from different
countries. It is important to disseminate tools to counter extremism among important
professional groups: teachers, journalists, police, local authorities, NGOs and parents of
youngsters.

3.1.4 Separatism
Introduction
Separatism can be understood as a ‘’political movement which aims to separate from the state a
part of its territory and to create there a new state’’ (Baranov et al., 2016, p. 2), but it is often used
as an umbrella term which encompasses a much wider range of movements and is associated
with stateless nationalism. In nearly every country in Europe, some movement fits this description,
even if the nature, the goals and the primary modes of action of each one is quite diverse among
them. The goals of those movements can range from claims for simple recognition or autonomy,
to full secessionism or even irredentism. As for the type of activities they engage in, while some
might be strictly democratic and peaceful, others can lead to full-out war. In this regard, it is
especially important to note that the nature of separatist movements, the type of activities they
engage in and the actors that might be involved are quite volatile and tend to change with time
(Anderson, 2018). That means separatist efforts that were once extreme and violent, like the one
between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland – one of the main actors of which was the
Irish Republican Army (IRA) –, can be appeased with time and eventually die down, and the
contrary is also possible.
On account of the specificities of each separatist movement, not only in terms of the
characteristics described above, but also considering whether one or more states are involved,
one cannot treat them as a whole. In fact, the available literature on this topic tends to deal with
each conflict separately and even more so when dealing with specific literature concerning the
communication strategies of the separatist movements.

In this type of conflict, dominating the narratives is one of the most important aspects and
whichever side achieves this feat can shape reality and the people’s perception. This naturally
means that communication is of the essence and that separatist movements have to get their
message across to the highest number of people possible and as efficiently as possible. This is the
rationale behind the requirement to understand just how these separatist movements strive for
that goal.

Analysis of the communication strategies
From the literature analysed, which focus mostly on one specific case study, or at best offers
comparative case studies, a few general themes can be gleaned, both in terms of narratives and of
means of communication.
As far as narratives go, economic concerns are often cited as factors that play into any kind of
extremism, with separatism being no exception: in fact it is seen by some authors as one of the
main drivers of separatism (Dalle Mulle, 2018; Dalle Mudde and Serrano, 2019). Another recurring
theme is the dissatisfaction with the central government’s performance and the relationship that it
establishes with the territories seeking some form of separatism.
These different arguments are summarized by Dalle Mudde and Serrano into four main theories
for supporting secessionism: communitarian theories, which allow for self-determination only of
‘’encompassing groups’’; choice theories, which highlight liberal-democratic principles of
self-determination; remedial perspectives, which allow for secession only on the basis of just
cause, and instrumental arguments, which focus on independence as the means to achieve better
welfare and governance for the national population at stake (2019, p. 632-633). Separatist
movements often mobilize the last three simultaneously in their narratives and so, in the following
analysis; these categories will be mobilized whenever deemed relevant.
Invariably, all these concerns and arguments are woven into the thread of identity. Be it political,
cultural, linguistic or religious, the separatist peoples’ unique identity is always stressed as being
incompatible with or unaccepted by the central government, thus further justifying the quest for
independence. These aspects build up a very emotionally charged language of victimization,
marginalization and/or oppression.
As regards the more technical aspects of how separatist movements divulge their narratives, these
tend to depend mainly on whether or not the movements operate within democratic arenas.
When they do, in the cases of Scotland and Catalonia, the movements are straddled on political
parties and so their communication ranges from pamphlets and manifestos, to speeches and
interviews, to websites and social media. More extremist cases operate differently, especially
when violent conflict leads to self-proclaimed states which will then develop their own media
organizations, for example.

Often associated with the separatist movements and their communication strategies, is also the
role of the media. While this doesn’t directly concern this analysis, it is important to acknowledge
that the public sphere and all political processes are in part constructed, and certainly influenced
by the media, so that all political actors, including separatist movements, must take this element
into account when developing their communication strategies. This becomes increasingly
important when foreign influences can be detected (such as in the case of the Donbas region,
discussed below), or when the separatist movement attracts international attention. In these
circumstances, analysing media biases and media coverage of the events can be important (for
example, López-Orlano and Fenoll, 2019).
In the chosen case studies, the European dimension tends to be present in the narratives of the
separatist movements: in favour of the EU in the case of Catalonia and Scotland, and, against it, in
the case of the Donbas region. In fact, Boylan and Turkina state that ‘’independence-seeking
parties should be motivated to endorse the EU and European integration as an alternative
strategy to advance their interests while their host states remain unyielding’’ (2019, p. 1311). This is
also possible because the EU has created fora to welcome these parties, from the Committee of
Regions (CoR), to groups in the European Parliament, like the European Free Alliance (EFA) (Boylan
and Turkina, 2019), whose current member parties include the Scottish National Party and
Esquerra Republicana Catalunya, analysed below.
Catalonia
The separatist movement in Catalonia exemplifies the aforementioned volatility of separatist
movements and their goals: It emerged and existed for a period as a claim for increased
autonomy within Spain and, only more recently, did it become a movement for independence
(Anderson, 2018). There are three main parties involved: Convergència i Unió (CiU), Candidatura
d'Unitat Popular (CUP) and Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (ERC), as well as two main civil
society organizations: Assemblea Nacional Catalana (ANC) and Omnium Cultural.
The economic aspect of the separatists’ narratives is arguably related with the fact that Catalonia
is financing the rest of Spain through high taxes, without receiving enough investment in return
(Dalle Mudde, 2018) – a remedial perspective. The way in which such concerns are expressed,
addressed directly at the political class and the national government, exemplify why various
authors also stress the leftist populism of the pro-independence Catalan parties. Candidatura
d'Unitat Popular with its far-left, anti capitalist rhetoric and grass-roots origins, is part of that
strand, even if this was a significantly smaller actor (Dalle Mudde and Serrano, 2019).
The pro-independence parties in Catalonia also complain of the central government, charging it of
subjugating the region and of not being democratic, in so far as not recognizing Catalonia’s right to
self-determination (Dalle Mudde, 2018). This is one of the key features of this case study with
regard to communication strategies, since, without leading to full-blown conflict, the separatist
movement has been met with what its members consider significant repression from the central
government – amplifying the already existing use of choice theory narrative.

As with most separatist movements, language also plays a role, and because Catalan (the
language) is part of the Catalan identity, the parties arguing for independence try to strengthen
the language, by imposing its use in education, in public administration and even in the private
sector. However, these efforts have not been quite as successful as anticipated, which allows
those actors to lay the blame on the national government (Lesmes, 2020).
Another of the many ways in which the Catalan identity is built in opposition to the Spanish one,
rests on its support for the EU: ‘’In Catalonia, embracing a European identity has become a way of
contrasting a supposedly more modern and progressive character with the Spanish state, which is
seen as conservative and isolationist’’ (Muro and Vlaskamp, 2016, p. 1118).
García (2018) focuses on the importance of storytelling for nations and, thus, for all nationalist
movements, even if the ways in which these stories are created are, indeed, quite fictional and
based on myths. According to the author, there are four master plots that structure the Catalan
national story - quest, escape, revenge and transformation -, which reflect the aforementioned
themes. In terms of the main motives of those Catalan myths, he points out redemption and
suffering, unjust treatment, rebirth and renewal, and antiquity (García, 2018, p. 292).
Scotland
The ‘’united’’ adjective as regards the United Kingdom has long been put into question, but the
issue of Scottish independence has recently got new wind in its sails. An excellent example of
democratic and peaceful efforts for independence, the movement is spearheaded by the Scottish
National Party (SNP) which, in May 2021, won its fourth consecutive term in government.
An interesting aspect of the communication strategies of the Scottish independence movement is
not so much the narratives that it emphasizes, but the ones it does not: ethnicity. Duclos (2020)
classifies the SNP as a pluralist-nationalist party as opposed to ethno-nationalist ones, which,
while stressing the Scottish identity, does not associate it with any ethnicity.
One of the recurring points of the party’s plank is also economic: the ‘’Scottish Oil’’ and the
argument that an independent Scotland, exploring its own natural resources, free from the
austerity policies of the national government, would be one of the richest and most developed
countries in Europe (Dalle Mudde, 2018) – an instrumental argument.
Accusations of a democratic deficit in the national government (a remedial perspective), are also
part of the discourse, a claim that was more relevant than in Catalonia, due to the administrative
and bureaucratic differences between Spain and the UK. As a matter of fact, for a long period of
time, Scotland had no regional parliament. Along with this claim, there is a highlight on Scotland’s
unique culture and identity, which is mostly defined in political terms, as opposed to the UK’s
conservative nature (albeit that difference is narrowing down) (Della Mudde, 2018) – this accounts
for the main communitarian theory narrative.
Another fundamental aspect of the Scottish argument for independence, which has only become
increasingly relevant, is its pro-European stance, which was clearly demonstrated by the results of
the 2016 Brexit referendum, when the Scots expressively voted to remain in the EU. This issue
continued to shape the movement even after the referendum, and has increasingly become a
contentious issue (Duclos, 2020).

As far as the ways of spreading the separatist message (as well as the unionist counter and
alternative narrative), Balcells and Padró-Solanet (2020) mention the importance of ‘’door-to-door
canvassing; leafleting; parades; street bands; creative art projects; banners; posters; the sporting
of lapel badges and T-shirts, as well as countless interventions from industry figures, politicians,
and celebrities, and two set piece televised debates between the two campaign leaders’’ in the
occasion of the independence referendum (p. 13). The online campaign was perhaps even more
important and longer, as these offline initiatives were concentrated in the official campaign period,
while online activity began much earlier, as discussed below.

Donbas
This case is substantially different from the previous ones in many ways. First of all, as it concerns
a region in Ukraine, it is not a separatist movement within a European member State, even if the
European question is highly connected to the separatist movement. Secondly, the separatist
regions, Donetsk and Luhansk, which together make up the Donbas region, have since seceded
and created their own and respective People’s Republic so, even if it can be argued that this is not
their final goal, one first objective has been accomplished. Thirdly, the accomplishment of this goal
and the establishment of the People’s Republic of Donetsk and the People’s Republic of Luhansk
was all but democratic, and in fact was quite belligerent. Fourthly, a full understanding of this
separatist movement, and crucially of the narratives that shaped it, require the consideration and
the study of the foreign, in this case Russian, influence. Due to this last point, one must be very
critical when examining the (abundant) literature, as even the academic debate surrounding this
separatist movement is quite polarized and impartiality is not always guaranteed.
Ukraine is no stranger to internal turmoil and ethnic, linguistic and regional division, as is the case
for many, if not all, former members of the USSR. While the case of Crimea might have been the
most internationally mediated, the focus on the Donbas region allows us to consider a more
extremist and violent version of separatism. One aspect that is routinely singled out as the spark
that ignited the movement was the 2014 Maidan protests in Kyiv which were pro-European and
condemned the Ukrainian President’s decision not to sign the Association Agreement with the EU,
in favor of the Russian-led Custom Union (Baysha, 2017). The demonstrators were at one point
dispersed by a special police force named ‘’Berkut’’. The southeastern regions of Ukraine, which
include the separatist regions, where ties to Russia are, arguably, stronger, supported the
government’s decision, and reacted to the Maidan protests with anti-Maidan, anti-European
protests of their own which eventually escalated to the separatist movements – despite starting as
quests for increased autonomy (Guiliano, 2018). The term ‘’separatism’’ is usually contentious
within the movements that are described as such, and academics also tend to debate these
categorizations, but the description of the conflict in Donetsk and Luhansk is particularly
contested and still has not been settled.

The questions around the term ‘’separatism’’ point to the multiple narratives that coexisted within
the movement. The initial goal of autonomy within Ukraine continued to be supported by many, as
well as the federalization of Ukraine, the creation of two independent states for Donetsk and
Luhansk, the establishment of a new state or a (con)federation of the both called NovoRossiya, or
the annexation by Russia, following the example of Crimea.
Ethnicity is a complex matter since ‘’cultural boundaries between Russians and Ukrainians are
fuzzy and faint, as indicated by the high rate of inter-ethnic marriage’’ (Guiliano, 2015, p. 516).
Language, just as ethnicity, is mixed, with a large percentage of the population speaking both
Russian and Ukrainian, regardless of ethnicity and, according to Guiliano, ‘’there is no a priori
reason why people’s linguistic identity trumps their other identities and interests’’ (Guiliano, 2015,
p. 517). This diversity of opinion did not stop the separatist movements from creating their main
narratives around these issues, which drew a reaction from the Ukrainian government and was
divulged by the media, creating a misleadingly uniform image of very heterogeneous movements.

Focus on social media
Studies focusing on the means of communication of the separatist movements in general, and on
social media, in particular, are few and far in between.
Still, one example worth mentioning is Balcells and Padró-Solanet (2020) that focuses on the use
of Twitter in the discussion of Catalonia’s separatist movement. The authors highlight the accounts
of two organizations that occupied preeminent places in the debate, respectively, for and against
Catalonian independence: Assemblea Nacional Catalana (ANC, @assemblea) and Societat Civil
Catalana (SCC, @societatcc). Other organizations, like Omnium Cultural, also played important
roles in the organization of events and both online and offline mobilization of support. According
to this study, Twitter allowed for in depth discussion between individuals with opposing stances,
with particular engagement of pro-independence supporters, which underscores the importance
of social media to political debate. The authors further point to the relevance of news stories and
political interventions of public figures directly in, or transmitted by, other media, in influencing
the topic of the conversations generated on Twitter (Balcells and Padró-Solanet, 2020).
Another study on the behaviour of Twitter users during the Catalonian referendum, which
followed two neutral hashtags #9N and #9N2014, supports the conclusion that users were willing
to participate in discussions with the opposing camp, but also shows that their retweet network
was very polarized (Guerrero-Solé, 2017). This study also points to the importance of political
figures and the aforementioned organizations as they were among the most retweeted users. The
Scottish independence campaign, namely around the time of the independence referendum, also
mobilized social media, and inspired the work of authors, such as Shephard and Quinlan (2015).
According to the authors, social media became so important in the campaign that ‘’even if a
person tried avoiding social media, by accident or design during the campaign, what took place
online often became the lead story for traditional news itself’’ (p. 6). The reverse is also true, with
offline events having profound influence on online support for either of the campaigns. The study
concludes that the separatist campaign amassed more support and generated more enthusiasm
on Facebook and Twitter than the unionists´, and that this correlates with growing public support

for a ‘’yes’’ vote on the referendum, even if the ‘’no’’ ultimately won. In regards to the actual utility
of social media, the authors argue that ‘’for many on the Yes side in particular, social media
became not just a means to share information and to rally the troops to attend and support
events, but also a means to correct perceived bias in more traditional media formats’’ (Shephard
and Quinlan, 2015, p. 17).

Focus on gender dimension
If the youth dimension is seriously under-investigated, the gender dimension is nearly ignored in
its entirety, the sole exception being Alonso (2018). The author claims that women’s movements
were involved in the Scottish independence referendum in 2014, on both sides, with significantly
bigger engagement on the pro-independence side which was to be expected from a left-leaning
system waging a campaign where equality and welfare were central issues. As a gender gap in the
voting intentions was detected, both sides showed a ‘’propensity of the political parties –
particularly the SNP as the party in office – to show interest in women’s concerns and project
themselves as feminist allies, as well as the willingness of women’s groups to seize those
opportunities’’ (Alonso, 2018).
This last aspect was so crucial that its absence in the Catalan case is one of the reasons that
explains the lack of engagement on the part of women’s movements, along with the lack of
consensus among these movements regarding Catalan independence, their previous lack of
involvement with institutional actors, and the fact that the party leading the independency quest
(Convergència i Unió) was more centre-right and, overall, not very friendly to women’s issues
(Alonso, 2018).

Focus on youth dimension
There is a clear lack of literature on the specifics of separatist communication addressed to youth.
Nonetheless two particular studies focus on this dimension.
Kostov (2020) highlights the way in which Catalonian authorities have, since the democratization of
Spain, and via the Statute of Autonomy of Catalonia, used education and the Catalan language as
tools of indoctrination, shaping youth’s perception of history and geography, so as to instill in
them a strong perception of a Catalonian identity and, thus, facilitate separatist views.
In his analysis of children’s books and playgrounds, as well as textbooks from primary and
secondary school, and even academic articles, the author finds misleading information, a
consolidated omission of facts and made up narratives. The author states that these are explicit
efforts to ‘’instill into the Catalonian students’ brains that these are the facts and that Spain and
Spanish identity do not really exist, or if they exist, they are very weak unlike the strong, vibrant,
and very old Catalonian national identity.’’ (Kostov, 2020, p. 89).
In Scotland there are further reasons to consider this dimension of the separatist movement,
since citizens aged 16 and 17 were also allowed to vote in the 2014 independence referendum,
and as a result of that, the age requirement to vote in Scottish parliamentary elections was
dropped to 16 (Grant, Bennet and Adams, 2015). However, the study by Grant, Bennet and Adams
focuses on the individual and collective psychological aspects that may influence young people’s
support of separatist agendas. While the authors acknowledge that the intense and long campaign
for the referendum, which preceded the study, likely, influenced it, it does not focus on the way in
which the Yes Scotland (pro-independence) campaign specifically targeted and addressed young
people.

Gaps in literature
While the literary production on separatism in the last 6 years is very significant, several aspects
remain seriously under researched.
As has been stated, studies on separatism tend to be specific to individuals or, at most,
comparative case studies that reflect the uniqueness of each such movement, but should not
deter academics from updating the more general literature on separatism. This becomes even
more important when we consider the specific subject of communication strategies. Indeed, only a
small percentage of the literature reviewed in this report was solely dedicated to the
communication strategies of the separatist movements and, as evidenced by their relative
presence in this report. The narratives of the movements – i.e. their message – is exponentially
more analysed than the logistic aspects of this communication – i.e. the means through which
these movements make their message known, and lure supporters, be it online or offline,
face-to-face or through the media.
The specific focus of this literary review also highlights precisely these gaps, as well as the fact that
social media, youth, and above all, gender, are all under researched areas. In the age of internet
2.0., and considering the relevance that these tools play in other types of extremism, more
research concerning the way separatist movements use social media is needed. As for youth and
gender dimensions, it is unclear whether the lack of specific literature results from a real lack of
relevance of these dimensions within separatist movements or not.

Conclusions
The main take away from this literature review is undoubtedly individuality and volatility. Each
separatist movement is unique in its goals, supporters, actions and communication strategies.
Even when the same themes are present – discriminatory redistribution, ethnicity, language,
positions vis-à-vis the EU – they are addressed differently precisely because the context requires
different communication strategies. Beyond being unique to each movement, and even within the
same movement, all of these narratives appear in different forms and with different levels of
importance, not to mention in opposite perspectives, either throughout time, or according to the
internal faction of the separatist movement that is considered. On no account are these
movements monolithic.
This amply justifies the need for further research, especially concerning the three dimensions
analysed in this paper– social media, youth and, above all gender –, which are under researched.
This is all the more important considering the ubiquity of separatist and nationalist movements,
not only in Europe, but globally, a tendency which shows no signs of abating anytime soon.

Tab. 2 Extremist narratives: gaps in literature
Religious extremism
A number of topics
regarding the role of
cyberspace for religious
extremist activities still
have to be investigated.
Further attention should
be paid on how
communication strategies
used by religious
extremism impact on the
target audience.
Further attention should
be paid on whether one
type of platform is more
effective than the other.

Far-right extremism
There is very little research
on how informal actors are
countering far-right
narratives by using the
same platforms as
extremists to disprove and
“mock” far-right narratives.
There is a gap in research
that thoroughly looks at
how men and women both
engage and are affected by
communication strategies
aimed at far-right
extremism.
More research concerning
far-right extremist
narratives built and spread
across encrypted networks
(e.g.Telegram) is needed.
There is a lack of research
on how gamification can be
used in communication
strategies to counter
far-right extremist behavior
and narratives.

Far-left extremism

Separatism

The area of extreme
left-wing movements as
well as their message
and communication is
insufficiently explored.

Social media, youth, and
above all, gender, are all
under researched areas.

There is a lack of
translations into English
of reports on far-left
extremism written by
think tanks in other
languages, e.g. in
Germany and Spain.

More research
concerning the way
separatist movements
use social media is
needed.

3.2 Literature review of the current counter-narratives and
alternative narratives programmes and models in counter
extremism messaging
3.2.1 Narratives, counter-narratives, alternative narratives: some definitions
Extremist violence is supported by convincing narratives that justify violence. As narratives
represent the foundation of the attractiveness of extremism and counter-narratives should be a
vital element in CVE strategies, it is important to understand what is a narrative and what
constitutes a “strong narrative”. A narrative has been described by Schmid (2014) as a
easily-expressed story or explanation that organises people’s experience and provides a
framework for understanding events. Furthermore, Schmid (2014) has also identified the following
as the components of an effective narrative:

❖ It has to articulate «a clear, realistic and compelling mission purpose without getting entangled
in sub-goals and details, but keeping the focus on long-term, overarching goals that have to be
related to cultural norms and values as well as interests» (Schmid 2014, p. 29);
❖ It has to have legitimacy because it matches cultural and public norms and values and is
perceived by relevant publics as justified;
❖ It must express a prospect of success and provide a feeling of progress towards its goals;
❖ it must reflect major themes of our own identity.
Narratives, therefore, play an important role in the radicalisation process for their ability to offer a
socially constructed version of reality that responds instrumentally to the propaganda goals of the
narrator and, consequently, a better understanding of the nature and dynamics of extremist
beliefs will allow to design counter radicalisation strategies that have a better chance of success
(Upal 2015). Starting from this awareness, researchers and counter-terrorism practitioners in
recent years focused on the potential of counter-narratives in combating and preventing
radicalisation and violent extremism (Cherney, 2018; Cherney and Belton, 2019; Braddock, 2020).
In response to the sophisticated communication skills and strategies shown by extremists groups
in online activities of recruitment and dissemination of digital contents, policymakers are paying
increasing attention to the necessity to develop online counter-messaging tools. Online campaigns
and initiatives have thus proliferated and these efforts can be divided into three categories based
on the actors involved and the content disseminated (Briggs and Feve, 2013):
❖ Counter-narratives (CN), aimed at deconstructing and discrediting violent extremist
messages;
❖ Alternative narratives (AN), focused on the promotion of alternative narratives and positive
values.
❖ Government Strategic communications.
In general, counter-messaging is considered as a central response to violent extremism. It is a
proactive approach that «focuses on reducing the demand for such content by undermining its
appeal through offering credible alternatives» (Briggs, Feve 2013, p. 5). One type of
counter-messaging activity involves government strategic communications. The goal of strategic
communications is for the government to raise awareness of what it is doing and to build positive
relationships with key constituencies. Counter-messaging, nevertheless, may also take the form of
alternative narratives: positive stories about «social values, tolerance, openness, freedom and
democracy» (Briggs, Feve 2013, p. 5). In other words, alternative narratives should be able to
bridge the “us” versus “them” divide that is fostered by extremists (Schmid 2014). Unlike the
strategic communication (that is the purview of government), alternative narratives can be used by
both government and civil society activists and groups. Finally, counter-messaging may be realized
through counter-narratives. Counter-narratives represent attempts to directly or indirectly
challenge violent extremist messages (Briggs, Feve 2013). These programs can function both
online and offline. Counter-narratives highlight what is wrong with extremist ideologies and

dismantle associated conspiracy theories (Schmid, 2014). It involves creating and promoting
narratives that stand in opposition to those presented by extremists.

3.2.2 Review of the literature on current counter-narratives and alternative
narratives programmes and models in counter extremism messaging: trends,
strengths and weaknesses
The focus of this section of the report is specifically on counter-extremism messaging with the goal
of taking a state-of-the-art look. The aim of this review is to propose a comprehensive evaluation
of the effectiveness of online counter-narratives and alternative narratives, so it will focus on the
first two categories (CN and AN) identified in the previous paragraph. In order to achieve this goal,
it will be realized through an analysis of recent studies and research – covering the time frame
2015-2020 – evaluating the characteristics and effectiveness of online counter and alternative
narrative campaigns, conducted as part of P/CVE effort. The limited studies on this topic include
both manuals and reports that illustrate and guide the design, implementation, monitoring and
evaluation of CN and AN campaigns and theoretical analysis and empirical research to measure
the impact of such campaigns.
In the last decade, different scholars wrote about the topic of how to build an effective CVE
program in relation to different kinds of extremism. Specifically, Stevens and Neumann (2009)
primarily looked at the different types of approaches that may be used in an online context,
distinguishing between positive and negative approaches, that is – respectively – the difference
between removing and blocking online content versus providing content that counters radical
perspectives.
In 2016, a work by Reynolds and Tuck offered guidance for monitoring and evaluating (M&E) a
counter-narrative campaign. According to the authors, the core of a CN campaign M&E lies in an
analysis of the metrics from the websites and social platforms used. Social media metrics fall into
two categories: awareness and engagement: respectively, the total number of people who view the
campaign contents (videos, ads, posts, websites or other digital material) and some information
about those people, the volume and types of interaction between audience members,
campaigners or campaign materials.
Braddock and Horgan (2016) provided a detailed description of how to develop counternarratives,
while Briggs and Feve (2013) – as we have seen in the previous paragraph – concentrated on the
issues of CVE, distinguishing between government and nongovernment actors in providing
counter-narratives. Taking into account these different approaches, Davies, Neudecker, Ouellet,
Bouchard, and Ducol (2016) have built an integrated model of analysis and they applied it to a set
of six CVE online campaigns. Their analysis referred to four indicators:
1. whether the campaign considers contextual factors such as ideology, at-risk targets, social
processes, and drivers;

2. the issuer of the campaign (government or other reliable issuers);
3. the media (online or off-line);
4. the positiveness or negativity of the message (positiveness describes information and
education-oriented actions, while negativeness refers to a censorship approach aimed at
removing all the content related to violent extremism arguments) (Monaci 2020).
Another research assessing the impact of online campaigns (Silverman et al., 2016) presented the
development, deployment and evaluation of three counter-narrative campaigns. Its initial research
hypothesis was that, even with limited funding and a guide to support NGOs in launching
counter-narrative projects on social media, appreciable results can be achieved in terms of
awareness, engagement and impact. The qualitative analysis of the comments, moreover,
highlighted the counter-narrative campaigns analysed showed a capacity to promote critical
reflection and the consideration of different points of view (“sustained engagements”).
More recently, empirical studies have been conducted on counter-narrative campaigns designed
to prevent and fight terrorism on social media (Langer et al., 2019; Silverman et al., 2016;
Speckhard, Shajkovci and Bodo, 2018; Speckhard et al., 2018). In particular, the study conducted by
Langer (Langer et al 2019) of online campaigns showed which characteristics of social media posts
produced the greatest reaction among the target group: Success: posts that express a feeling of
success; Determent: personal stories concerning, for example, some family members of the victims
or former extremists; The ability to provoke strong emotions. In terms of audience information,
research outlined the importance of Self-promotion, an integrated call to action that offers
interested people the opportunity to play an active role. Finally, this study suggested that these
initiatives must be integrated into other counterterrorism efforts, both by employing other
effective Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) and by intensifying real-world
activities, especially interaction with potential target groups.
Two exploratory studies focused on efforts to combat ISIS ideology and its online dissemination
were carried out by the International ICSVE (Center for the Study of Violent Extremism). The first
study (Speckhard, Shajkovci, Bodo 2018) analysed the effects of exposure to counter-narrative
material on social media among ISIS group followers, promoters and sympathizers. The research
examined both the degree of radicalisation and online behaviour of these individuals and the
effects of posting counter-videos to their online pages. The research results indicated how this
specific target can be reached and demonstrate that people displaying radicalized online
behaviour can easily be found and communicated with, spearing counter-narrative materials
(Rosato, 2021). The second ICSVE study (Speckhard et al. 2018) aimed to identify the most
appropriate method for countering ISIS ideology on Facebook and verify if the counter-narratives
used in these efforts might have a measurable positive impact. There are two reasons for the
importance of this exploratory study: it was one of the first online focus-groups of radicalized
individuals conducted to test the exposure effects of CN materials; it has produced two significant
results. First, it showed how this type of target audience can be reached, second, it identified what
kind of material is most effective for engaging this audience and their followers.
Within the framework of the studies focused on the effectiveness of counter-narratives, an
interesting research tried to demonstrate the potential of combining online and offline tools. The
study (Speckhard, Shajkovci and Ahmed 2019) presented the results of a research project aimed at

measuring attitudes towards extremist groups and the appeal of violent extremist ideologies such
as ISIS among “vulnerable” Somali communities in the United States. To this end, the focus group
technique was chosen and to encourage discussion around issues of ISIS recruitment and
ISIS-related radicalisation were used videos and visual materials with counter-narrative content.
According to the authors, through dialogue and face-to-face interaction, the participants changed
their positions and developed more solidly negative opinions about ISIS.
Finally,

van

Eerten and Doosje (2020) have made an examination of social media

counter-messaging as a potential means of preventing or countering radicalisation in violent
extremism. The study focused mainly on Salafi-Jihadi extremism countering efforts and it
proposed several key principles for developing a social media counter-messaging campaign,
beginning from the assumption that such a campaign is exclusively preventive in nature (although
potentially including individuals who show signs of disengagement with the targeted campaigns).
Alongside the studies that deal with measuring the effectiveness of online campaigns, there are
also studies that deal with the identification of the main factors for building an effective online
counter-messaging campaign against radicalisation and violent extremism. Many of the latter
agree in showing that the role of credibility and trust in the entire online communication process
must be analysed in more depth. Currently, this aspect represents the real challenge in potentially
developing more effective strategies. A recent study by Braddock and Morrison (2018), for
example, showed that the transformative power of online counter-narratives against terrorism
depends not only on the content of the messages but also on how the target audience perceives
the source. The study, in fact, analysed the failure of some counter-narrative programs
highlighting how it depended on a perceived lack of source credibility and reliability on the part of
the selected target10. The authors thus developed useful guidelines for constructing credible and
effective communication strategies, beginning from and linking two interesting models: the «Arc of
Terrorism» model developed by Horgan (2014) and the «MAIN» model proposed by Sundar (2008).
Horgan’s «Arc of terrorism» focused on people’s involvement in and disengagement from
terrorism, demonstrating that terrorists aim to fuel confidence in their propaganda to improve
effectiveness and that such confidence in the content sources is fundamental for disengagement
as well. Sundar’s MAIN model addresses the credibility of online sources by identifying the specific
content and the structural characteristics of online messages that affect the degree of credibility
users attribute to message sources. In exploring the credibility of the internet, this study identifies
4 specific factors - modality, agency, interactivity and navigability – that can have a significant
psychological impact on online message users (Rosato, 2021).
Credibility and trust are, therefore, fundamental variables in the communication process and can
only be achieved by considering the close interrelation between socio-technical systems and
narratives. This awareness is at the core of the new narrative ecosystem paradigm developed by a
Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore research group (Lombardi, Lucini, Maiolino 2020) as part of a
pilot study launched under the framework of the TRIVALENT (Terrorism Preventive via Radicalisation
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The case of the initiative “Think Again Turn Away”, a counter-narrative social media program of the US State Department’s
Center for Strategic Counter-terrorism Communication established in late 2013 and operating as a Twitter account
(https://twitter.com/ThinkAgain_DOS, 12/10/2020) that posted counter-messaging content aimed at ISIS. This program was
criticized for its counterproductive effects.

Counter-Narrative) project11 and involving 300 students enrolled in a B.A. course. As part of the
innovative paradigm of the narrative ecosystem a format model was developed that may be useful
in understanding the communication processes that influence both processes of radicalisation
and extremist communication and proactive, adaptive programmes of combatting and prevention.
Within this specific paradigm, violence is conceptualized as multidimensional and dependent on
personal, social and contextual variables while emotions, feelings and affects are identified as
strategic in defining the characteristics of the target audience and the communication ecosystem.
This peculiar interpretation of violence and communication ecosystem derives, in part, from the
F.E.A.R. (Feelings; Emotions; Affects Response) model – developed by the same research group – in
which feelings (personal), emotions (social) and affects (pre-personal) are considered key elements
in analysing violent behaviours. The format model corresponds to the “R” of the F.E.A.R. model and
is

composed

of

two fundamental elements: the communication ecosystem and the

narrative-scope. In other words, it is context-sensitive and target-oriented. The «communication
ecosystem» is, in fact, the context in which narratives operate, interacting with complex and
interconnected, mutually influencing socio-technical systems. This model is useful for guiding the
communication processes that influence both the processes of radicalisation and extremist
communication, and the actions of contrast and prevention.
The pilot study carried out in the framework of the Trivalent project allowed the researchers
involved to elaborate an evaluation and measurement proposal broken down by key elements
along the lines of the GAMMA+ model formulated by the European Commission’s RAN
(Radicalisation Awareness Network)12: Goal, Audience, Message, Messenger, Media, and Action,
plus Monitoring and Evaluation (RAN 2017, 2019).

The «revised GAMMA model» (TRIVALENT

project) that has been proposed clearly shows the realistic objectives that an online campaign can
set to contribute effectively to the fight against violent extremism:
❖ Raising awareness among the target audience (Awareness)
❖ Encouraging online interaction and action (Engagement)
❖ Promote the connection between online and offline actions (Impact)
According to each objective, each campaign must choose and modulate the key elements that
compose a communication campaign (Audience, Message, Messenger and Media) in such a way as
to ensure a significant level of credibility and reliability (Rosato, 2021).
Considering the insights derived from the selected literature review, some strengths and
weaknesses can be identified:
❖ There is a lack of knowledge about how to evaluate a CVE online campaign and about
the domain of counter-messaging. Although there is a growing literature on the topic of
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The Radicalisation Awareness Network (RAN) is a network supported and funded by the European Commission
(https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/radicalisation_awareness_network_en, 12/10/2020). Its purpose is to
network practitioners from around Europe working on the prevention of radicalisation.

how to build an effective CVE program, it is clear that the domain of counter-messaging is
severely hampered by a lack of strong empirical research and thorough evaluation.
❖ CN and AN campaigns have proven useful as preventive tools. While it is clearly
difficult to intervene in the thought or behaviour of radicalized individuals, there seems to
be some good chance for action in relation to the population of extremist group “fans” and
sympathizers. Moreover, these campaigns also demonstrated that people undergoing a
process of personal de-radicalisation can be reached.
❖ The effectiveness of these tools in changing attitudes and behaviours remains
difficult to assess. In general, it is extremely difficult to measure changes in attitudes and
beliefs because such changes comprise a long-term process. It is even more challenging to
measure and evaluate this aspect in the field of prevention especially because the desired
result (prevention, non-radicalisation) is a «non-event» (Rosato, 2021).
❖ Research confirms the usefulness of both quantitative and qualitative research tools
in evaluating the effectiveness of campaigns. All the studies analysed in the previous
pages suggest that quantitative and qualitative research tools should be developed and
integrated. Analysing the metrics can certainly offer insight into the online impact of CN
and AN campaigns, but additional quantitative and qualitative research methods – such as
focus groups, in-depth interviews, online surveys, geo-location analysis and sentiment
analysis – are very important for enriching the evaluation.
❖ The need for further testing and online and offline research. The research presented
here is focused on assessing the impact of online CN and AN campaigns. The main
difficulty, however, is that of measuring changes in attitudes, beliefs and behaviours. About
that issue, scholars point out the importance of developing specific offline tools where
such campaigns show a proven potential to intercept individuals who display some doubt
about their chosen extremist group (Silverman et al., 2016).
A final consideration must be made on some very recent measures and regulations adopted by
the European Parliament and concerning the management of online contents that incite violence
and terrorism which are the center of the counter-messaging campaigns and research as well as
the focus of T4.1 and, in general, of WP4 of the PARTICIPATION project.
The reference is, specifically, on the “Regulation on addressing the dissemination of terrorist content
online” adopted by the European Council on 16 March 2021 and which is part of the work of the EU
to stop terrorists from using the internet to radicalise, recruit and incite to violence.
Starting from the consideration that the presence of terrorist content online has proven to be a
catalyst for the radicalisation of individuals which can lead to terrorist acts, and therefore has
serious negative consequences for users, citizens and society and in light of the central role of
hosting service providers, the EU places on them a societal responsibilities to protect their services
from misuse by terrorists and to help address terrorist content disseminated through their
services online. The aim of the legislation is a swift removal of terrorist content online and to
establish one common instrument for all Member States to this effect. The rules will apply to

hosting service providers offering services in the EU, whether or not they have their main
establishment in the Member States. The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the
Council of 29 april 2021 on addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online13 lays down
uniform rules to address the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of
terrorist content online, in particular on «reasonable and proportionate duties of care to be
applied by hosting service providers in order to address the dissemination to the public of
terrorist content through their services and ensure, where necessary, the expeditious removal of
or disabling of access to such content» (Regulation 29 April 2021, p. 33). In the Section II of the
Regulation – “measures to address the dissemination of terrorist content online” – it is read: «The
competent authority of each Member State shall have the power to issue a removal order
requiring hosting service providers to remove terrorist content or to disable access to terrorist
content in all Member States. Hosting service providers shall remove terrorist content or disable
access to terrorist content in all Member States as soon as possible and in any event within one
hour of receipt of the removal order» (Regulation 29 April 2021, p. 38). Moreover, the regulation
clarifies what is meant by “terrorist content” explaining that this term means every kind of material
that: glorifies terrorist acts; advocates the commission of terrorist offences; solicits a person or a
group of persons to participate in the activities of a terrorist group; provides instruction on the
making or use of explosives, firearms «or other weapons or noxious or hazardous substances, or
on other specific methods or techniques for the purpose of committing or contributing to the
commission of one of the terrorist offences» (Regulation 29 April 2021, p. 37).
These measures, which will be adopted in the near future by all Member States, probably will have
a significant impact both on communication strategies and on the contents conveyed by extremist
narratives and on the design of counter and alternative narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will
require a rethinking of the strategies and tools used so far within the C/PVE.
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3.3 Interviews with experts in the field of counter-narratives
As already mentioned in the paragraph on methodology, a series of questions and “open
problems” emerged from the critical analysis of the scientific literature on extremist narratives and
programs and models focused on counter-narratives and alternative narratives which were
addressed in the interviews with the experts.
The interviews collected are very different from each other, above all because each expert has
developed the topics of the interview with respect to which he had experience and knowledge,
however, the use of the same guide for the realization of the interview or questionnaire made it
possible to compare the various answers.
It was possible to identify in each of the sections into which the guide has divided the fundamental
macro analysis dimensions and within them, identify the thematic nuclei with respect to which the
experts have provided their critical opinion.
Below are the macro dimensions through which the qualitative analysis of the interviews with the
experts will be presented:
1. Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies;
2. Extremist narratives: characteristics (arguments, platform or channels, focus on youth and
gender dimension);
3. Future perspectives;
4.

Recommendations on CN/AN work in Europe

1. Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies
This dimension of analysis aims to explore the field of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative
strategies in PVE/CVE programming and it was addressed by most of the respondents who provided very
interesting opinions on the three areas analysed below:

❖

Role of Counter Narratives and Alternative Narratives in PVE/CVE
programming

The Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative strategies have become a pillar in the PVE/CVE
programming in most European countries, however, as one of the experts interviewed observes
«the difference between Counter and Alternative is blurred and they appear overlapping with each
other» (Interview 10). In general, the role of CN and AN strategies in PVE/CVE programming could
be «to spread awareness about the risks and the impacts of violence on other people and on the
“violent actors” themselves» (Interview 15). One of the respondents underlined that both CN and
AN are crucial for PVE, but they are ineffective in the context of CVE. Moreover, according to this
expert, CN and AN actions can be effective only if they are «systemic and sustainable» (Interview
09).
Another expert provided a detailed analysis about the CN/AN strategies and the way to exploit their
potential:

«When we speak about CN/AN, the messenger is key. Often the impact of CN/AN is highly dependent
on who is delivering it and how it’s delivered, and only after the content. That’s important if you look at
how radicalisation works. It’s primarily dependent on who is the messenger and how do they deliver
their promise, and only after the content itself.
If we assume that CN/AN are delivered by credible messengers related to the demographic it’s
targeting, the impact is creating that space for reflection for people who have not yet joined a group or
people who are engaged with a group that have some doubts. You can then attract them by the AN»
(Interview 16).

Reflecting on the effectiveness and the limits of CN and AN in PVE/CVE programming, an expert
noted that the success of these strategies depends fundamentally on the attention paid to the
design phase and the ability to predict a form of intervention not only in the online dimension, but
also in the offline one, for example, by organizing activities and in-presence initiatives that involve
the actors who have constituted the target of the campaign (Interview 01). Another respondent
has identified the CN as the most important tool in the field of PVE / CVE, offering an interesting
element of reflection: «Counter-narratives can contribute when they take on the big narratives of
the terrorist group» (Interview 11). A particularly critical opinion with respect to the CN-based
approaches was expressed by an expert with reference to his twenty years experience in the field
who stated that counter narratives are not particularly effective especially if the individual has
already ventured into a radicalisation pathway» (Interview 08). The Alternative Narratives, always
according to our respondent, instead, have a greater potential that can only be expressed if they
are included in the framework of «a larger social and political effort that celebrates diversity and
inclusion across the whole of society» (Interview 08). Another expert shares a similar opinion
according to which «CN can sometimes focus on “countering” messages, but AN focuses more
constructively on focusing on the different actions people can take» (Interview 14).

❖

Limits of approaches based on Counter Narratives and Alternative Narratives

Talking about the limits of approaches based on the use of counter narrative, an expert said that
«these approaches need, for sure, to be very sensitive to the context and type of terrorism. They
really need to be tailored to specific cases» (Interview 02).
According to one of our respondents, a limitation of CN is that they «should only be used for
individuals who are not yet approached or pervaded by the radical discourse or who are just in the
phase of discovering it without having adhered to it yet» (Interview 07), instead, AN «suggest more
flexibility in dealing with the individual, more moderation and therefore less risk of conflict. [….]
They offer the opportunity for exchange of views, dialogue and access to the individual and his or
her mindset» (Interview 07). the idea of the ineffectiveness of CN if addressed to already
radicalized individuals can also be found in the testimony of another expert on what he defines as
“the problem” of the effectiveness of CN:

«One of the biggest problems with counter-narratives is their effectiveness. Two problem areas exist
here. The first is that extremist messaging is typically far more timely and agile than counter-narratives.
By their very nature, they are reactive whereas extremist narratives are proactive.
The second problem with counter-narratives is that their effectiveness is extraordinarily limited (if at all)
if the person has already ventured into radicalized belief. Although they fill a necessary gap and are
more effective within the pre-radical space, my experience is that their effectiveness is still very limited.
Effective messaging is dependent on reaching the right individual at the right time and with the right
information and in most cases, counter-narrative messaging is put out there to occupy a space and is
not specifically directed to the individual» (Interview 08).
Another expert pointed out that «the CN to these narratives exists in a lot of cultures themselves, in a
lot of languages» (Interview 11) and that one of the greatest limits of the current CN approaches
derives from the tendency to «not deploy enough cultural competence to make use of existing counter
narratives, so they look fake to the audience. The ones that have worked well or resonated with some
target audiences are ones that are rooted in the community and people know what works» (Interview
11).

❖ Strengths of approaches based on Counter-Narratives and Alternative
Narratives
Reflecting on the approaches on CN and those discussed on AN, one of the respondents offered a
description of what their role is and which, in his opinion, should be the targets to address. These
are the words of the expert:
«The essential role of counter-narratives and/or alternative narratives is to prevent further
radicalisation of individuals that can lead to violent extremism and/or terrorist acts, by bringing a
radicalised individual to accept the existence of other views and thoughts than their own (or those
imposed on him/her), or to bring radicalised individuals not to engage in violence or terrorist acts.
Three types of target individuals should therefore be considered: those who have not been affected
(yet) by any form of radicalisation (but vulnerable); those who are in the process of being radicalised;
those who are radicalised» (Interview 07).

According to another expert, alternative narratives would be better than counter narratives
because «It moves more clearly away from the dyadic implications of “counter” and emphasises
more the interaction between narratives» (Interview 06). In a similar way, another expert argues
that «alternative narratives have the advantage of not positioning themselves at odds, in complete
opposition, conflict or confrontation to a way of thinking and therefore will be more easily to reach
the mindset of individuals, already being approached by radical messages, hate preachers and/or
recruiters» (Interview 07). According to another expert, the strength of AN is potentially very great
mainly because they are able to «build social capital through social and political inclusiveness
whereas extremist narratives most often advocate for social and political withdrawal» (Interview
08).

Another expert developed the discourse by proposing a starting distinction between “general
prevention” and “specific prevention” in which both the approaches based on CN and AN «can play
an important role […]. “General Prevention” can target the whole of society and promote messages
of values, coming together, patriotism, etc. But you can also have “specific prevention” that can
target a specific group in a specific area or specific causes that may lead young people towards
violent extremism» (Interview 14). Talking specifically about the strengths of approaches based on
AN, a respondent stated:
«I think that approaches based on alternative narratives can work well at the rehabilitation stage.
Programs in prisons, for example, or programs with families of convicted terrorists that help them
come to terms with difficult and sometimes traumatic life events are very beneficial. Helping people to
attain alternative narratives of what their life was, what it is and what can become is key to fight
recidivism, as well as potential extremist influences in younger generations in the family» (Interview 02).

In many of the interviews with the experts carried out in the context of D4.1, the greatest potential
and the greatest effectiveness of a strategy that leverages alternative narratives has often been
observed: «counter-narratives may reinforce polarisation and cognitive bias especially when
they're focused on ideological messages. I would suggest alternative narratives as a better
strategy even if that could appear “politically” too soft and not effective toward the general public
opinion» (Interview 15).

❖

The do's and don'ts of the CN/AN work today in Europe

In the concluding part of the first section of the interview, the experts were asked to provide some
recommendations regarding both good practices to be followed and bad practices to be avoided
in developing CN/AN work in Europe. Just over half of our respondents gave a complete and
comprehensive answer.
The interviewees proposed very similar recommendations, consequently, below we summarize
them in a series of points using the extracts of the interviews carried out and:
GOOD PRACTICES:
1. «The message must be of high quality, attractive and tailormade, designed by
communication professionals» (Interview 07).
2. «Each CN and AN should be tested with the participation of representatives of the
target groups before being used in public space» (Interview 09).
3. «Take into account in CN and AN the broad range of ideologies and behaviours that
radicalisation encompasses […]» (Interview 10).
4. «Approach radicalisation as a holistic, contextualised (context dependent) and
process-driven phenomenon and ensure this is reflected in policies, at all - individual,
local, national or transnational - levels of relevant action» (Interview 10).

5. «Address the needs of youth (the group most vulnerable to potential radicalisation)
through social inclusion, empowerment and education policies and programmes, and take
into account their views, especially in terms of feelings of injustice, as they are also agents
of change» (Interview 10).
6. «Collate your information into a baseline that will enable you to understand your
progress and impact as you go» (Interview 16).
7. «Conduct specific research. 1. Identify the violent narratives being disseminated online or
on the ground – so they can actually counter them or provide alternative narratives based
on knowing the narratives; 2. Study the digital environment in detail: what kind of social
media platforms are people using. […]; 3. Study the broader community we’re engaging
with – ages, language they use, activities they’re interested in, content they’re influenced
by» (Interview 14).
8. «Using “credible” voices – it’s not credible voices credible to us but credible to the
community itself. We need to look for these people» (Interview 14).

BAD PRACTICES:

1. «Not taking account of new ideologies, tendencies/trends» (Interview 07).
2. «Accusing/Judging others they’re wrong» (Interview 07).
3. «Assume that communities, groups, and grievances are homogenous» (Interview 08).
4. «Disconnecting CN and AN from the issue of social exclusion, inequality, and injustice»
(Interview 10).
5. «Reducing the issue of radicalisation and extremism to some ideologies and
community which exacerbate the stigmatization and discrimination against some groups
in society» (Interview 10).
6. «Using stereotypes – you need to be very careful. You need to know what you’re doing so
that you don’t further exacerbate divisions or repost stereotypes about gender or religion
or ethnicity» (Interview 13).
7. «Don’t design your programming based on assumptions. Validate, validate,

validate» (Interview 16).

2. Extremist narratives and communication strategies: characteristics (arguments,
platform or channels, focus on youth and gender dimension)
This second dimension of analysis aims to explore the field of extremist narratives in order to
identify some key elements that characterize them such as the most recurring arguments, the
main channels and platforms they use for their communication and if these narratives are built to
have a certain appeal on the youngest and/or to accommodate specific gender issues. Almost all
the experts in our sample developed reflections on religious extremism and extreme right-wing
extremism, while left-wing extremism and separatism were only marginally addressed, confirming
what has already emerged from our review of the scientific literature: these are two types of
extremism that are not currently perceived as an urgent threat and which, consequently, are not
contemplated in the field of CVE/PVE and are only rarely addressed in European and international
scientific production. Moreover, it is important to make another clarification: the four types of
extremist narratives, although all addressed during the interviews, were explored by the experts
on the basis of their specific expertise. These methodological conditions linked to the peculiarity of
the arguments and the characteristics of our group of experts have inevitably conditioned the
qualitative analysis of this section proposed below.

❖ Religious extremism
The first question aimed to explore the key elements within Religious Extremism narratives in
Europe and the “arguments” used to convince or recruit people.
One of the experts interviewed, discussing Religious extremism in general, claimed that «in Europe
[it] fundamentally comes from three sources: [….] domestic and foreign government policy, [….]
capitalism and corporate enterprise, […] the reaction to perceived societal decay. The arguments
are simple and while the topics are dynamic, the typologies have been static for years. Foreign
policy, particularly in the Muslim world remains a source of division. Domestic policy along with
personal and government integrity continue to be themes that extremist groups capitalise on and
build narratives around. Capitalism and corporate enterprise are long established narratives- […]
The reaction to perceived societal decay is a product of the other two» (Interview 08). One expert
made an interesting observation on the narrative used in religiously motivated violent extremism
pointing out that: «Most of the current VE groups don’t use “religious” discourse from the
beginning. They use “empowerment” discourse. [….] Religious narratives are the last things they
use – most of the time they talk about empowerment. They provide them with a sense of
belonging that community-based organisations and the state may not provide them with. Their
target audience has key issues – related to economy, marginalisation» (Interview 14).
Although the term religious extremism has been used here to refer to both Jihadi and Christian
extremism, many of our religious extremism experts have focused their attention and provided
their point of view on the former.

In this regard, speaking of religious extremism, a respondent focused on the jihadist narrative
stating that this one cannot be reduced to a few elements and that it is difficult to identify general
and specific characteristics. In the opinion of this expert, all extremist narratives emphasize
concepts such as empowerment, the figure of the hero, the “fighter”, the “fighter’s wife” (Interview
01). A similar concept is expressed by another expert, proposing the themes addressed by the
extremist narratives of a religious nature: «Those joining the ideology are declared God’s soldiers,
servants unto death, defenders of religion against the infidels and the designated enemies of the
divine and his followers. They are invested with a divine mission» (Interview 07).
According to another interviewee, among the main specific arguments of the Jihadi narratives
there are injustices against and discrimination of ethno-religious minorities, instead, other
arguments common to other ideologies «include the theme of social, economic, and moral decay
of Western countries» (Interview 05). Quoting the words of another expert, the primary arguments
[of radical Islamism] «feed into support for the idea that Muslims are under threat and radical
Islamism empowers Muslims to address these threats» (Interview 10).
Some of the respondents also answered the question about which are the main platforms or
channels religious extremists are using today to communicate their narratives and some of
them underlined the importance to consider not only the online channels, but also the in-person
one, for instance family links or friends. According to an expert: «online radicalisation […] seems to
be more of an amplifying factor rather than a substitute of traditional dynamics of radicalisation»
(Interview 05). Talking about the channels of communications used in religious extremism and
their primary audiences, another expert stated:
«The most eye-catching medium at the moment is the internet, which is used in its greatest diversity
whether it is through the classic web, the deep web or the darknet. Social networks, video games,
propaganda videos or any other easily accessible medium are ideal entry points. Virtual or real
encounters with charismatic figures at suitable events (visits to places of worship, group meetings,
collective (sports) activities, protests or cultural events, ...)
The audience religious extremists try to reach are mainly individuals, usually young people, who are
looking for an identity, for recognition, in a world that seems hostile to them and that does not offer
them positive perspectives; people in the need of guidance, hoping for a better life, even if this better
life can only be found in the afterlife» (Interview 07).

The importance of online communication and social network is highlighted also by another expert:
«Social media, alternative news sites, blogs and other online spaces are described as providing a wealth
of resources for active information seeking. This includes information about issues and movements
individuals are interested in, about news and current events, or in the case of ISE, about Islam and
conflict in the Middle East. Occasionally individuals are approached by recruiters online, but, more
often, online spaces are arenas for them to actively seek information» (Interview 10).

Furthermore, during some interviews, it emerged that as many accounts on Facebook and Twitter
have been blocked, religious extremism has begun to use «telegram and encrypted end-to-end
platforms because it’s hard for governments to monitor they’re communications» (Interview 14).
In order to develop the focus on youth and gender - given their importance during the WPs of the
PARTICIPATION project - the experts were also asked to give their opinion on the existence of
specific narratives or ways religious extremists are working to recruit or target youth and to
address gender issues.
Regarding the youth dimension in religious extremism narratives, an expert emphasized the
weight it has «violent actors’ appeal to youngsters’ search for a collective identity and group
belongingness». (Interview 05). In general, however, the experts of our sample had difficulty in
developing a specific reflection on this dimension and its role within the construction and
dissemination of narratives by religious extremism. In most cases, issues related to the dimension
of youth have been addressed only in the context of questions relating to the themes/arguments
of these narratives, underlining how these have an attractive power precisely towards younger
and marginal individuals, in search of their own identity and a reality to which to belong.
Regarding the key narratives on gender and their role within the overall context of religious
extremist narratives, an expert stated:
«A central frame that often is deployed in both jihadi and identitarian discourse is that of “warped
feminism” – a sort of reverse form of modern-day Western feminism. It is posited that mainstream
Western feminism has failed to cater to women’s needs, providing a faux emancipation, and that
genuine empowerment, instead, can only be attained if women embrace their supposedly “intrinsic”
role (whose central aspects are domesticity, the core role of women as mothers and wives). Women’s
rejection of Western mainstream feminism is portrayed as a revolutionary act and a sort of “resistance”.
The construction of femininity is complementary, almost “symmetrical” to the construction of
masculinity (not only in extremist discourse – also in non-violent, conservative discourses of different
types) » (Interview 05)

One of the respondents, always reflecting on issues of gender addressed in religious extremist
narratives, noted, first of all, that studies on Islamist radicalisation have focused on men
aexperiences, and have contributed to the «masculinization of the phenomenon» (Interview 10),
moreover, they stated:
«It is relatively difficult to measure the importance of gender in religious extremist narratives in
comparison to other dimensions that these narratives address (such as injustice, an eschatological
approach, the question of truth etc.). As I have pointed out elsewhere in this questionnaire, the factors
and elements of discourse that attract individuals who become radicalised are diverse. In the light of
the studies conducted within the framework of DARE (particularly in the French context), it can be seen
that it is less a discourse on gender as such that stands out (from other types of discourse), than a
certain (functional) vision of gender relations that predominates and is embedded in other key
dimensions of the religious extremist narratives» (Interview 10).

❖ Far-right extremism
The part of the interview relating to far-right extremism was characterized by the use of the same
questions posed to investigate religious extremism, consequently, the first question aimed to
explore the key elements within far-right extremism narratives in Europe and the “arguments”
used to convince or recruit people. According to one of the experts interviewed «”Siege culture”,
but also “great replacement” and other narratives of alleged white victimhood» (Interview 03).
Another respondent expressed a position similar to the one just mentioned, but articulating and
deepening some concepts:
«The main right-wing extremist narratives pointed out include:
▪

Countering the dominant views on globalization, which portray it as being exclusively positive.
Right-wing groups or parties highlight globalization’s disadvantages and negative impacts for
the people of the western world and denounce it as a Marxist agenda;

▪

Opposing replacement theory, a white nationalist conspiracy theory which states that, with the
complicity or cooperation of "replacist" elites, the white European populations are being
demographically and culturally replaced with non-European peoples through mass migration,
demographic growth and the diminution in the birth rate. The idea is that migrants threaten the
western and white civilization, uprooting and erasing or replacing its identity, thus weakening
white people;

▪

Opposing the so-called Islam expansion project through migration, which allegedly threatens
the Judeo-Christian Western civilization» (Interview 04).

There is a certain unanimity of answers with respect to this topic as another interviewee also
summarizes the arguments of far-right narratives as follows:
«Western culture is superior and must be preserved from any outside influence (considered as a
threat). The white race is so superior that any other race is de facto inferior and must be discarded or
even eradicated. The invasion and threat of multiculturalism, as soon as it settles in the environment
that right-wing extremism considers to be its territory, must be fought. Foreigners' are invaders, aliens
who will destroy their world, their bubble, their 'comfort', the group they must defend against any form
of intrusion» (Interview 07).

According to another respondent, key elements of right-wing extremism narratives are «conflict of
civilization, fear of minorities, grief, injustice, humiliation, conspiracy theories, sacrifice» (Interview
09). Besides the use of these arguments, the ability «to give simple answers to difficult questions»
(Interview 09).
The problem with the far-right narrative, in the words of an expert, is that «it’s not that far off the
dominant mainstream narratives» (Interview11) and the dominant narrative is «the fear of political
and social exclusion and with that the diminishment of power and opportunity for a sub-section
for the white community, predominantly one that is evangelical and religious» (Interview 11).

One of the interviewees added to the topics already identified by other experts a topic that, in his
opinion, would be frequent in far-right speeches: «indirectly encouraging violence against
foreigner/immigrants to Europe» (Interview 13).
Some of the respondents also answered the question about which are the main platforms or
channels far-right extremists are using today to communicate their narratives. As highlighted by
some experts in the section on religious extremism, also with reference to right-wing extremism
some of them underlined the tendency to use alternative channels to traditional social networks
and even more difficult to reach: «Telegram, but also in Europe (to a lesser extent), Gab and Parler,
with attempts to reach a mass audience through watered-down versions on Youtube and
Facebook» (Interview 03). In line with this testimony, also the words of another expert: «Social
networks, video games, propaganda videos or any other easily accessible medium are ideal entry
points. Due to the deletion by some platforms of hateful content by right-wing extremists, they are
turning to new, more "permissive" platforms such as VK and others (4chan, 8chan, 8kun, Reddit)»
(Interview 07).
The main communication platforms, according to another respondent, are «Youtube and
Facebook, as well as closed groups on various messengers such as whatsapp. In Poland, RWE uses
modern technologies to a very small extent. Offline communication prevails, aimed at selected
target groups such as the football fans community». (Interview 09).
Regarding the youth dimension in far-right extremism narratives, some experts have
combined their reflection on the audience to which far-right narratives usually turn with the
analysis of their specificity that would make them suitable above all for the recruitment of young
individuals. This testimony is emblematic of what has just been said:
«The main target audience for the RWE narrative is young boys aged 13-18, living in a medium-sized
city, disappointed with their development and economic opportunities, sensitive to injustice, intelligent,
and above average. RWE's narrative is mainly addressed to men because it emphasizes the aspect of
strength, domination, aggression and rivalry» (Interview 09)

Another experts provided a detailed description of the main narratives that are working to recruit
or target young individual:
«A significant narrative of encounters with radical(ising) messages including hate speech, racist “jokes”
and images, invitations (and pressure) to join extremist movements etc., refers to the idea that
information accessed online as more “trustworthy” than sources of mainstream media which are
characterised as institutions of ‘information terrorism’. Another narrative concerns equality. Equality is
not seen as an ideal and that inequality, on the contrary, in several versions is accepted and seen as
natural. A cross-national narrative refers to immigrants, refugees and, especially Muslims who seem to
be core symbols of a larger crisis. Here the defence of identity seems to be a key word» (Interview 10).

Regarding the key narratives on gender and their role within the overall context of far-right
extremist narratives, an expert stated:
«Chauvinism and, increasingly, outright misogyny are an increasing concern – in no small part because
too little attention has been paid to it. It is of cardinal importance. For the latter, ‘traditionalist’ views of
women in the kitchen etc., are still dominant; but in the last 5 years there has been the growth of
misogynistic narratives linked to “white sharia” and even “rapewaffen”» (Interview 03).

A very similar view is summed up in the words of another interviewee: «RWE's narrative is mainly
addressed to men because it contains elements such as strength, domination, rivalry, violence.
Especially young men according to the RWE narrative are obliged to defend identity, traditions
before decadence, cultural strangers» (Interview 09).
Another respondent, instead, has highlighted another interesting aspect:
«The complex relationships in right wing milieus toward gender relations reflect the naturalisation of
differences and inequality, in the sense that the traditional gender performativities of the respective
nations are celebrated and cultivated. Here one simultaneously tends to criticize immigrants and
especially Muslims for extremely strict gender relations and also for heavy suppressive practices in
relation to women. In addition, expressions of alternative sexualities such as gayness and lesbianism
are condemned and seen as unnatural» (Interview 10).

Violent masculinity and misogyny are the elements of far-right narratives most cited by the
experts interviewed. In particular, one of them developed their reflection on the gender dimension
and its role in far-right narratives, comparing them with those elaborated and used in the context
of religious extremism: «It looks unfortunately quite similar – right wing and religious extremism
and their narratives on gender. The policing of women’s bodies» (Interview 11).
A limited number of experts has developed topics regarding the use of gamification and
informal communication in strategies to combat the narratives and behavior typical of
right-wing extremism. As for the former, one of the experts said:
«Currently, games containing the competitive and violent aspect might be used to recruit young people
to RWE groups. […] In order to strengthen the use of games to disseminate CN and AN, there is a need
to increase awareness and social responsibility of game developers, i.e. business. The business should
be involved in the PVE and CVE work» (Interview 09). Another expert stated that gamification «might be
an interesting support of counter far-right extremist strategies towards the youth but there is also the
risk of leaving the fight against extremism in the virtual world and missing out on awareness raising
that is embedded in everyday relationships and ideas» (Interview 10).

Regarding the role of informal communication strategies that are employed by community actors
in the fight against far-right extremism narratives, one of the respondents said:

«Community actors have definitely a crucial role to play as belonging to a community, in terms of
bridging collective and individual emotions, is an important driver of extremism, beyond ideological
drivers. The use of the same platforms as extremists to disprove and “mock” far-right narratives is one
approach but once again, this underpins a topos of action that refers to the idea that practices are the
fulfilment of the ideas to which individuals subscribe. However, it is important that the fight against
extremism is not only about ideas but also about practices and experiences» (Interview 10).

About informal communication and its use in PVE/CVE an expert acknowledged that «this is a very
difficult task because a large part of RWE communication takes place offline or in closed online
groups, which are not easy to get to. It would certainly be helpful to use the support of people who
have left the RWE groups and know how these groups work» (Interview 09).

❖ Far-left extremism and Separatism
In general, almost all of the experts interviewed did not provide many elements for reflection and
analysis mainly because these are two types of extremism currently considered much less
threatening and lethal than religious extremism and right-wing extremism, but also because they
do not have any meaningful experience in this field. An “unconventional” point of view is that of an
expert who, speaking of the far left, observed: «The left-wing extremism has been an integral part
of our societal landscape for so many years that it is almost invisible or, at least, does not seem to
represent a threat, although the threat is imminent and permanent» (Interview 07).
Another expert – looking at their country of origin as a specific “case study” – stated: «At present,
the LWE problem is insignificant. In Poland, it is practically non-existing. In countries such as
Germany, there are LWE groups around topics such as alter globalism and their actions are
directed against the state (e.g. against the police) and representatives of large business (e.g.
financial institutions, etc.). Therefore, nowadays it is justified to pay less attention to the problems
of LWE» (Interview 09).

3. Future perspectives
This third dimension of analysis is the one in which the experts were asked questions about the
possible future scenarios of extremist communication and PVE/CVE approaches centered on CN or
AN strategies. In particular, the group of interviewees was asked to express their point of view on:
❖ The impact of the social void created by the pandemic both on the online religious
extremism/far-right/far-left/separatism propaganda and on new challenges for those
working on CN/AN;
❖ The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021
on addressing the dissemination of terrorist content and the potential need to rethink the
strategies and tools used so far within the CVE/PVE.

Regarding the first point, an expert stressed that the COVID 19 pandemic was surely a great
wound to our social relationships, but how all this will impact on minorities that are attracted to
the various extremisms can only be assessed in the future. A noteworthy new element, according
to the expert, is that there have been some outcomes of the pandemic that we could consider as
“new forms of extremism” and that come together around the conspiracy movement and the
no-vax universe (Interview 01). Another expert claimed that there were changes in extremist
narratives online – related to the pandemic period – «some specifically targeting Covid-19 (e.g.
anti-vax […]) » and added that there were also «increased efforts at online recruiting, such as
through gaming nights that are live streamed on sites like YouTube» (Interview 03).
Focusing mainly on the changes in the propaganda of numerous actors, one expert noted that
«the case of QAnon deserves special attention. The emergence of this phenomenon is well prior to
2011, but for sure it has experienced a boost after the Covid-19 emergency. Some among QAnon
followers have seen such an unprecedented emergency as a sign of times» (Interview 05).
Similarly, according to this expert:
«In jihadi propaganda, Covid-19 has also been portrayed as a “Soldier of God” and as a punishment for
Western debauchery. Jihadi propaganda has also portrayed the Covid-19 crisis as a moment of
weakness for Western countries, inciting supporters to take advantage of such circumstance to strike
the enemy» (Interview 05).

One respondent argued that «there has been instrumentalization by extremists and terrorist
organisations of this sanitary crisis by taking strategic profit in terms of recruitment and
mobilization to act, by disseminating fake news, conspiracy theories, to recruit, radicalise
adherents and discredit enemies» (Interview 07). Always according to this expert, during the
pandemic period Islamic State developed narratives in which COVID-19 is seen as «divine
vengeance against non-believers, countries, coalitions fighting Islam in Iraq, Syria but also China
and Iran» (Interview 07), instead, right-wing created narratives in which «foreigners, migrants are
responsible for the huge spread of corona and occupying beds in hospitals» (Interview 07).
Regarding the Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament, an expert argued that the
deletion of the manifestations of thought does not represent a solution to the problem and that,
in general, censorship is never a solution. In this specific case, moreover, alternative
communication channels to social media and probably more difficult to reach will certainly be
used. In their opinion, it would be much better and more effective to follow these contents, not
delete them. Furthermore, the expert noted that, if fundamental rights, such as the right of
expression, are infringed, this could be counterproductive because certain groups could use this
alleged violation of rights as part of the contents of their own propaganda (Interview 01). A very
similar point of view was expressed by another interviewee, according to whom «if the regulation
includes things like attempts to limit free speech, then it will backfire and become yet another
platform for radical messaging» (Interview 08). An expert expressed a very critical point of view
about this Regulation, pointing out the risks may arise from this EU measure:

« While it is important to ban hate speech from the internet, particularly messages calling for action,
extremist violence and/or terrorist acts, it could be risky to remove content too quickly, hasty and
without prior analysis. The different platforms will most probably not be checked on illegal content by
human interventions but through less costly algorithms. Several risks may then arise:
▪

Each member state of the European Union could decide what is a terrorist content and decide,
for example, that a political movement in opposition to the current government is spreading
terrorist messages and so be deprived of this platform to communicate.

▪

The lack of judicial control and the transnational scope of removal orders could represent a
threat to freedom of expression and a danger to democracy.

▪

Terrorists usually exploit small platforms due to their lack of capacity and resources. This
regulation may therefore not only be ineffective in achieving its intended purpose.

▪

Preventing access to certain platforms by excluding them is an invitation to use other media,
other means of communication, whether computerised or not, but more hidden or at least
more subtle. […]» (Interview 07).

In line with the last point of the interview just mentioned is the analysis proposed by another
respondent: «I don't think the Eu measure will prevent the dissemination of extremist contents;
extremists will find creative ways – especially online – to circumvent the censorship. The problem
is that they will be forced to go even more below the radar and that's exactly the opposite of the
CN/AN ratio which has to be visible and largely shared. That seems to me a contradictory and
ineffective policy» (Interview 15).
Finally, another interviewee claimed that the adoption of certain measures can be an effective
solution only considering other aspects and dynamics that go beyond the online dimension:
«These measures are undoubtedly promising in the fight against the spread of ideas online. Even if the
internet is a major tool for the dissemination of ideas, we must not neglect offline interactions and,
above all, the deeper reasons for the malaise that pushes entire sections of the population to give in to
extremist visions in their relationship to difference, otherness and the use of violence. Academic
research has a fundamental role to play in this respect» (Interview 10).

4. Experts recommendations on CN/AN work in Europe
Finally, this last dimension of analysis is the one in which the experts were asked to provide –
based on their experience in the field – key guidance on how to improve future work to address
CN/AN in Europe and to summarize them in a series of recommendations.
About what could be the guidelines to improve future work in the field of CN and AN strategies in
Europe, the interviewees proposed very similar recommendations, consequently, below we
summarize them in a series of points using the extracts of the interviews carried out:

❖ «Include follow-up activities not only online, but also offline» (Interview 01) and «invest
in longer-term programming. […] If you get a project for a few years, save some money to
go back later and see what’s been done» (Interview 11).
❖ «Take into account the value of multi-agency working (MAW) in response to the threat
of violent extremism» (Interview 01).
❖ Realize «a broader reflection on what CN/AN can and cannot achieve» (Interview 05).
❖ Develop a «clear measurement tools to assess current strategies» (Interview 05).
❖ The need of «a better understanding of the gender dimension in the narrative of
violent actors» (Interview 05).
❖ «Supporting at national and local level a systemic approach and cross-sectoral
cooperation, as well as methods for researching extremism» (Interview 09).
❖ «Favour a community-led approach to prevent and counter radicalisation and support
social

sector

professionals

taking

a leadership role to address stigmatization,

discrimination and the sense of injustice that may lead to radicalisation» (Interview 10).
❖ «Partnering not just with big institutions and big actors but also the various local actors
who know their audience, know their language, know their channels» (Interview 13).
❖ «Contextualise different projects to the countries in which they will be implemented»
(Interview 14).
❖ «Involve big tech players (Google, Amazon, Facebook etc.)» (Interview 15).

❖ «Employ a human security lens in policy work – understand broader community
grievances. You cannot understand needs in isolation. Understand the web of factors
that can increase community resilience to violence» (Interview 16).

4. General conclusions
This deliverable aimed at understanding the different communication approaches used to fight
radicalisation and violent extremism. Through a review of the international scientific literature on
communication processes linked with extremism and radicalisation have been identified the main
interpretative trends and have been deepened studies concerning: extremism and radicalisation
(messaging, history, trends and networks); Efforts in Counter-narratives (CN) and Alternative
Narratives (AN) domain.
The analysis of the literature on the narratives elaborated and disseminated by the four types of
extremism identified (religious extremism, far-right extremism, far-left extremism, separatism)
made it possible to shed light on the gaps in the literature and to draw some important conclusive
reflections.
The study on religious extremism narratives showed that the emergence of the World Wide Web
and the spreading of the use of social media has significantly influenced Islamist communication
strategies over the last decade. The multidimensionality of Internet and its tools has clearly

offered jihadi organisations a way to radicalise and recruit new members as well as provide
instructions for specific attacks and obtain ideological, technical or financial support across the
globe.

Islamist violent organisations have, therefore, distinguished themselves for their

communication capabilities and for the potency of their narratives, that have been able to
mobilize large segments of society to engage in collective violent action. For counter-narratives to
be effective, the various grievances that Islamist discourse leverages should be addressed, and a
multilevel approach should be pursued.
Regarding gaps in the literature on the subject, given the complexity of the online environment, a
number of topics regarding the role of cyberspace for violent extremist activities still has to be
investigated. Indeed, while until now research has investigated the wide range of online Islamist
communication channels, further attention should be paid on how these strategies impact on the
target audience and whether one type of platform is more effective than the other.
The analysis of right-wing extremism narratives showed that far-right groups have been able to
adapt to technological advancement and current social norms to effectively disseminate their
narratives. The example of how some new far-right groups have encouraged women participation,
often using gender equality as motivators, in addition to tolerance of LGBT communities,
illustrates this ability to adapt and take advantage of societal norms. Moreover, far right actors
were early adopters of digital communication technology and they are currently in the forefront of
online

“attention

hacking”

through

offensive

speech,

hate

campaigns,

memes,

and

mis/disinformation. A response to far-right communication strategies is, therefore, one that will
need to understand the ever-evolving target audience and the role of technology in reinforcing
extremist narratives. The literature review on far-right extremism narratives, showed that there is
a gap in research that thoroughly looks at how men and women both engage and are affected by
communication strategies aimed at far-right extremism and there is also a lack of research on how
gamification can be used in communication strategies to counter far-right extremist behavior and
narratives.
Literature review on left-wing extremism communication strategies confirmed that it is now
much less devoted to public space in Europe than to right-wing extremism. Nevertheless, both
right-wing and left-wing extremism should be constantly monitored and analysed to identify
potential threats to social order. From the analysis of the literature it is also clear that
communication strategies in the extreme left have not been the subject of comprehensive,
in-depth research and analysis in the last six years. During the analysed period, not a single
publication was found in repositories or in the gray literature that would deal with the
communication strategy of the extreme left.
The results from the literature review on separatism showed that each separatist movement is
unique in its goals, supporters, actions and communication strategies. On the level of
communication and narratives, even when the same themes are present – discriminatory
redistribution, ethnicity, language, positions vis-à-vis the EU – they are addressed differently
precisely because the context requires different communication strategies.

While the literary production on separatism in the last 6 years is very significant, several aspects
remain seriously under researched. The specific focus of this literary review also highlights
precisely these gaps, as well as the fact that social media, youth, and above all, gender, are all
under-researched areas. Finally, in the age of internet 2.0., and considering the relevance that
these tools play in other types of extremism, more research concerning the way separatist
movements use social media is needed.
The review of the literature on current Counter-Narratives and Alternative Narratives programmes
and models aimed to propose their comprehensive evaluation identifying trends, strengths and
weaknesses. Considering the insights derived from the selected literature review, it was possible
to establish that there is a lack of knowledge and a lack of strong empirical research about how to
evaluate a CVE/PVE online campaign and about the domain of counter-messaging. Moreover, all
the studies analysed confirms the usefulness of both quantitative and qualitative research tools in
evaluating the effectiveness of campaigns.
The “open problems” and limits relating to CN and AN strategies highlighted by the critical review
work done in the first part of the deliverable have been addressed and deepened in the interviews
with experts.
From the qualitative analysis of the semi-structured interviews with the experts, it emerged, first
of all, that most of them recognize a greater effectiveness and usefulness of the AN compared to
the CN since while the former would tend to create a ground for dialogue, the latter by their
nature "reactive" bring with them a greater risk of conflict. To this limit of counter-narratives, there
is another linked to the fact that their effectiveness decreases if the person has already ventured
into radicalized belief. Furthermore, from the interviews with the experts it emerged that the
main challenges for the approaches focused on CN and AN are related to:
❖ the subjects that create them.
❖ the audience to which they are addressed.
❖ the possibility of evaluating and measuring the real effects of programs focused on CN and
AN.
Finally, the effectiveness of future work in the field of PVE in Europe will depend on the ability of
those who develop the CN/AN programs to follow a series of "good practices". A fundamental
starting point must be the construction of the message which must be attractive, credible and
tailormade. Moreover, CN/AN strategies should be created on the basis of a careful and in-depth
knowledge of the audience to which they will be addressed and tested with the participation of
representatives of the target groups before being used in public space.

In this regard, we report once again the “good practices” that emerged from the advice of the
experts and summarized in the following list:
1. The message must be of high quality, attractive and tailormade.
2. Each CN and AN should be tested with the participation of representatives of the
target groups before being used in public space.
3. Always take into account in CN and AN the broad range of ideologies and behaviours
that radicalisation encompasses.
4. Approach radicalisation as a holistic, contextualised (context dependent) and
process-driven phenomenon.
5. Address the needs of youth through social inclusion, empowerment and education
policies and programmes, and take into account their point of views.
6. Conduct specific research: Identify the violent narratives being disseminated online or on
the ground; Study the digital environment in detail; Study the broader community
engaged.
7. Use voices credible to the community itself.
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ANNEX 1 – Guide for qualitative interview
T4.1. Communication, Radicalisation and Extremism:
A Review of Different Approaches

Interviewee Data & Profile Information
Information on the interviewee’s professional and field experience that can qualify him/her as an “expert” in
communication, counter and alternative narratives:
Name
Title / Role / Position
Institution / Organisation
Years of Experience in the Field
Relevant Experience on PVE/CVE Narratives Work
Gender
Age Range (eg 30+, 40+, 50+)

Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖ What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative strategies in PVE/CVE
programming? What do you consider their ‘importance’ and what they can achieve or how they
contribute to PVE/CVE?
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects”of the approaches based on
counter-narrative?
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects”of the approaches based on alternative
narratives?
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on counter-narrative?
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on alternative narratives?

❖ If you were to advise agencies, organisations, institutions developing CN/AN work today in Europe
(or in a specific national context), what would be your top 5 recommendations of what they should
do / how they should approach this work to do it “well”, and your top 5 “don’ts”or mistakes/bad
practice they need to make sure to avoid?

Focus on Religious Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe today? What
do you see as the primary “arguments” they are making and how they aim to convince or recruit
people?
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe religious extremists are using today to
communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary audiences they are trying to
reach?
❖ What do you see as the main “attraction” of these arguments/issues towards their intended
audience? How successful do you believe these narratives are and in what way?
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work address these?
❖ Are there specific narratives or ways Religious Extremists14 are working to recruit or target youth?
Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work can best work to address
this?
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Religious Extremism in Europe – and more
widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges? What’s “done right” and what are
key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and organisations approach this work?
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in Religious Extremist narratives? 1.
What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the importance or role of these
narratives within the overall context of religious extremist narratives?

Focus on Right-Wing Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key elements in Right Wing Extremist narratives in Europe today? What do
you see as the primary arguments they are making and how they aim to convince or recruit people?
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe Right-Wing extremists are using today to
communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary audiences they are trying to
reach?
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work address these?
❖ Are there specific narratives or ways right-wing extremists are working to recruit or target youth?
Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work can best work to address
this?

14

With the term Religious Extremism we refer to both Jihadi and Christian extremism.

❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Right-Wing Extremism in Europe – and more
widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges? What’s “done right” and what are
key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and organisations approach this work?
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in right-wing extremist narratives? 1.
What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the importance or role of these
narratives within the overall context of right-wing narratives?
❖ What do you think about the use of gamification in communication strategies to counter far-right
extremist behavior and narratives?
❖ Little is known yet about the role of informal communication strategies that are employed by
community actors. It is known, however, that informal actors are working to counter far-right
narratives by using the same platforms as extremists to disprove and “mock” far-right narratives.
What do you think about these approaches?
Focus on Left-wing Extremism:
❖ The subject of Left-wing Extremism communication is little considered and this also happens in the
design of counter-narrative or alternative narrative strategies or campaigns. What do you think
about it?
Focus on Separatism:
❖ Are you aware of established strategies or projects / programs under construction focused on
counter-narratives or alternative narratives towards ideologies and separatist groups?
Future perspectives:
COVID-19
❖ The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and drove them to
spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and news/information – around the
pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may have had on many as well – may also affect the
role of online religious extremism / far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives
used. Can you comment on:
➢ Have you seen any changes/developments in extremist narratives online in this period?
➢ What are the main narratives that have been developed / used by extremists in this period?
➢ What impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the specific type/form) in
coming years in Europe? What particular challenges do you believe this will bring that those
working on CN/AN should be aware of?
❖ The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021 on
addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to address the
misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist content online. These
measures, which will be adopted by all Member States, probably will have a significant impact both
on communication strategies and on the contents conveyed by extremist narratives and on the
design of counter and alternative narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will require a rethinking of the
strategies and tools used so far within the C/PVE. What is your point of view on the matter?
General Questions:

❖ Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to provide key guidance
on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe. What would be your key
recommendations? Please identify 3 – 5.
❖ What is currently lacking in countering extremism? Would it be important to solve/ address this to
improve the effectiveness, quality and impact of CN/AN work?
❖ On Evaluation and Learning: Do you believe enough is done to learn the lessons from one CN/AN
campaign to another, or from the cumulative work that has been done so far in the field? For both
“yes” or “no”, please describe.

ANNEX 2 - Summary documents
/questionnaires for each respondents
INTERVIEW 01
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖

What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative strategies
in PVE/CVE programming?

The expert – questioned on the part relating to CN and AN in PVE/CVE programming, their effectiveness
and their limits – noted that the success of these strategies depends fundamentally on the attention
paid to the design phase and the ability to predict a form of intervention not only in the online
dimension, but also in the offline one, for example, by organizing activities and initiatives in the
presence that involve the actors who have constituted the target of the campaign.
Focus on Religious Extremism:
❖

What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe
today?

Regarding the specific characteristics of the narratives developed and adopted by religious extremism,
the gender dimension and the dimension of young people within these narratives and, finally, the
strengths and weaknesses of the CN and AN strategies adopted to counter them, the interviewee
provided a general answer that also covered the other types of extremism analysed in D4.1.
Speaking of religious extremism, he focused on the jihadist narrative stating that this one cannot be
reduced to a few elements, considering the amount of literature that has been produced. It changes
whether it is addressed to European countries or not and whether it is addressed to men or women.
However, it is difficult to identify general and specific characteristics. In the opinion of this expert, It is
clear that all extremist narratives emphasize concepts such as empowerment, the figure of the hero,
the “fighter”, the “fighter’s wife”.

Focus on Right-Wing Extremism:
Regarding right-wing extremism, he confirmed the tendency of this type of extremism to turn to young
people as the privileged target of its communication and propaganda and then developed the issue of
the gender dimension. In particular, he talked about the project of Women without borders (WwB) with which he had the opportunity to collaborate - underlining how, in that case, in addition to the
activities focused on communication, there were also numerous initiatives and activities in the field.
The expert pointed out, in particular, the fact that this project involved the mothers of some jihadists in
the implementation of activities on the territory that involved their community of belonging. Therefore,
alongside the part linked to communication and the collection of the testimonies of these women, a
more “empirical” part was also created, made up of meetings between these mothers and other
women in their community.
Focus on Left-wing Extremism and Focus on Separatism:
He did not express himself on the extreme left and separatism due to the limited knowledge on the
subject, but he recognized the lack of attention of the social sciences on these two types of extremism
in recent years.
Future perspectives:
❖

The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and drove
them to spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and
news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may
have had on many as well – may also affect the role of online religious extremism /
far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives used. What impact do you
believe this will have on extremism (input the specific type/form) in coming years in
Europe?

The expert stressed that the COVID 19 pandemic was a great wound to our social relationships and that
having to delegate all our activities to the online dimension is an alienating experience. How much and
how all this will impact on minorities that are attracted to the various extremisms can only be assessed
in the future. A noteworthy new element, according to the expert, is that there have been some
outcomes of the pandemic that we could consider as “new forms of extremism” and that come
together around the conspiracy movement and the no-vax universe. However, it is a reality that is
difficult to label from an ideological point of view, but which certainly deserves the future attention of
the social sciences.

❖

The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021 on
addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to
address the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist
content online. These measures, which will be adopted by all Member States, probably
will have a significant impact both on communication strategies and on the contents
conveyed by extremist narratives and on the design of counter and alternative
narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will require a rethinking of the strategies and tools
used so far within the C/PVE. What is your point of view on the matter?

The expert argues that the deletion of the manifestations of thought, however aberrant, thinking that it
is helpful does not represent a solution to the problem and that, in general, censorship is never a
solution. In this specific case, moreover, alternative communication channels to social media and
probably more difficult to reach will certainly be used. It would be much better and more effective to
follow these contents, not delete them. Furthermore, the expert notes that, if fundamental rights, such
as the right of expression, are infringed, this could be counterproductive because certain groups could
use this alleged violation of rights as part of the contents of their own propaganda. Finally, he observes,
this measure will inevitably have an impact on the strategies of CN and AN, considering that most of
the initiatives involve monitoring and analyzing the extremist content disseminated online.
General Questions:
❖

Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to provide
key guidance on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe. What would
be your key recommendations?

About what could be the guidelines to improve future work aimed at guiding future CN and AN
strategies in Europe, the expert proposed the following recommendations:
- They must come “from below” and from the community and not from the mainstream media;
- They must include follow-up activities not only online, but also offline;
- They must take into account the value of multi-agency working (MAW) in response to the threat of
violent extremism.
- They must take into account the importance of communication between law enforcement and other
bodies responsible for working in the field of radicalization. Civil society needs the support of the police
and experts in the field of radicalization, but it is also the only one that can have the trust of the
subjects both in the campaign phase and in the de-radicalization process.

INTERVIEW 02
Counter and alternative narratives communication strategies:
❖ What are limits and criticality of approaches based on counter-narrative?
I think that the main limits of approaches based on counter-narratives are:
1.

Research on life stories of former militants shows that the reasons for becoming a
terrorist, staying a terrorist, and then disengaging from terrorism are often different
and context-specific and it is unlikely that a counter-narrative program will be able to
tackle all the reasons in all contexts. So, these approaches need, for sure, to be very
sensitive to the context and type of terrorism. They really need to be tailored to specific
cases.

2.

Who is running the programs? Is it the same governments against which the terrorists
or potential terrorists or extremists are against? There are complicated legitimacy
questions here. Voices that could be seen as legitimate don’t always see eye to eye with
the government and point our issues of structural racism and violence that
governments do not want to see or tackle. And these issues are often at the origin of
grievances that result in political violence.

❖ What are the strengths of approaches based on counter-narrative?
I think they may have some effect if they actually reach the desired audience and if the
messenger is seen as reliable and legitimate.
❖ What are the strengths of approaches based on alternative narratives?
I think that approaches based on alternative narratives can work well at the rehabilitation stage.
Programs in prisons, for example, or programs with families of convicted terrorists that help
them come to terms with difficult and sometimes traumatic life events are very beneficial.
Helping people to attain alternative narratives of what their life was, what it is and what can
become is key to fight recidivism, as well as potential extremist influences in younger
generations in the family.
Right-wing extremism:
❖ What do you think about the use of gamification in communication strategies to counter
far-right extremist behaviour and narratives?

Gamification makes terrorist propaganda more attractive; I think we need more studies to see if the
opposite is also true (if it makes counter-extremism more attractive too). But again here I just question
how the desired audience will be reached and actually, who is the desired audience. Is it at the primary
prevention level? If yes, I think it can work well, I am just not sure how to sell it in a way that gaming
companies will include it and then kids/young people/even adults will want to play the games. If we are
talking about secondary prevention – trying to deradicalise people in the path towards committing
terrorist acts – I think it can be much harder, as the issues I wrote above in point two will apply.
❖ Little is known yet about the role of informal communication strategies that are
employed by community actors. It is known, however, that informal actors are
countering far-right narratives by using the same platforms as extremists to disprove
and “mock” far-right narratives. What do you think about it?
Research tells us that some individuals in extremist milieus are disappointed and looking for a way out
and these efforts might ring a bell with them and actually help them move towards disengagement.
However, I would not say that they have a massive impact.
Left-wing extremism:
❖ Even if the publication deals with the subject of communication strategy in a
cross-sectional manner, the subject of left-wing extremism communication is little
considered. This also applies to the design of counter-narrative or alternative narrative
strategies or campaigns. What do you think about it?
Left-wing extremism is quite low key at the moment and quite connected to polarisation (e.g., the case
of Antifa). However, I think that communication needs to be balanced, not showing preferences for
either side, which does not always happen.
Future perspectives:
❖

What are in your opinion the effective methods of countering right/left-wing
extremism?

I think that the way issues are criminalised is very important. If we criminalised ISIS-inspired
terrorism as terrorism, but not right wing ideologically motivated violence as terrorism, we
clearly have double standards that convey a specific message to society, victims and extremists.
❖ What is currently lacking in countering extremism, and would it be worth it to
work it out?
I think this question is a bit broad, as it depends on the context we are talking about, but I
would say we need more primary prevention, in general, and more effort should go there. We
also need to work with the families of extremists/terrorists, who can be key in helping fight
recidivism and the radicalisation of future generations.

❖ The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and drove
them to spend more time online, may also affect the role of online Islamist / far-right
/far-left separatism propaganda?
Yes, but it is not a new phenomenon. The problem in this area is the lack of data and the lack of access
to existing data. The Home Office in the UK, for example, has daily analysis on this kind of trends,
however, they do not share the figures. So, our notion of the phenomenon is based on media reports
and some (very little and limited) scientific research.
❖ The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 april 2021 on
addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to address
the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist content
online. These measures, which will be adopted by all Member States, probably will have a
significant impact both on communication strategies and on the contents conveyed by
extremist narratives and on the design of counter and alternative narratives. Moreover,
perhaps they will require a rethinking of the strategies and tools used so far within the
C/PVE. What is your point of view on the matter?
I think they will certainly have an impact. However, it has been proved that there are always other ways
of communicating online, including in the dark web. However, it is also true that there are more and
more cybersecurity efforts at both academic and practitioner levels. However, this is not a subject in
which I am an expert.

INTERVIEW 03
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖ What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative strategies
in PVE/CVE programming? What do you consider their ‘importance’ and what they can
achieve or how they contribute to PVE/CVE?
This is vital work. It must not only be about the CVE ‘message’, but also the messenger, format
and location (e.g. online or offline, school or home, etc.) where the message is delivered.
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects”of the approaches based on
counter-narrative?
As above, far too much focus on the narratives rather than other contextual factors, such as a
trusted messenger or comfortable format (e.g. 1-on-1 if possible)
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects”of the approaches based on
alternative narratives?
As above; the need to identify trusted messengers for different types of CVE messages is vital.
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on counter-narrative?

We have just identified these in partnership with Hedayah CVE, focussing on the leading
counter-narratives of 9 countries in relation to right-wing extremism. Findings available at their
online

library

at:

https://www.hedayahcenter.org/resources/interactive_cve_apps/counter-narrative-library/
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on alternative narratives?
Real chance for deracialisation and disruption of radical right narratives.
❖ If you were to advise agencies, organisations, institutions developing CN/AN work
today in Europe (or in a specific national context), what would be your top 5
recommendations of what they should do / how they should approach this work to
do it “well”, and your top 5 “don’ts”or mistakes/bad practice they need to make sure
to avoid?
These are listed for Norway, UK, Germany, Hungary and Ukraine in the aforementioned
counter-narrative library.
Focus on Religious Extremism:
❖

What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary “arguments” they are making and how they
aim to convince or recruit people?

N/A this is not an area in which I work. It bears noting that QAnon draws upon what I’ve termed
‘Christianism’

-

https://www.fairobserver.com/politics/matthew-feldman-religious-extremism-christianity-histor
y-violence-christianism-news-37281/?fbclid=IwAR2O3woswcEACVnLD3qPEjkc2LvB0IH4-LviskTo
N9csCC5MKL2GSnpgft8
❖

What are the main platforms or channels you believe religious extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?

❖

What do you see as the main “attraction” of these arguments/issues towards their
intended audience? How successful do you believe these narratives are and in what
way?

❖

How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?

❖

[1]

Are there specific narratives or ways Religious Extremists

are working to recruit

or target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE
work can best work to address this?
❖

Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Religious Extremism in Europe
– and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges? What’s
“done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and organisations
approach this work?

❖

Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in Religious Extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of religious
extremist narratives?

Focus on Right-Wing Extremism:
❖

What do you see as the key elements in Right Wing Extremist narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary arguments they are making and how they aim
to convince or recruit people?

‘Siege culture’, but also ‘great replacement’ and other narratives of alleged white victimhood.
❖

What are the main platforms or channels you believe Right-Wing extremists are
using today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?

Telegram, but also in Europe (to a lesser extent), Gab and Parler, with attempts to reach a mass
audience through watered-down versions on Youtube and Facebook.
❖

How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?

Exit UK is doing some impressive work in undertaking this; they are pulling no punches and
sometimes disseminating materials that are uncomfortable for liberal-democrats, but that is
not

the

target

audience.

For

examples

see

https://www.facebook.com/exituk/photos/?ref=page_internal
❖

Are there specific narratives or ways right-wing extremists are working to recruit or
target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?

Gaming is becoming increasingly important, as are new, fringe social media platforms (above
all, Telegram). Outlinking to sites like Pastebin is also notable.
❖

Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Right-Wing Extremism in
Europe – and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges?
What’s “done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and
organisations approach this work?

As above, multilateralism is key, as is taking an empathetic approach – even toward those
whose views we might find repulsive, even violent.
❖

Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in right-wing extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of right-wing
narratives?

Chauvinism and, increasingly, outright misogyny are an increasing concern – in no small part
because too little attention has been paid to it. It is of cardinal importance. For the latter,
‘traditionalist’ views of women in the kitchen etc., are still dominant; but in the last 5 years there
has been the growth of misogynistic narratives linked to ‘white sharia’ and even ‘rapewaffen’.
❖

What do you think about the use of gamification in communication strategies to
counter far-right extremist behavior and narratives?

Working on this now, and ideas are still being developed here; but making sure moderators are
trained to recognise radicalisation and grooming is key.
❖

Little is known yet about the role of informal communication strategies that are
employed by community actors. It is known, however, that informal actors are
working to counter far-right narratives by using the same platforms as extremists to
disprove and “mock” far-right narratives. What do you think about these approaches?

They have a place too. What has been missing to date is analysis of ‘what works’, what is ‘best
practice’ and what doesn’t work or is even counter-productive.

Focus on Left-wing Extremism:
❖

The subject of Left-wing Extremism communication is little considered and this also
happens in the design of counter-narrative or alternative narrative strategies or
campaigns. What do you think about it?

Shouldn’t be neglected but is far, far less important than jihadi Islamism or the radical right;
moreover, far less lethal and targeted usually at infrastructure and buildings, etc., not
people.
Focus on Separatism:
❖

Are you aware of established strategies or projects / programs under construction
focused on counter-narratives or alternative narratives towards ideologies and
separatist groups?

To my knowledge, no.

Future perspectives:
COVID-19
❖

The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and
drove them to spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and
news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may
have had on many as well – may also affect the role of online religious extremism /
far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives used. Can you comment
on:
Have you seen any changes/developments in extremist narratives online in

➢

this period?
Yes, some specifically targeting Covid-19 (e.g. anti-vax, even ‘cough on your local
minority memes); but this is to be expected, since the radical right also reads the
news and keeps up with political developments, etc.
What are the main narratives that have been developed / used by extremists

➢

in this period?
As above, but also increased efforts at online recruiting, such as through gaming
nights that are live streamed on sites like YouTube.
What impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the specific

➢

type/form) in coming years in Europe? What particular challenges do you
believe this will bring that those working on CN/AN should be aware of?
Difficult to tell as countries in Europe come out of lockdown. Likely the continued
growth of conspiracy narratives, but potentially also the effect of radicalisation on lone
actors.
❖

The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021
on addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to
address the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist
content online. These measures, which will be adopted by all Member States,
probably will have a significant impact both on communication strategies and on the
contents conveyed by extremist narratives and on the design of counter and
alternative narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will require a rethinking of the
strategies and tools used so far within the C/PVE. What is your point of view on the
matter?

More does, and is currently being, done. It will go beyond this resolution and should be public
later this summer.

General Questions:
❖

Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to
provide key guidance on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe.
What would be your key recommendations? Please identify 3 – 5.

I have and am afraid as per the above point I’m unable to share these at present.

❖

What is currently lacking in countering extremism? Would it be important to solve/
address this to improve the effectiveness, quality and impact of CN/AN work?

Identification of leading violent extremist actors in Europe, as well as better tools to combat
them – especially online.
❖

On Evaluation and Learning: Do you believe enough is done to learn the lessons from
one CN/AN campaign to another, or from the cumulative work that has been done so
far in the field? For both “yes” or “no”, please describe.

No. A multi-stakeholder approach is needed, making greater use of civil society groups.
Incorporation of tools to moderate and interdict terroristic materials is also urgent.

INTERVIEW 04
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
The expert interviewed conducts his research on right-wing extremism, so this was the type of
extremism discussed in the interview.
Focus on Right-wing Extremism:
❖

What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives
in Europe today? What do you see as the primary “arguments” they are
making and how they aim to convince or recruit people?

The researcher made a point of distinguishing between the radical rightwing parties, which
are in parliament, and the extra-parliamentary extreme right organizations and movements.
The main right-wing extremist narratives pointed out include:
·

Countering the dominant views on globalization, which portray it as being exclusively
positive. Right-wing groups or parties highlight globalization’s disadvantages and negative
impacts for the people of the western world and denounce it as a Marxist;

·

Opposing replacement theory, a white nationalist conspiracy theory which states that,
with the complicity or cooperation of "replacist" elites, the white European populations are
being demographically and culturally replaced with non-European peoples through mass
migration, demographic growth and the diminution in the birth rate. The idea is that
migrants threaten the western and white civilization, uprooting and erasing or replacing its
identity, thus weakening white people;

·

Opposing the so-called Islam expansion project through migration, which allegedly
threatens the Judeo-Christian Western civilization.

❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe religious extremists are
using today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their
primary audiences they are trying to reach?
In terms of platforms and channels of communication, the expert stated that right-wing
parties and groups were always in the vanguard. In the 21st century, with the Internet, the
subcultural groups began using mailing-lists, blogs and websites. Web 2.0. Social media gave
right-wing narratives a much bigger reach, but also less structure and strength, as many of
those who share these narratives online are ‘’lone-wolves’’, i.e. not part of any right-wing
organization. This trend concerns mostly subcultural groups. The expert further pointed out
these groups’ tendency for conspiracy theories, which has been strengthened by social media.
This increase in reach of the narratives has not been accompanied by a boom in mobilization
capabilities of these subcultural groups, as the individuals who are mobilized are roughly the
same as before. The expert warns that the way social media works might be inflating the real
number of supporters. Right-wing political parties, on the other hand, have tripled in the last
decades, with the vast majority of them playing within the democratic rules of the game.
❖ What do you think about the use of gamification in communication strategies
to counter far-right extremist behavior and narratives?
On gamification, the expert explains how left-wing narratives countering racism and sexism in
the gaming industry led to the use of memes and trolling by gamers, to mock and deride
left-wing narratives. A relatively small fringe of gamers who are right-wing supporters then
integrated those practices into their more general online presence. This speaks both to how
right-wing groups address youth and how they tend to incorporate practices from other
sectors of society into their communication strategies. This is also the case with protests,
occupations and flash mobs (traditionally used by left-wing movements), as well as the casual
fashion of football hooligans (which replaced the skinhead style).
❖ Are there specific narratives or ways right-wing extremists are working to
recruit or target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN
and PVE/CVE work can best work to address this?
The expert also points to another aspect of right-wing communication that targets youth: the
identitarian movements, especially in the United States, France and Italy. All of them use
mostly social media and street mobilization as channels of communication. Notwithstanding
this, he also mentions that, by and large, youth remains mostly depoliticized and uninterested
in politics.

On PVE/CVE strategies addressed to youth, the expert mentions the C-REX (Center for
Research on Extremism, Norway) and other such programs in public universities, financed by
the European Union, which aim to prevent radicalization as well as radicalized youth.
However, in his opinion, these efforts are not very effective and can indeed compromise
academic and scientific standards as they tend to be biased.
Concerning PVE/CVE strategies more generally, the expert once again stressed the difference
between the majority of right-wing political parties, which are populist parties, those few very
extremist political parties, and other nonpartisan, subcultural or terrorist right-wing groups. In
his view, the very extremist parties and groups continue to be extremely marginal, and
contemporary democracies already possess all the legal and democratic means to fight them,
having often done so successfully. On the other hand, the expert questions the democracy of
the recent discussion (including in Portugal) regarding the possibility of outlawing far-right
populist parties that are growing to represent a larger number of voters, and which operate
within the democratic arena. According to him, these efforts might, in reality, lead to
victimization of this electorate, potentially increasing violent radicalization.
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in right-wing
extremist narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and
2. What is the importance or role of these narratives within the overall
context of right-wing narratives?
On gender, the expert distinguishes western and eastern European right-wing movements,
because, while the latter continues to be dominated by traditional gender stereotypes, the
former have embraced women as part of the movement, not only at the militant level, but
also in leadership roles. In Western Europe, right-wing parties mobilize women by bringing
them together in opposition to Islam and the defence of gender equality, arguing that Islam
oppresses women and thus, opposing Islam. Beyond this, all right-wing movements oppose
left-wing narratives concerning gender identity.
Future perspectives:
COVID-19
❖ The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home
and drove them to spend more time online, together with contested
narratives – and news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader
economic impact it may have had on many as well – may also affect the role
of online religious extremism / far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and
the narratives used. Can you comment on:

➢

Have you seen any changes/developments in extremist narratives
online in this period?

➢

What impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the
specific type/form) in coming years in Europe? What particular
challenges do you believe this will bring that those working on CN/AN
should be aware of?

Covid-19 reinforced these movements’ use of the Internet with podcasts and webinars, but
not more so than it did for all other sectors of society. What is unique is the increased
creation and spread of conspiracy theories by the subcultural groups. That was detrimental to
the right-wing political parties, which had to distance themselves from those narratives.
Looking into the future, the expert counters what appears to be the dominant premise in
Europe, by stating that there is no massive wave of violent extremism connected with
right-wing movements and thus, that further action beyond the means already available is not
crucial.
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INTERVIEW 05
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖ What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative strategies
in PVE/CVE programming? What do you consider their ‘importance’ and what they can
achieve or how they contribute to PVE/CVE?
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects” of the approaches based on
counter-narrative?
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects” of the approaches based on
alternative narratives?
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on counter-narrative?
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on alternative narratives?
❖ If you were to advise agencies, organisations, institutions developing CN/AN work
today in Europe (or in a specific national context), what would be your top 5
recommendations of what they should do / how they should approach this work to
do it “well”, and your top 5 “don’ts”or mistakes/bad practice they need to make sure
to avoid?

Focus on Religious Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary “arguments” they are making and how they
aim to convince or recruit people?
Injustices against and discrimination of ethno-religious minorities, for instance (in the case of
jihadi narratives). They are addressing e.g. marginalized and disenfranchised individuals.
Other arguments (common to other ideologies) include the theme of social, economic, and
moral decay of Western countries.
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe religious extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
Both in-person and online channels – in the former case, for instance through family links or
acquaintances and friends. Many things have been said with respect to online radicalization;
however, this seems to be more of an amplifying factor rather than a substitute of traditional
dynamics of radicalization.
❖ What do you see as the main “attraction” of these arguments/issues towards their
intended audience? How successful do you believe these narratives are and in what
way?

The fact that these arguments feed on existing grievances, insofar as existing issues (e.g.
marginalization and socio-economic disadvantage experienced by ethno-religious minorities)
are incorporated in such narratives – offering a simplistic explanation for those issues.
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
E.g. by showing that the supposed explanations and solutions offered by violent actors are
fallacious and far from reality. For instance, recounts by “formers” (i.e. individuals formerly
engaged in political violence) could help deploy CN/AN messages – as well as members from
civil society and from marginalized communities, as well as families of the victims.
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❖ Are there specific narratives or ways Religious Extremists

are working to recruit or

target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
An aspect that might be more specific to youth could be violent actors’ appeal to youngsters’
search for a collective identity and group belongingness.
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Religious Extremism in Europe –
and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges? What’s
“done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and organisations
approach this work?
I think an important aspect is to clearly assess not only what CN/AN can do, but also their limits,
and how they fit into broader strategies to prevent political violence. Another key aspect is to
develop more clear monitoring and measurement tools to assess when and to what extent
CN/AN can contribute effectively.
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in Religious Extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of religious
extremist narratives?
1. A central frame that often is deployed in both jihadi and identitarian discourse is that of
“warped feminism” – a sort of reverse form of modern-day Western feminism. It is
posited that mainstream Western feminism has failed to cater to women’s needs,
providing a faux emancipation, and that genuine empowerment, instead, can only be
attained if women embrace their supposedly “intrinsic” role (whose central aspects are
domesticity, the core role of women as mothers and wives). Women’s rejection of
Western mainstream feminism is portrayed as a revolutionary act and a sort of
“resistance”.
2. The construction of femininity is complementary, almost “symmetrical” to the
construction of masculinity (not only in extremist discourse – also in non-violent,
conservative discourses of different types).

Future perspectives:
COVID-19
❖ The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and
drove them to spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and
news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may
have had on many as well – may also affect the role of online religious extremism /
far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives used. Can you comment
on:
Have you seen any changes/developments in extremist narratives online in

➢

this period?
Changes can be observed in the propaganda of numerous actors, but the case of
QAnon deserves special attention. The emergence of this phenomenon is well
prior to 2011, but for sure it has experienced a boost after the Covid-19
emergency. Some among QAnon followers have seen such an unprecedented
emergency as a sign of times.
What are the main narratives that have been developed / used by extremists

➢

in this period?
In jihadi propaganda, Covid-19 has also been portrayed as a “Soldier of God” and as a
punishment for Western debauchery. Jihadi propaganda has also portrayed the
Covid-19 crisis as a moment of weakness for Western countries, inciting supporters to
take advantage of such circumstance to strike the enemy.
❖ What impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the specific
type/form) in coming years in Europe? What particular challenges do you
believe this will bring that those working on CN/AN should be aware of?
One challenge I think of relates to the socio-economic distress that the current health
crisis has exacerbated and how this could impact upon extremism. In particular, these
circumstances could foster social polarization thus creating an environment conducive
to extremist propaganda and activities.
❖ The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021
on addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to
address the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist
content online. These measures, which will be adopted by all Member States,
probably will have a significant impact both on communication strategies and on the
contents conveyed by extremist narratives and on the design of counter and
alternative narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will require a rethinking of the
strategies and tools used so far within the C/PVE. What is your point of view on the
matter?
Although the aim of this regulation is to combat use of the Internet for violent purposes, several
challenges of different types are poised to arise – including concerns with respect to free
speech standards, conflicts with US regulations on free speech, and cases in which e.g. an
ongoing investigation might require monitoring of online content whereas the EU regulation
might require such content to be removed (se this brief from the Soufan Center).

General Questions:
❖ Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to provide
key guidance on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe. What would
be your key recommendations? Please identify 3 – 5.
I am providing a brief overview of issues that I think should be addressed:
1.

Current understanding of concepts such as extremism or radicalization is still murky –
there are many different proposed (at times conflicting) definitions, and a consensus on
that is still lacking. This issue should be addressed, since it lies at the heart of C/PVE,
and it would perhaps help set CN/AV goals more clearly. E.g.: the objective is to prevent
individuals from embracing such ideologies or rather to prevent them from engaging in
violent acts?

2.

A broader reflection on what CN/AN can and cannot achieve, as well as a development
of clear measurement tools to assess current strategies.

3.
4.

A better understanding of the gender dimension in the narrative of violent actors.
Address broader issues linked to C/VE policies. For instance, in several cases, C/VE
policies aimed at countering jihadism have fed into securitization of Muslim
communities and Islamophobia – a phenomenon that has been on the rise over recent
years. This feeds into a negative loop of social polarization and ultimately feeds into
jihadi propaganda as well.

❖ What is currently lacking in countering extremism? Would it be important to solve/
address this to improve the effectiveness, quality and impact of CN/AN work?
See points 1 – 3 above. I think addressing those issues could contribute to improving the quality
of CN/AN work.
❖ On Evaluation and Learning: Do you believe enough is done to learn the lessons from
one CN/AN campaign to another, or from the cumulative work that has been done so
far in the field? For both “yes” or “no”, please describe.
No – over the last years more and more discussions on “lessons learned” in C/PVE have
emerged. However, more reflections on such aspects are needed, especially those based on
robust indicators
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INTERVIEW 06
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖ What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative strategies
in PVE/CVE programming? What do you consider their ‘importance’ and what they can
achieve or how they contribute to PVE/CVE?
The debate seems divided on their role and perhaps we shouldn’t focus so much on the narrative
but the type of activities which allow practitioners to generate counter-narratives. My research on
Northern Ireland showed how the inter-group dialogue and community work among Provisional
IRA members provided them skills for debating the strategy – essentially they rehearsed the
arguments more than ordinary members of the community, which gave them the advantage in
discussion. But all of this would be for nothing if the community wasn’t willing to listen to them.
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects”of the approaches based on
counter-narrative?
Putting too much faith in them as a silver bullet and not considering the generative
mechanisms behind why narratives are resonant.
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects”of the approaches based on
alternative narratives?
This is a much better term insofar as it seeks to provide a space for non-hegemonic narratives which
governments may consider narratives. In Northern Ireland we saw this as successful in peace
programmes with former combatants where alternative narratives allowed the maintenance of a
non-state identity. The shortcoming of this approach is government policy is going against this
trajectory with its widening of focus on extremism, instead alternative narrative work should provide a
discursive space for non-violent extreme/radical views for as long as these are explicitly anti-violence.
❖

What are strengths of approaches based on counter-narrative?

❖

What are strengths of approaches based on alternative narratives?

I’ve answered that above. This is a much better term insofar as it seeks to provide a space for
non-hegemonic narratives which governments may consider narratives. It also moves more clearly
away from the dyadic implications of ‘counter’ and emphasises more the interaction between
narratives.

❖ If you were to advise agencies, organisations, institutions developing CN/AN work
today in Europe (or in a specific national context), what would be your top 5
recommendations of what they should do / how they should approach this work to
do it “well”, and your top 5 “don’ts”or mistakes/bad practice they need to make sure
to avoid?
·

Work needs to focus on violence and crime which manifests from radicalisation and extremism.
The objective should be to facilitate anti-violence narratives, whether this is from a radical
perspective should be irrelevant

·

Focus on what reduces violence, not on promoting an idealised narrative. Governments tend to
favour narratives that align with their values but there needs to be compromise and space for
narratives that governments won’t like ideologically, but are least non violent

Focus on Religious Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary “arguments” they are making and how they
aim to convince or recruit people?
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe religious extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
❖ What do you see as the main “attraction” of these arguments/issues towards their
intended audience? How successful do you believe these narratives are and in what
way?
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
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❖ Are there specific narratives or ways Religious Extremists

are working to recruit or

target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Religious Extremism in Europe –
and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges? What’s
“done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and organisations
approach this work?
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in Religious Extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of religious
extremist narratives?
Sorry this isn’t my area, I don’t feel it is appropriate for me to comment.

Focus on Right-Wing Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key elements in Right Wing Extremist narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary arguments they are making and how they aim
to convince or recruit people?
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe Right-Wing extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
❖ Are there specific narratives or ways right-wing extremists are working to recruit or
target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Right-Wing Extremism in
Europe – and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges?
What’s “done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and
organisations approach this work?
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in right-wing extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of right-wing
narratives?
❖ What do you think about the use of gamification in communication strategies to
counter far-right extremist behavior and narratives?
❖ Little is known yet about the role of informal communication strategies that are
employed by community actors. It is known, however, that informal actors are
working to counter far-right narratives by using the same platforms as extremists to
disprove and “mock” far-right narratives. What do you think about these approaches?

Sorry this isn’t my area, I don’t feel it is appropriate for me to comment
Focus on Left-wing Extremism:
❖ The subject of Left-wing Extremism communication is little considered and this also
happens in the design of counter-narrative or alternative narrative strategies or
campaigns. What do you think about it?

Focus on Separatism:
❖

Are you aware of established strategies or projects / programs under construction
focused on counter-narratives or alternative narratives towards ideologies and
separatist groups?

Future perspectives:
COVID-19
❖ The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and
drove them to spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and
news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may
have had on many as well – may also affect the role of online religious extremism /
far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives used. Can you comment
on:
Have you seen any changes/developments in extremist narratives online in

➢

this period?
What are the main narratives that have been developed / used by extremists

➢

in this period?
What impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the specific

➢

type/form) in coming years in Europe? What particular challenges do you
believe this will bring that those working on CN/AN should be aware of?
❖

The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021
on addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to
address the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist
content online. These measures, which will be adopted by all Member States,
probably will have a significant impact both on communication strategies and on the
contents conveyed by extremist narratives and on the design of counter and
alternative narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will require a rethinking of the
strategies and tools used so far within the C/PVE. What is your point of view on the
matter?

General Questions:
❖

Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to
provide key guidance on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe.
What would be your key recommendations? Please identify 3 – 5.

❖

What is currently lacking in countering extremism? Would it be important to solve/
address this to improve the effectiveness, quality and impact of CN/AN work?

❖

On Evaluation and Learning: Do you believe enough is done to learn the lessons from
one CN/AN campaign to another, or from the cumulative work that has been done so
far in the field? For both “yes” or “no”, please describe.
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INTERVIEW 07
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖ What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative strategies
in PVE/CVE programming? What do you consider their ‘importance’ and what they can
achieve or how they contribute to PVE/CVE?
Counter-narratives and alternative narratives to extremist/terrorist messages are extremely
important in this digital era and especially in these covid times where individuals are more than
ever isolated from mainstream society in so-called echo chambers.
Whatever the message, if it is disseminated before any other, it will serve as the basis and
template for the information. It will be ‘the’ reference for any narrative on the same subject. The
more information that follows it corresponds to the primary narrative, the more it will be
considered true and the more opposite information (even if real and proven true) will be
considered false.
Being aware of this, it is imperative to consider the subject for whom the counter-narrative
and/or alternative narrative is intended on an individual basis as to whether they have already
received a message, which one, how often (frequency) and what the effect was.
The essential role of counter-narratives and/or alternative narratives is to prevent further
radicalisation of individuals that can lead to violent extremism and/or terrorist acts, by bringing
a radicalised individual to accept the existence of other views and thoughts than their own (or
those imposed on him/her), or to bring radicalised individuals not to engage in violence or
terrorist acts.
Three types of target individuals should therefore be considered:
1- those who have not been affected (yet) by any form of radicalisation (but vulnerable);
2- those who are in the process of being radicalised;
3- those who are radicalised.
It is therefore crucial to understand:
1- the different pathways and triggers to radicalisation;
2- the radicalisation process of individuals;
3- the switch to acceptance and mobilisation to violence

❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects” of the approaches based on
counter-narrative?
To speak about counter-narrative is openly, by definition, a conflict of ideas, of modes of
thought. The counter-narrative is a frontal opposition to a rhetoric to which an individual
possibly already adhered to and which might already be well established and well-honed. To
oppose it is to confront it and to openly enter into some kind of conflict by presenting oneself
or to be considered as the enemy.
The counter-narrative should only be used for individuals who are not yet approached or
pervaded by the radical discourse or who are just in the phase of discovering it without having
adhered to it yet.
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects” of the approaches based on
alternative narratives?
The alternative narrative suggests more flexibility in dealing with the individual, more
moderation and therefore less risk of conflict. It can sometimes be seen as an outburst of
tolerance towards a way of thinking that is antagonistic to our society but is probably better
heard, listened to and accepted as it does not create a barrier between the interlocutors. The
alternative narrative offers the opportunity for exchange of views, dialogue and access to the
individual and his or her mindset.
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on counter-narrative?
Presented early enough and in such a way as to arouse the attention of its recipient, it offers or
should be able to offer a discourse as convincing as, or more convincing than the one which
might be imposed on potential victims by hate preachers and/or recruiters.
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on alternative narratives?
Alternative narratives have the advantage of not positioning themselves at odds, in complete
opposition, conflict or confrontation to a way of thinking and therefore will be more easily to
reach the mindset of individuals, already being approached by radical messages, hate
preachers and/or recruiters.
❖ If you were to advise agencies, organisations, institutions developing CN/AN work
today in Europe (or in a specific national context), what would be your top 5
recommendations of what they should do / how they should approach this work to
do it “well”, and your top 5 “don’ts” or mistakes/bad practice they need to make sure
to avoid?
Recommendations:
1- Communicate as early as possible, offer the primary message, the reference template;

2- The message must be of high quality, attractive and tailormade, designed by
communication professionals;
3- The message must be easy to assimilate, neither moralising nor condemning, and free
of any pedagogical burden without losing its function;
4- The message should be designed in a personalised way, analysed and disseminated in
collaboration with a group of professionals, experts and experienced people
(theologians, historians, psychiatrists, psychologists, philosophers, police officers,
witnesses, victims, family, friends, colleagues, formers etc.);
5- The more general messages must be freely available and accessible on all
communication platforms, as are the propaganda messages, and offered without
algorithmic influence of the platforms used.
Don'ts – mistakes – bad practices:
1- Absence of updated counter-narrative messages and/or alternative narratives
2- Not taking account of new ideologies, tendencies/trends;
3- Making the message such that it takes a superior, even directive and indisputable
position on the sole basis that it cannot be otherwise since the authority demands it as
such;
4- Accusing/Judging others they’re wrong
5- Patronizing;
Focus on Religious Extremism:

❖ What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary “arguments” they are making and how they
aim to convince or recruit people?
Organizations, hate preachers and recruiters are taking advantage of the ignorance of religion
to portray it in accordance with their extremist ideology and to make it THE WORD of God.
Those joining the ideology are declared God's soldiers, servants unto death, defenders of
religion against the infidels and the designated enemies of the divine and his followers. They
are invested with a divine mission.
In exchange to total devotion they offer absolution of all previous sins and access to a
comfortable eschatological vision for himself and his family.
The promise of a better life without earthly constraints as a result of a well accomplished divine
mission.
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe religious extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?

The most eye-catching medium at the moment is the internet, which is used in its greatest
diversity whether it is through the classic web, the deep web or the darknet.
Social networks, video games, propaganda videos or any other easily accessible medium are
ideal entry points.
Virtual or real encounters with charismatic figures at suitable events (visits to places of worship,
group meetings, collective (sports) activities, protests or cultural events, ...)
The audience religious extremists try to reach are mainly individuals, usually young people, who
are looking for an identity, for recognition, in a world that seems hostile to them and that does
not offer them positive perspectives; people in the need of guidance, hoping for a better life,
even if this better life can only be found in the afterlife.
❖ What do you see as the main “attraction” of these arguments/issues towards their
intended audience? How successful do you believe these narratives are and in what
way?

Faced with an earthly life in a society that is financially, professionally and socially hostile, faced
with a society, a state and institutions that does not seem to offer the opportunities he or she
hopes for, the individual will be attracted by the promise of a better life at the cost of a struggle
that will give him/her access to paradise, to the hereafter, to eternity without worries.
This discourse is very popular with young people who are generally unaware of the religion they
think they are embracing because the word of God is attributed to the interest of a group or an
individual. "This is the word of God" and who are we to contradict it?

❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
Addressing the subject can only be done with the proper knowledge of religion and with
support of materials/tools/publications recognised by their believers. Ignorance of the religion
and its texts and references is often the source of a radicalisation that is easy to install with new
references or references taken out of their context.
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❖ Are there specific narratives or ways Religious Extremists

are working to recruit or

target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
●

To be declared God's soldier, his servant unto death, the defender of religion
against infidels and designated enemies of the divine and his followers.

●

To be invested with a divine mission.

●

Offering in exchange for this total devotion the absolution of all previous sins
and access to a comfortable eschatological vision for himself and his family.

●

The promise of a better life without earthly constraints as a result of a well
accomplished divine mission.

●

The promise of a better life at the cost of a struggle that will give him access to
paradise, to the afterlife, to eternity without worries and filled with brotherly
love.

Counter-narrative or alternative messages should be based on a thorough knowledge of the
concerned religion. The individual influenced by an extremist vision of religion should be
helped, assisted, guided, in the knowledge of reference works and other mediums recognised
by their believers and individuals themselves.
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Religious Extremism in Europe –
and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges? What’s
“done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and organisations
approach this work?
●

It takes too much time to make decisions and finalise projects on CN/AN.

●

It takes too long for good tailor made care to be given to the individual by the right person.
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in Religious Extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of religious
extremist narratives?
Women are often relegated to the lowest rank in the extremist view of religions. They are
considered inferior to men even though they are recognised as being of vital importance in the
reproduction and education of children, future adherents to organizations/ideologies. They will
have little or no right to education or to basic rights such as the simple choice what to wear or
the right to refuse sexual acts.
This view of women and the stories to diminish them in this way are important to highlight the
superior position of men, warriors, soldiers of God. He who is invested with a divine mission,
has other issues to worry about.

Focus on Right-Wing Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key elements in Right Wing Extremist narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary arguments they are making and how they aim
to convince or recruit people?
Western culture is superior and must be preserved from any outside influence (considered as a
threat). The white race is so superior that any other race is de facto inferior and must be
discarded or even eradicated.
The invasion and threat of multiculturalism, as soon as it settles in the environment that
right-wing extremism considers to be its territory, must be fought.
Foreigners' are invaders, aliens who will destroy their world, their bubble, their 'comfort', the
group they must defend against any form of intrusion.

❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe Right-Wing extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
As with religious extremism, it is not surprising that certain platforms are similar. Therefore, we
can say that the most attractive medium at the moment is the internet, which is used in its
greatest diversity, be it through the classic web, the deep web or the dark net.
Social networks, video games, propaganda videos or any other easily accessible medium are
ideal entry points.
Due to the deletion by some platforms of hateful content by right-wing extremists, they are
turning to new, more "permissive" platforms such as VK and others (4chan, 8chan, 8kun, reddit,
...).
Virtual or real encounters with charismatic figures on the occasion of suitable events (visit to
the place of assembly and meeting, sports activity, protest or cultural event, ...)
One of the differences with religious extremism is the use of more traditional methods of
communication, such as leaflets, campaigns.
As some of the literature on the subject points out, right-wing extremists frequently use
particular news sites. These sites specialise in distorting and embellishing information about
immigration, asylum, Islam, etc. in order to give the impression that the Western world is under
serious threat from the 'foreigner' and that our civilisation is on the brink of a civil war because
of these threats. Much of this information can be considered as fake news.
The general strategy is to create an atmosphere of fear while giving oneself the role of victim,
which legitimises and even makes the use of violence necessary.
The audience that right-wing extremists try to reach are mainly young people with a middle or
lower education, whose feeling of 'others' integrating their environment represents an instilled
threat such as fear of foreign overpopulation, defence of national borders, attribution of
cultural characteristics and contempt for certain nationalities are the messages.

❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
As with religious extremism, the subject can only be approached with a thorough knowledge of
the functioning and way of thinking of the concerned ideology.
Awareness of the existence of the other could be a gateway to recognition of the latter,
provided that one can argue without entering into any form of conflict.
Educating the convinced right-wingers in the idea that they could have been, due to the random
selection of their birthplace, one of their potential enemies could be one, but certainly not the
only, key to an awareness of the existence of the other.
❖ Are there specific narratives or ways right-wing extremists are working to recruit or
target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?

Through the use of mainstream messages and through a renewal of the image of the ideology,
‘rebranding’ terminology, leaders have more acceptable outward appearances and discourses,
so that access to key positions in society has become accessible to them (the so-called march
through the institutions’). In this way, the far right generally appeals to a more diverse public
and from a more diverse social background.
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Right-Wing Extremism in
Europe – and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges?
What’s “done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and
organisations approach this work?
●

Absence of strong messages

●

Absence of educational programs

●

Historical/cultural heritage

●

Difficulties to access

●
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in right-wing extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of right-wing
narratives?
Women, who a few years ago represented only a minority governed by a patriarchal structure,
are gaining more and more space and recognition within the ideology. Some women have
access to key positions and are even recognised as charismatic leaders.
❖ What do you think about the use of gamification in communication strategies to
counter far-right extremist behaviour and narratives?
Because of the amount of brain time devoted to online games by many young people, the use
of these platforms makes it possible to reach these youngsters and to engage them while their
attention is riveted on the game. Their attention is mobilised in this way, providing an
opportunity, via chat rooms, to imbue messages in an almost subliminal way.
❖

Little is known yet about the role of informal communication strategies that are
employed by community actors. It is known, however, that informal actors are
working to counter far-right narratives by using the same platforms as extremists to
disprove and “mock” far-right narratives. What do you think about these approaches?

The mere fact of resorting to contradictory or even mocking discourse is probably not intended
to reason with the extreme right-wing activist but, on the contrary, to motivate him or her to
engage in verbal confrontation at first, and then in physical confrontation at the risk of
resorting to terrorist action.
It is true that every form of extremism has its opposite and that each of them has the need to
create enemies, even to activate them, with the sole aim of existing and gaining adherents.

Focus on Left-wing Extremism:
❖ The subject of Left-wing Extremism communication is little considered and this also
happens in the design of counter-narrative or alternative narrative strategies or
campaigns. What do you think about it?
Left wing extremism, like right wing extremism, has been an integral part of our societal
landscape for so many years that it is almost invisible or, at least, does not seem to represent a
threat, although the threat is imminent and permanent.
Focus on Separatism:
❖

Are you aware of established strategies or projects / programs under construction
focused on counter-narratives or alternative narratives towards ideologies and
separatist groups?

Apart from the national-separatist demands for independence in some parts of the world – also
affecting our societies-, few CN/AN projects seem to find an audience. The question is more like:
"Does these messages exist?"
Future perspectives:
COVID-19
❖ The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and
drove them to spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and
news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may
have had on many as well – may also affect the role of online religious extremism /
far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives used. Can you comment
on:

❖ Have you seen any changes/developments in extremist narratives online in this period?
Yes, there has been instrumentalization by extremists and terrorist organisations of this
sanitary crisis by taking strategic profit in terms of recruitment and mobilization to act, by
disseminating fake news, conspiracy theories, to recruit, radicalise adherents and discredit
enemies.
https://www.euractiv.fr/section/politique/news/reglement-europeen-les-plateformes-en-lig
ne-ont-desormais-une-heure-pour-retirer-le-contenu-terroriste/

❖ What are the main narratives that have been developed / used by extremists in this
period?
Islamic State:
●

Divine vengeance against non-believers, countries, coalitions fighting Islam in
Iraq, Syria but also China and Iran.

●

Corona contributes to the victory of Islam and is protecting Muslims, but it also
highlights practices and precepts of Islam (eg. Cover, handshake…)

●

It is also encouraging the perpetration of terrorist acts (jihad) against western
societies weakened today by the high cases of Covid-19.

Right wing:
●

Foreigners, migrants are responsible for the huge spread of corona and
occupying beds in hospitals

●

Israel has the vaccine to destabilize global economy (wrong use of vaccine)

●

The voluntary development and use of biological weapon, corona

These theories contribute to a climate of polarisation and call for the inevitable civil war.
Left wing:
●

Messages to authorities and capitalism, instrumentalizing the sanitary crisis

●

Tense situation in prisons and calls to closure in times of covid

●

Twofold threats: calls for unauthorized gatherings and violent actions against
security agencies, prison staff, destruction of 5G poles

●

Anarcho-ecologists are enjoying the destruction of humans in favour of our
planet

❖ What impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the specific type/form) in
coming years in Europe? What particular challenges do you believe this will bring that
those working on CN/AN should be aware of?
●

Increase in intolerance and radicalisation, violence towards institutions and
their uniformed law enforcement agencies

●

Necessity for state institutions to bring well-considered and accepted messages
and speak as one on a regular basis

❖

The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021
on addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to
address the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist
content online. These measures, which will be adopted by all Member States,
probably will have a significant impact both on communication strategies and on the
contents conveyed by extremist narratives and on the design of counter and
alternative narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will require a rethinking of the
strategies and tools used so far within the C/PVE. What is your point of view on the
matter?

While it is important to ban hate speech from the internet, particularly messages calling for
action, extremist violence and/or terrorist acts, it could be risky to remove content too quickly,
hasty and without prior analysis. The different platforms will most probably not be checked on
illegal content by human interventions but through less costly algorithms. Several risks may
then arise:
●

Each member state of the European Union could decide what is a terrorist content and
decide, for example, that a political movement in opposition to the current government
is spreading terrorist messages and so be deprived of this platform to communicate.
For example, if Marine Le Pen (extreme right in France) comes to power tomorrow, she
could consider that being an ultra-leftist is the same as being a terrorist.

●

The lack of judicial control and the transnational scope of removal orders could
represent a threat to freedom of expression and a danger to democracy.

●

Terrorists usually exploit small platforms due to their lack of capacity and resources.
This regulation may therefore not only be ineffective in achieving its intended purpose.

●

Preventing access to certain platforms by excluding them is an invitation to use other
media, other means of communication, whether computerised or not, but more hidden
or at least more subtle. This would make the work of investigators in charge of the fight
against terrorism even more complicated (use of darknet…).

General Questions:
❖ Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to provide
key guidance on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe. What would
be your key recommendations? Please identify 3 – 5.
●

Faster anticipation and decision making

●

More awareness campaigns and education for first line practitioners and first circles of
defence

●

EU support to Member States

●

Stronger messages for a broad audience

❖ What is currently lacking in countering extremism? Would it be important to solve/
address this to improve the effectiveness, quality and impact of CN/AN work?
The use of professional communicators and the lack of training of the different actors to deal
with the different ideologies and radicalisation. Apart from a few exceptions, the actors in
charge of the fight against terrorism do not stay in their posts long enough to fully master
the subjects they deal with.
Our recommendation would be to create a specific academy for the fight against violent
extremism and terrorism, or make a better use of the existing international platforms.
This training would be common to each type of actor so that they can communicate with each
other through a common language, get to know and trust each other and acquire the same
knowledge and even share ideas.

Each of these learners would receive a unique training specific to an extremist ideology in order
to master its functioning, structure, mode of communication and rhetoric. One of the essential
conditions for the usefulness of this kind of highly specialised training is that the learner
remains in office for at least 10 years, for example.
❖ On Evaluation and Learning: Do you believe enough is done to learn the lessons from
one CN/AN campaign to another, or from the cumulative work that has been done so
far in the field? For both “yes” or “no”, please describe.
No, EU institutions such as the RAN working group on narratives are playing an important role
on the condition that these best practices, tools, handbooks…are disseminated and reaching a
large audience of professionals in the different member states.
Within the common training academy for the fight against radicalisation and terrorism (idea
mentioned above), there should be a training course on professional communication and a
permanent study group to follow the evolution of the various radicalisations of all ideologies
and to be able to prepare for them and build a preventive plan to fight a possible new
radicalisation.
The Covid-19 crisis is a striking example. While some people already foresaw psychological and
mental difficulties, little was done to anticipate the radicalisation that would be linked to it.
History shows us today that the health crisis has generated a radicalisation of various
ideologies and even of a section of mainstream society.
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With the term Religious Extremism we refer to both Jihadi and Christian extremism.

INTERVIEW 08
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖ What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative strategies
in PVE/CVE programming? What do you consider their ‘importance’ and what they can
achieve or how they contribute to PVE/CVE?
Counter-narratives have become increasingly popular over the last 7-8 years. Government has
made funding available for counter-narrative work and many have taken advantage of the
opportunity. Counter-narratives exist so that radical extremist narratives are not allowed to go
unchallenged. In my experience, counter-narratives are not particularly effective especially if
the individual has already ventured into a radicalisation pathway (See more detailed response
below)

Alternative narratives are something that has come along more recently. Alternative narratives
exist as a mechanism to promote plurality and inclusion. Although alternative narratives have
potential, by themselves would be of limited value without being a part of a larger social and
political effort that celebrates diversity and inclusion across the whole of society.
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects” of the approaches based on
counter-narrative?
Counter-narratives exist to refute extremist beliefs, doctrine, and practice by challenging the
validity

of

whatever

topic

is

being

discussed.

In

Islamist

counter-narrative

work,

counter-narratives are grounded in an evidenced based approach. In other words, when a
group makes a claim, they typically cite a religious text or interpretation made by someone who
is considered authoritative to support their claim. Counter-narratives challenge the validity of
that interpretation and offer a different interpretation. As a result, counter-narratives exist
solely for the purpose of undermining the claim. Thus, there is a great deal of tension within
counter-narrative work because it essentially comes down to an argument that my evidence is
better than your evidence. While younger more vulnerable people might accept a different
interpretation, older more seasoned individuals who have already embraced a radical
politicised belief system will simply ignore them. Moreover, even when counter-narratives have
some success, their long-term efficacy is tentative at best and are easily undermined by the
social networks the individual engages with.
One of the biggest problems with counter-narratives is their effectiveness. Two problem areas
exist here. The first is that extremist messaging is typically far more timely and agile than
counter-narratives. By their very nature, they are reactive whereas extremist narratives are
proactive.
The second problem with counter-narratives is that their effectiveness is extraordinarily limited
(if at all) if the person has already ventured into radicalized belief. Although they fill a necessary
gap and are more effective within the pre-radical space, my experience is that their
effectiveness is still very limited. Effective messaging is dependent on reaching the right
individual at the right time and with the right information and in most cases, counter-narrative
messaging is put out there to occupy a space and is not specifically directed to the individual.
Counter-narratives are also used by some extremist groups to undermine the claims the
counter-narratives are supposed to refute. Particularly within religious extremism, they often
backfire and are refuted through religious texts or alternative interpretations. Although the
religious texts used to cite and undermine the claims made within the counter narrative are
typically being taken out of context, new recruits to extremist organisations often have limited
religious knowledge. Thus, they have limited ability to critically assess whose evidence is better.
Because radicalisation happens largely within a social setting, it is typically the person sitting in
front of them that has the upper hand in convincing the individual that the interpretations
made by whichever sheikh he/she follows are the correct ones.

❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects” of the approaches based on
alternative narratives?
As mentioned above, although alternative narratives are designed to promote inclusion, I
question their effectiveness without a broader social and political effort that promotes
inclusiveness and plurality. Thus, I don’t think there are any “negative aspects” to alternative
narratives but on their own I think there will be little return unless substantial political and
economic investments are made.
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on counter-narrative?

This is a very questionable area. As mentioned, counter-narratives attempt to undermine
extremist claims. The fundamental premise is to argue my evidence is better than your
evidence. Their strength is that they fill a space within the CT environment, but effectiveness is
highly questionable.
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on alternative narratives?

The strength of alternative narratives is potentially very strong. Although there will always be
individuals who will gravitate towards radicalised groups, alternative narratives build social
capital through social and political inclusiveness whereas extremist narratives most often
advocate for social and political withdrawal. However, as mentioned above, it will take more
than a few soundbites to maximise the effectiveness of alternative narratives and that means
strong political and social investment.
In Britain, and more broadly across Europe, an argument can be made that the trajectory of
political will has taken on more of an us/them tone. While understandable after the rash of
attacks that have taken place in recent years, kinetic energy and brute force play well with the
masses but do little to solve the problem. Thus, a change in posture is needed. Once can still be
strong and compassionate at the same time. More directly, it means that if politicians and
practitioners are going to talk the talk, they are also going to have to walk the walk.

❖ If you were to advise agencies, organisations, institutions developing CN/AN work
today in Europe (or in a specific national context), what would be your top 5
recommendations of what they should do / how they should approach this work to
do it “well”, and your top 5 “don’ts” or mistakes/bad practice they need to make sure
to avoid?
Do’s
·

Do continue to develop counter-narratives so that extremist messaging does not
go unchallenged

·
·

Do accept that counter-narratives have significant limitations
Do understand that kinetic energy and brute force is not going to solve the
problem of radicalisation and extremism that is happening within societies.

·

Do explore ways to develop far reaching mechanisms for delivery of alternative
narratives

·

Do consider that in some cases, government actions provide the oxygen that
undermines social capital

Don’ts
·

Don’t take a boilerplate approach to anything

·

Don’t assume that communities, groups, and grievances are homogenous

·

Don’t accept policy and practice recommendations by people who don’t engage
with the people they claim to have expertise about

·

Don’t accept what people tell you just because it sounds logical

·

Don’t be afraid to consider new approaches and step outside the box

Focus on Religious Extremism:
❖

What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary “arguments” they are making and how they
aim to convince or recruit people?

Religious extremism in Europe fundamentally comes from three sources. The first is domestic
and foreign government policy. The second is capitalism and corporate enterprise. The third is
the reaction to perceived societal decay.
The arguments are simple and while the topics are dynamic, the typologies have been static for
years. Foreign policy, particularly in the Muslim world remains a source of division. Domestic
policy along with personal and government integrity continue to be themes that extremist
groups capitalise on and build narratives around. Capitalism and corporate enterprise are long
established narratives- The rich get richer, and poor get poorer. The reaction to perceived
societal decay is a product of the other two. Alcohol, prostitution, homelessness, greed,
accountability, etc all provide a readymade platform for radical groups to argue there has to be
a better way and offer that alternative.
❖

What are the main platforms or channels you believe religious extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?

Although there are exceptions, individuals radicalise primarily because they are searching for
identity and purpose. One does not have to Immerse him/herself in radical content to begin
developing grievances. All one has to do is pick up the paper or watch mainstream media.
However, while that may predispose a person to radical political thought, radicalisation
happens through social networks. Thus, depending on the individual, what his/her grievances
are, and what networks he/she is a part of, determine their vulnerability.
Religious extremist networks primarily use a ‘through it at the wall and see what sticks’ kind of
approach. Although there is still some recruitment being done through dawah stalls, most is
through person-to-person exchange.
Much has been postulated during the Covid lockdown that radicalisation is occurring faster and
more often because people are spending more time online. There is no quantifiable data to
support those hypotheses and I would argue that those who make such predictions have little if
any contact with those they say are radicalising, and don’t fundamentally understand the
radicalisation process or how religious extremism happens.
❖

What do you see as the main “attraction” of these arguments/issues towards their
intended audience? How successful do you believe these narratives are and in what
way?

The main attraction of the arguments and issues is that they are often at least partially accurate
depictions. Although the whole story is rarely told, enough is told to allow individuals to
embrace the arguments/grievances being presented.
For the right person, the narratives are highly successful because they identify with the issues.
However, whether they will remain engaged over the long haul and embrace the ideology is
another story. Most don’t accept the narratives and for the small number of those that do, they
may engage in some additional interaction but often leave the group before the ideology is fully
accepted.
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work address
these?
As mentioned above, counter-narratives, while necessary, have little efficacy. Alternative
narratives have much more potential for success but must be a part of a broader political and
social agenda.
❖
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Are there specific narratives or ways Religious Extremists

are working to recruit or

target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
No, there are not specific narratives being used by religious extremists to recruit and target
youth.

❖

Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Religious Extremism in Europe –
and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges? What’s
“done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and organisations
approach this work?

I have little experience with alternative narratives and thus can’t say much about the strengths
and challenges. As mentioned continuously throughout this questionnaire, I am a sceptic when
it comes to counter-narratives. Having engaged extensively with extremists for many years in
the UK and beyond, and seeing how counter narratives are either unceremoniously rejected or
used as effective recruitment narratives at protests and halaqah sessions, I think there is far too
much emphasis and money spent on groups to develop counter-narratives when there is little
data to suggest that they work. Furthermore, what little data does exist comes from groups and
individuals who were not at risk of radicalisation/extremism in the first place.
The gaps or mistakes that agencies and organizations make is the weight and importance that
they give to counter-narratives thinking they actually work.
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in Religious Extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of religious
extremist narratives?
At least within religious extremist groups, my experience is that there are defined roles for
males and defined roles for females. If one is going to engage in and embrace extremist
narratives

those

roles

must

be

accepted

and

followed.

Beyond

that,

the

messaging/interpretation is the same.
Collaboration between genders is rare as the males engage in male only halaqah circles and the
females engage in female only halaqah circles. Even at the protests they don’t mix. No doubt
there is some discussion that takes place when they are home together but my experience is
that discussion of critical narratives is rare.
Focus on Right-Wing Extremism:
***I have had little experience with right-wing extremism in Europe. As such, I think it would be
best to let others who actually engage and understand these groups answer the questions
below.
❖

What do you see as the key elements in Right Wing Extremist narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary arguments they are making and how they aim
to convince or recruit people?

❖

What are the main platforms or channels you believe Right-Wing extremists are
using today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?

❖

How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?

❖

Are there specific narratives or ways right-wing extremists are working to recruit or
target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?

❖

Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Right-Wing Extremism in
Europe – and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges?
What’s “done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and
organisations approach this work?

❖

Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in right-wing extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of right-wing
narratives?

❖

What do you think about the use of gamification in communication strategies to
counter far-right extremist behavior and narratives?

❖

Little is known yet about the role of informal communication strategies that are
employed by community actors. It is known, however, that informal actors are
working to counter far-right narratives by using the same platforms as extremists to
disprove and “mock” far-right narratives. What do you think about these approaches?

Focus on Left-wing Extremism:
❖ The subject of Left-wing Extremism communication is little considered and this also
happens in the design of counter-narrative or alternative narrative strategies or
campaigns. What do you think about it?
Similar to my comments on right wing extremism, I don’t have any meaningful experience with
left wing groups in Europe and as such think it would be better not to engage in a discussion
that would be speculative at best.
Focus on Separatism:
❖

Are you aware of established strategies or projects / programs under construction
focused on counter-narratives or alternative narratives towards ideologies and
separatist groups?

Future perspectives:
COVID-19

❖ The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and drove
them to spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and
news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may
have had on many as well – may also affect the role of online religious extremism /
far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives used. Can you comment
on:
Except for the anti-vax crowd who is not part of the focus of this research, I think the narratives have
remain unchanged
❖ What impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the specific type/form) in
coming years in Europe? What particular challenges do you believe this will bring that
those working on CN/AN should be aware of?
Again, I think the impact of Covid and any increase in radicalisation because people are spending more
time online during the lockdown is speculative at best. If/where radicalisation is taking place, my
hypothesis would be that it would be more prone to happen with right wing and single issue groups
whose followers tend to operate in small cells rather than larger organized and hierarchical groups as
would be consistent with religious and left wing extremists.

❖

The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021
on addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to
address the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist
content online. These measures, which will be adopted by all Member States,
probably will have a significant impact both on communication strategies and on the
contents conveyed by extremist narratives and on the design of counter and
alternative narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will require a rethinking of the
strategies and tools used so far within the C/PVE. What is your point of view on the
matter?

I’ve not seen the details of the regulation but one of the things that immediately comes to mind
is how the EU and others would define “terrorist content.” If the regulation is focused on
content that promotes violence, whether within Europe or abroad, then it may be a viable
regulation. How it might be enforced is of course another matter. However, if the regulation
includes things like radical messaging and attempts to limit free speech, then it will backfire and
become yet another platform for radical messaging. The key will be in how “terrorist content”
will be defined and how it will be monitored.

General Questions:
❖

Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to provide
key guidance on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe. What would
be your key recommendations? Please identify 3 – 5.

This was addressed previously in the 5 do’s and don'ts.
❖

What is currently lacking in countering extremism? Would it be important to solve/
address this to improve the effectiveness, quality and impact of CN/AN work?

What is lacking in countering extremism is the same problem that has existed for at least the
last 50 years; few people engage with the groups and individuals they claim to be experts on.
Too many rely on too much secondary source information, much of which is flawed, rather than
engaging in research that develops new understandings through primary data. Additionally, the
trend, mostly influenced by people who don’t actually engage with extremists but who have the
government's ear, is to simply lock people up longer and manage them through more
restrictive measures without actually addressing the root causes of the dissatisfaction than is
occurring within societies. That trend will simply harden peoples resolve and further alienate
individuals,

groups,

and

communities

at

risk.

Within

the

counter-narrative

and

alternative-narrative-environment this is less of an issue but while counter- narratives and
alternative narratives play a role, they don’t address the underlying issues of why people
radicalise in the first place. Until that is addressed, the problem will continue unabated.
❖

On Evaluation and Learning: Do you believe enough is done to learn the lessons from
one CN/AN campaign to another, or from the cumulative work that has been done so
far in the field? For both “yes” or “no”, please describe.

In both the counter-narrative and alternative-narrative environment there is little data that
assess the efficacy of such programs. A lot of money is being spent but questions remain about
what effect it is actually having. Thus, I question what lessons can be learned from programmes
that are largely unassessed.
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With the term Religious Extremism we refer to both Jihadi and Christian extremism.

INTERVIEW O9
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖ What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative strategies
in PVE/CVE programming? What do you consider their ‘importance’ and what they can
achieve or how they contribute to PVE/CVE?
CN and AN are crucial for PVE. However, it is ineffective in the context of CVE. It is very important that
CN and AN actions are systemic and sustainable, then they can be effective. It is often the case that CN
and AN campaigns are carried out from time to time depending on the appearance and intensity of
negative phenomena. Such incidental actions are ineffective.
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects”of the approaches based on
counter-narrative?
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects”of the approaches based on
alternative narratives?
CN and AN must be tailored to the recipients of the messages. It is important that the message is
understandable to young people, is formulated in their language, and concerns their needs. CN and AN
deal with matters of worldview, identity etc. These are sensitive issues, so every word is important.
Therefore, it is very difficult to create the right CN and AN. An additional difficulty is the fact that
extremist narratives are changing and the content of CN and AN often does not keep up with these
changes.
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on counter-narrative?
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on alternative narratives?
CN and AN can only be effective in PVE, if they are well thought out and addressed to the needs of
target groups. It is worth using the experience of people who have left from extremism in the
preparation of CN and AN. Their experiences are authentic. A well-prepared CN and AN can also help to
make young people immune to the vulnerability of extremist narratives.
❖ If you were to advise agencies, organisations, institutions developing CN/AN work
today in Europe (or in a specific national context), what would be your top 5
recommendations of what they should do / how they should approach this work to
do it “well”, and your top 5 “don’ts”or mistakes/bad practice they need to make sure
to avoid?
1. Participation of young people in the creation and validation of CN and AN.
2. The authenticity of the communication, AN and CN may not be created by officials or experts behind
the desk. It is important to use the experience of people involved in extremist activities in the past.
3. Each CN and AN should be tested with the participation of representatives of the target groups
before being used in public space

4. Practitioners from the first front line should be involved in the creation of AN and CN, not theorists. It
is more important to "feel" about than "know" out form the books.
5. A systemic approach, cooperation between institutions from different sectors: public authorities,
NGOs, schools, science. Use of modern technologies by disseminating AN and CN.
Focus on Religious Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary “arguments” they are making and how they
aim to convince or recruit people?
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe religious extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
❖ What do you see as the main “attraction” of these arguments/issues towards their
intended audience? How successful do you believe these narratives are and in what
way?
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
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❖ Are there specific narratives or ways Religious Extremists

are working to recruit or

target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Religious Extremism in Europe –
and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges? What’s
“done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and organisations
approach this work?
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in Religious Extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of religious
extremist narratives?
Expert methodological note: there is no religious extremism. Instead, there is the misuse of religion, its
political interpretation for extremist purposes. In Poland, the phenomenon of extremism misusing
religion is marginal. Therefore, the answers to the questions in this chapter are limited.
Focus on Right-Wing Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key elements in Right Wing Extremist narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary arguments they are making and how they aim
to convince or recruit people?

Key elements of RWE narratives are: conflict of civilization, fear of minorities, grief, injustice,
humiliation, conspiracy theories, sacrifice. The primary argument is to give simple answers to difficult
questions. By doing so, giving a sense of security and belonging to the community.
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe Right-Wing extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
The main communication platforms are youtube and facebook, as well as closed groups on various
messengers such as whatsapp. In Poland, RWE uses modern technologies to a very small extent. Offline
communication prevails, aimed at selected target groups such as the football fans community. The
"personalities" and "leaders" of RWE groups play a very important role. In the stories of people who
have left the RWE groups, the phrase "man appeared", "it was a person" is often mentioned. Someone
who became a guide and a leader leading to the world of RWE.
Target groups of the RWE narrative are not limited to poorly educated, unemployment-stricken and
criminal groups. RWE's narrative also reaches out to young people from middle-class families.
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
❖ Are there specific narratives or ways right-wing extremists are working to recruit or
target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
The main target audience for the RWE narrative is young boys aged 13-18, living in a medium-sized city,
disappointed with their development and economic opportunities, sensitive to injustice, and intelligent
above average. RWE's narrative is mainly addressed to men because it emphasizes the aspect of
strength, domination, aggression and rivalry.
AN and CN should be formulated in the language spoken by young people and respond to the
problems faced by young men at risk of adopting extremist attitudes. Creating such a narrative
requires cooperation with young people and people who have been involved in RWE groups.
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Right-Wing Extremism in
Europe – and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges?
What’s “done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and
organisations approach this work?
The challenge is to create a narrative that the target group understands, expressed in its language, not
the language of experts and officials. The challenge is also to keep up with RWE groups' narrative
changes.
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in right-wing extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of right-wing
narratives?

RWE's narrative is mainly addressed to men because it contains elements such as strength, domination,
rivalry, violence. Especially young men according to RWE narrative are obliged to defend identity,
traditions before decadence, cultural strangers etc.
❖ What do you think about the use of gamification in communication strategies to
counter far-right extremist behavior and narratives?
Currently, games containing the competitive and violent aspect might be used to recruit young people
to RWE groups. The use of online games for CN and AN is a potential possibility to be put in place. A
good example for this could be the game “football manager” which sends a message – let’s kick racism
out of stadiums. In order to strengthen the use of games to disseminate CN and AN, there is a need to
increase awareness and social responsibility of game developers, i.e. business. The business should be
involved in the PVE and CVE work.
❖ Little is known yet about the role of informal communication strategies that are
employed by community actors. It is known, however, that informal actors are
working to counter far-right narratives by using the same platforms as extremists to
disprove and “mock” far-right narratives. What do you think about these approaches?
This is a very difficult task because a large part of RWE communication takes place offline or in closed
online groups, which are not easy to get to. It would certainly be helpful to use the support of people
who have left the RWE groups and know how these groups work.
Focus on Left-wing Extremism:
❖ The subject of Left-wing Extremism communication is little considered and this also
happens in the design of counter-narrative or alternative narrative strategies or
campaigns. What do you think about it?
At present, the LWE problem is insignificant. In Poland, it is practically non-existing. In countries such as
Germany, there are LWE groups around topics such as alter globalism and their actions are directed
against the state (e.g. against the police) and representatives of large business (e.g. financial
institutions, etc.). Therefore, nowadays it is justified to pay less attention to the problems of LWE.
Focus on Separatism:
❖

Are you aware of established strategies or projects / programs under construction
focused on counter-narratives or alternative narratives towards ideologies and
separatist groups?

There is practically no problem of separatism in Poland, so experts do not deal with this issue.

Future perspectives:
COVID-19
❖ The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and
drove them to spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and
news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may
have had on many as well – may also affect the role of online religious extremism /
far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives used. Can you comment
on:
Have you seen any changes/developments in extremist narratives online in

➢

this period?
What are the main narratives that have been developed / used by extremists

➢

in this period?
What impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the specific

➢

type/form) in coming years in Europe? What particular challenges do you
believe this will bring that those working on CN/AN should be aware of?
The COVID 19 epidemic has brought many new phenomena. First of all, the frustration of isolation led
to individual radicalisation of individuals. Individual radicalisation took place without contact with
extremist groups and took place exclusively through online channels. Another phenomenon that the
epidemic has brought is the emergence and spread of fake news about the origin and course of the
epidemic, as well as vaccination. The EU and national governments faced the challenge of fighting fake
news, which was very difficult because fake news offered a simple and catchy explanation of the
situation. Official information, on the other hand, was complex, multifaceted and therefore more
difficult for the public to understand. Nowadays, a key challenge for the EU and Member State
governments is to convince citizens to vaccinate.
❖

The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021
on addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to
address the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist
content online. These measures, which will be adopted by all Member States,
probably will have a significant impact both on communication strategies and on the
contents conveyed by extremist narratives and on the design of counter and
alternative narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will require a rethinking of the
strategies and tools used so far within the C/PVE. What is your point of view on the
matter?

General Questions:
❖

Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to provide
key guidance on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe. What would
be your key recommendations? Please identify 3 – 5.

1.

Involving business in the creation and dissemination of CN and AN. Promoting corporate social
responsibility and engaging in solving difficult issues.

2.

Supporting at national and local level a systemic approach and cross-sectoral cooperation, as well
as methods for researching extremism.

3.

Integrating the issue of so-called “foreign terrorist fighters” into the scope of PVE and CVE.

4.

Supporting the use of modern technologies for PVE and CVE purposes.

5.

Targeting AN and CN message to defined audiences as persuasively as possible.

❖

What is currently lacking in countering extremism? Would it be important to solve/
address this to improve the effectiveness, quality and impact of CN/AN work?

Strengthening corporate social responsibility, integrating business into PVE and CVE issues.
❖

On Evaluation and Learning: Do you believe enough is done to learn the lessons from
one CN/AN campaign to another, or from the cumulative work that has been done so
far in the field? For both “yes” or “no”, please describe.

Sustainable cross-sectoral cooperation is crucial. It is necessary to provide permanent and sustainable
effort in PVE and CVE work. It is also important to continue to motivate Member States to participate
actively in the implementation of the PVE and CVE by the European Union. It is also worth creating a
methodology for investigating extremist phenomena in all EU Member States.
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With the term Religious Extremism we refer to both Jihadi and Christian extremism.

INTERVIEW 10
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖ What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative strategies
in PVE/CVE programming? What do you consider their ‘importance’ and what they can
achieve or how they contribute to PVE/CVE?
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects”of the approaches based on
counter-narrative?
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects”of the approaches based on
alternative narratives?
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on counter-narrative?
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on alternative narratives?
❖

If you were to advise agencies, organisations, institutions developing CN/AN work
today in Europe (or in a specific national context), what would be your top 5
recommendations of what they should do / how they should approach this work to
do it “well”, and your top 5 “don’ts”or mistakes/bad practice they need to make sure
to avoid?

The counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative strategies have become a pillar in the PVE/CVE
programming in most European countries. The issue is that they cover a large spectrum of
meanings. In some cases, the difference between Counter and Alternative is blurred and they
appear to overlap each other. Moreover, any action against radicalisation can claim to be part
of a counter-narrative. Thus, the approaches based on counter or alternative narratives
should/could not be envisaged in themselves or generalised as “positive” or “negative”
strategies.
The perspective on these strategies should be contextualized and we should take into account
both the historicity of what extremism is and the range of actors involved in the evolution of
what is understood as extremism and violent extremism. In France, as in other European
countries, radicalisation is (still) mainly focused on Islamist radicalisation, although there are
different forms of ruptures ideologies, conceptions and behaviors. A significant limit of this
focus is that it encourages the view that radicalisation is located exclusively in one religion or
community. Another limit linked to the previous one, is that the strategies based on
counter-narratives could indirectly promote the polarisation of the society with the idea of a
binary process involving movement-countermovement interactions. However cumulative
radicalisation in the case of Islamist and anti-Islam(ist) movements has a powerful social impact
separate from any actual reactive processes between perpetrators; this suggests a wider
process of ‘coevolution’ involving multiple actors (Busher and Macklin, 2013). Drawing on the
analysis of Pratt (2015) argues that the effect of such reactionary extremism is the
mainstreaming of previously marginal views such that ‘the centre is becoming radicalized’.

Another

issue I would like to raise concerns both the actors who produce the

counter-narratives and the actors who are given the keys to action in these counter or
alternative narratives. Action or inaction on the part of influential individuals (victims’ families or
authoritative figures), the media and the state play an important role in the dynamics of
movement-countermovement contests. Indeed, while ‘radicalisation’ is often ascribed only to
non-state actors, we should also think of examples of state radicalisation (Schmid, 2013: 37).
Recommendations:
-

Diversify levels and modalities of action. Focus counter-radicalisation narratives on
building a ‘shared future’ rather than simply identify the criteria of the radicalization
trajectory, process, routes in order to detect radicalized people.

-

Untangle the theme of radicalisation and the issue of social critique by considering the
different modalities of action to which the latter is linked.

-

-

Encourage agencies, institutions to include impact assessment measures in their
prevention and de-radicalisation policies and fund projects with monitoring
mechanisms and an evaluation component.
Take into account in CN and AN the broad range of ideologies and behaviours that
radicalisation encompasses, as well as the process of cumulative radicalisation.
Approach radicalisation as a holistic, contextualised (context dependent) and
process-driven phenomenon and ensure this is reflected in policies, at all - individual,
local, national or transnational - levels of relevant action.

-

Address the needs of youth (the group most vulnerable to potential radicalisation)
through social inclusion, empowerment and education policies and programmes, and
take into account their views, especially in terms of feelings of injustice, as they are also
agents of change.

Mistakes to avoid:
-

Avoid disconnecting CN and AN from the issue of social exclusion, inequality, and
injustice.

-

Avoid conflating issues of social exclusion and radicalisation with religion in order to
avoid masking and undermining the need to address social issues faced by some
specific groups, e.g. Muslim populations (such as discrimination, racism, inequality)
apart from the issue of radicalisation. For instance, feelings of injustice may stem from
an imbalance between the focus on terrorism and the lack of attention to other subjects
such as inequality, economic deprivation, racism.

-

Avoid disregarding perceived injustices as not objectively substantiated, and focus
attention on the intersection between social exclusion and perceived injustice. The
perception of injustice is real for persons exposed to it and should be dealt with as any
other factor potentially leading to violent radicalisation.

-

Avoid reducing the issue of radicalization and extremism to some ideologies and
community which exacerbate the stigmatization and discrimination against some
groups in society.

-

Avoid that existing and future prevention, as well as safety and security policies,
exacerbate identity issues among groups most vulnerable to socio-political inequality
and most targeted by counter-radicalisation measures, thus increasing the receptivity to
radicalisation. For instance, take into account the influence of widespread negative
representations circulating in the media about specific groups and their potential to
contribute to the exacerbation of identity issues.

Focus on Religious Extremism (I focus on Islamist extremism):

❖ What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary “arguments” they are making and how they
aim to convince or recruit people?
The message of (radical) Islamism provides a powerful counter narrative to socio-economic
realities that many Muslims are facing in countries throughout Europe. The injustices and
humiliations committed to Muslims that radical Islamists project to underscore the urgency of
their social and political agenda, resonate at least in part because these projections reflect, in
one way or another, lived experiences of Muslims in Europe. The primary arguments feed into
support for the idea that Muslims are under threat and radical Islamism empowers Muslims to
address these threats.
❖

What are the main platforms or channels you believe religious extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?

Social media, alternative news sites, blogs and other online spaces are described as providing a
wealth of resources for active information seeking. This includes information about issues and
movements individuals are interested in, about news and current events, or in the case of ISE,
about Islam and conflict in the Middle East. Occasionally individuals are approached by
recruiters online, but, more often, online spaces are arenas for them to actively seek
information.
Those receptive of the radical Islamist cause have been characterized by specific demographic
features. They have been observed to be young, of second-generation migrant background,
living in the poorer areas of urban Europe.
❖ What do you see as the main “attraction” of these arguments/issues towards their
intended audience? How successful do you believe these narratives are and in what
way?

In a situation characterized by terror, anxiety, mistrust, right wing populism, and the overall
negative attitudes/atmosphere/stigma against Muslims and Islam, several reactional patterns
of attitudes and belonging have been highlighted. Some studies emphasize the intense feeling
of aggression – a counter negativity - and the categorical refusal of belonging to the society in
which one is a part, manifesting in some cases into violent extremism.
Since the end of the cold war, and especially the 9/11 attacks of 2001, Islam, Islamism, Islamist
terrorism, and Salafism, have become household topics for public debate. In this way, ‘Being a
Muslim’, in Europe in particular, has become publicly scrutinized, and often in a negative way.
Public portrayals highlight linkages between Islam and fundamentalism (“intégrisme” in
French), gender inequality, delinquency, and especially terrorism, impinging on the fragile trust
between Muslims and non-Muslims. Media all too often prey on incidents that involve Muslims
while ignoring the many examples of successful integration, experience, and thus contribute to
the creation of an image of Muslim as ‘others,’ deviating from modern-day European society
and even posing a security threat. Over the past decade or so, among the different approaches
and studies, academic research has on one hand dedicated much attention to identifying the
mechanisms leading to narratives and practices of ‘rupture’, which take the form of a
normative Islam, and, in more spectacular cases, to violent extremism in the name of Islam.
While some academics clearly distinguish Islam and radicalization, in many cases Islam has
been studied as a problematic religion and Muslims as a problematic “population”, of which it
is necessary to measure the degree of adaptability and integration in Western secular society,
as pointed to by many authors. In this regard, part of the academic research has played an
important role in legitimating political and media discourses that help frame Islam as a
“problematic” religion and Muslims through the category of “otherness”. In this context, the
arguments developed by Religious Extremism secure a personal and social self-narrative
through the promise of a relationship to the world capable of federating the different
dimensions of experience.
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
CN and AN narrative campaigns and work could address these aspects by contributing to take
the diversity of the Muslim identities and ways of life. Diverse types of actions, involvements,
social and political participation build bridges and understandings, and thereby forge an
alternative identity in public spaces. These aspects would benefit from being considered in the
present time but also from the perspective of memories, from the local to the national levels.
Another issue concerns the definition of the youth? Many studies on extremism, especially on
Islamist radicalisation, and CN/AN focus on the youth but this category should be better
qualified. The boundaries of this category should be more clearly defined as it often includes
minors, adults and people over 30, especially when we talk of people from migrant
backgrounds.

This would be also important to consider that religious education may provide a counterweight
to radical messaging that is typically found on the internet. “In the ISE case, individuals feel
constrained by the limited range of perspectives and interpretations of Islam provided by their
parents or by local religious institutions. More radical interpretations of Islam are more readily
available online. Many young people are rejecting institutionalised religious teaching or that of
older generations in favour of online preachers or ‘scholars’ who preach Salafism. For some
this speaks to a broader desire to challenge the status quo. Others imbue individual religiosity
with greater meaning, or have their first deep contact with Islam online. Respondents’
descriptions of online content reveal its emotionally provocative nature. The visuality of
content available online contributes to emotions like fear, anxiety and anger. Videos are
popular, and these often use powerful aesthetics to create an apocalyptic tone. Films produced
by ISIS have good production values that make them very engaging to respondents in ISE
milieus.
Much of the content online, across both types of radicalisation, paints a vivid narrative of
injustice and a feeling that one should not simply sit back and let such wrongs continue. In the
ISE case, the victims were Muslims as a global category, while in the RWE case those being
targeted were portrayed as white (Christian) Europeans”[1].
❖ Are there specific narratives or ways Religious Extremists[2] are working to recruit or
target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
From the respondent’s perspectives (radicalised and non-radicalised persons between 16 to 30
years old), which has been the approach adopted in the DARE project, we could identify a
range of sensibilities to diverse discourses which mirrors a diversity of narratives. One of the
main narratives is based on the quest of the truth and the sacralisation, and elevation of the
experience and the self. The connection with others (a positive experience of belonging) and
the support of a sense of injustice and victimhood are also the attractive dimensions of the
Religious Extremists' narratives.
These diverse dimensions emphasise the fact that CN/AN and PVE/CVE should work on
different levels and modalities of action. I would underline the need to work on socio-political
inequalities. Across the milieus studied in the frame of DARE, perceived socio-political
inequalities eclipsed perceived socio-economic inequalities as drivers of radicalisation. The
perceived socio-political inequalities experienced by respondents across the ISE (Islamist
Extremism) milieus cause reciprocal grievances which contributed more profoundly to
milieu-specific disaffection than perceived socio-economic inequalities (Franc and Pavlović,
2018; Poli and Arun, 2019). The feeling of being ‘silenced’ or not listened to is felt by
respondents across the ISE milieus. Amongst ISE respondents, the feeling of being silenced is
coupled with a sense of fatalism and uselessness that contributes to the devaluing of the self.
Although there is much variation in the respondents’ case studies, many of those who feel
humiliated, stigmatised and degraded at the hands of the authorities or as a result of their
interactions within society (employment, education, housing) discover in radical Islam –
particularly in jihadist movements – the possibility of reversing this relationship of domination.

❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Religious Extremism in Europe
– and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges? What’s
“done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and organisations
approach this work?
A main challenge for the CN and AN concerning the Religious Extremism in Europe is to differentiate
more clearly Islam and radical Islam in order to pay more attention to the stigmatisation process which
is a major risk of the PVE work. Since the end of the cold war, Anti-Islamic sentiment has made an
entrance into politics, in many countries across Europe with considerable electoral success. As a
consequence, the past decade saw a growing popular support for repressive measures allegedly to
curb the threat of terrorism but often targeting a broader Muslim community. Designated as ‘at risk’
populations, measures to prevent radicalisation, including attempts to early detect radicalisation at
schools, and security scrutiny of places of worship, have ‘securitized’ a generation of Muslims. A key gap
in the PVE is to focus on detection. A significant interest has been particularly in factors that would help
to predict at an early stage whether a terrorist attack would take place, thus stimulating a
process-tracing methodology consisting of the selection of cases of convicted terrorists and the
identification of demographic characteristics and key events in the radicalisation trajectories of these
convicted terrorists.
This approach has been criticized, however, especially for ignoring cases of non-radicalisation. The
inference of factors to predict radicalization process from the life histories of those who ended up
carrying out attacks, leaves one blind regarding the possibility that these factors are also present in the
life histories of those who do not radicalise, and leads to the overestimation of the degree to which a
factor directly contributes to radicalization.
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in Religious Extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of religious
extremist narratives?
First of all, we could note that many academic studies on Islamist radicalisation have focused on
men experiences, and have contributed to the masculinisation of the phenomenon. In France,
research studies on women’s experience of radicalisation (Khosrokhavar, 2016; Khosrokhavar and
Ben Slama, 2017; Cavillon, 2018; Casutt, 2018; Micheron, 2019) are far fewer than the studies on
radicalisation of men or on radicalisation in general, with no gender specification. However, the
latter do sometimes mention women without further in-depth work.
It would seem that the emergence of women in the collective action associated with radicalism is
subsequent to that of men. We should however note that while women may have been
overshadowed in the models of Islamist radicalisation in France, they regularly appear front stage
in the major discussion which participate in a systematising of the link between extremism and
Islam in particular as demonstrated in the ‘veil’/headscarf issue and its numerous repercussions in
the French public debate.
The views and practices regarding gender relations among the DARE informants are varied and at
times complex, even if the overall impression is that it is the “traditional” ways of thinking of
gender that seem to get the strongest support.

It is relatively difficult to measure the importance of gender in religious extremist narratives in
comparison to other dimensions that these narratives address (such as injustice, an eschatological
approach, the question of truth etc.). As I have pointed out elsewhere in this questionnaire, the
factors and elements of discourse that attract individuals who become radicalised are diverse. In
the light of the studies conducted within the framework of DARE (particularly in the French
context), it can be seen that it is less a discourse on gender as such that stands out (from other
types of discourse), than a certain (functional) vision of gender relations that predominates and is
embedded in other key dimensions of the religious extremist narratives.

Focus on Right-Wing Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key elements in Right Wing Extremist narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary arguments they are making and how they
aim to convince or recruit people?
A repeated claim in the right-wing extremist milieus studied in DARE is that the societal elite –
consisting of governments, the state, societal institutions, the media, and cultural influencers –
are nourishing a large gap between themselves and the interests of the people, in so far as the
elites are supporting and facilitating the processes of globalisation and the multicultural
situation where immigrants, refugees and Islam, especially, are coming to the different
European countries.
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe Right-Wing extremists are
using today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
Across the milieus studied in the DARE programme[3], online spaces are sites for active information
seeking prompted by an almost universal sense that offline sources are, at best, insufficient or, at
worst, untrustworthy. The Internet is viewed as today’s ‘public square’ in which ‘people like us’ can
communicate our ideas and ‘be heard’. Thus online platforms are seen as ‘pillars for social
dialogue’. While there is significant scepticism and wariness about the use of social media among
milieu actors, the online space remains a site of (relative) trust and truth. Facebook and YouTube
are mainly mentioned by the respondents in DARE. The cross-national report analysis of the
programme DARE will definitely provide detailed information concerning the platforms and
channels used today by extremists.
However, online spaces cannot be envisaged in isolation from offline lives. They are just one part of
individuals’ experiences of radicalisation, interacting with offline experiences, attitudes and
relationships. For instance, friends and family members were also mentioned as sources in many
case studies.
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
First of all, it seems crucial to define more clearly the ideologies, the ideas that are covered by
the notion of extremism when it comes to the extreme right. While radicalisation associated
with Islam was first defined in relation to terrorism, PVE strategies increasingly take into
account the threat posed by the generalisation of certain ideas which are important to
consider in all their ideological diversity.

More concretely, one way the CN/AN campaigns might involve people who distance
themselves from these extreme right-wing movements in the production of tools.
❖ Are there specific narratives or ways right-wing extremists are working to recruit or
target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
A significant narrative of encounters with radical(ising) messages including hate speech, racist
‘jokes’ and images, invitations (and pressure) to join extremist movements etc., refers to the
idea that information accessed online as more ‘trustworthy’ than sources of mainstream media
which are characterised as institutions of ‘information terrorism’. Another narrative concerns
equality. Equality is not seen as an ideal and that inequality, on the contrary, in several versions
are accepted and seen as natural. A cross-national narrative refers to immigrants, refugees
and, especially Muslims who seem to be core symbols of a larger crisis. Here the defence of
identity seems to be a key word.
In evaluating the significance of the encounters with both online and offline messages, it is
important not to assume that messages encountered directly impact on attitudes or behaviour.
Across the milieus, participants are keen to emphasise their critical engagement with what they
see or hear and how they make their own judgements about their thresholds regardless of the
views or actions of parents and other family members, friends or other movement participants.
❖

Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Right-Wing Extremism in
Europe – and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges?
What’s “done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and
organisations approach this work?

At the moment, Right-Wing Extremism in Europe is not really included in many CN or AN. The
main challenge is to update the more traditional forms of the fight against racism and
intolerance, which are thought to be already enshrined in a whole series of actions, while the
forms of societal breakdown that are based on rejection, or even hatred of the other, find
powerful arguments in the way certain phenomena are presented (particularly in connection
with migration) and a claiming of being “not extremist”.
❖

Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in right-wing
extremist narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2.
What is the importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of
right-wing narratives?

The complex relationships in right wing milieus toward gender relations reflect the
naturalisation of differences and inequality, in the sense that the traditional gender
performativities of the respective nations are celebrated and cultivated.

Here one

simultaneously tends to criticize immigrants and especially Muslims for extremely strict gender
relations and also for heavy suppressive practices in relation to women. In addition,
expressions of alternative sexualities such as gayness and lesbianism are condemned and
seen as unnatural.
❖ What do you think about the use of gamification in communication strategies to
counter far-right extremist behavior and narratives?

It might be an interesting support of counter far-right extremist strategies towards the youth
but there is also the risk of leaving the fight against extremism in the virtual world and missing
out on awareness raising that is embedded in everyday relationships and ideas.
❖

Little is known yet about the role of informal communication strategies that are
employed by community actors. It is known, however, that informal actors are
working to counter far-right narratives by using the same platforms as extremists to
disprove and “mock” far-right narratives. What do you think about these
approaches?

Community actors have definitely a crucial role to play as belonging to a community, in terms
of bridging collective and individual emotions, is an important driver of extremism, beyond
ideological drivers. The use of the same platforms as extremists to disprove and “mock”
far-right narratives is one approach but once again, this underpins a topos of action that refers
to the idea that practices are the fulfilment of the ideas to which individuals subscribe.
However, it is important that the fight against extremism is not only about ideas but also about
practices and experiences.
Rather, it could be agreed that actors change because the rules of the game and the conditions
for action change much more than because they change their ideas.

Focus on Left-wing Extremism:
❖ The subject of Left-wing Extremism communication is little considered and this also
happens in the design of counter-narrative or alternative narrative strategies or
campaigns. What do you think about it?
This is in line with the idea that I support above of taking into account the danger of all forms
of extremism. However, it seems to me that it is essential to clarify what we mean by
extremism by paying attention to the different historicities in which the evolution of their use
(for each ideological grouping) takes place. These historicities allow us to highlight the social
representations that have shaped them, to understand that some are associated with certain
forms of violence, others with political cleavages that deserve to be updated, and to ensure
that we clarify what constitutes a threat to social cohesion and what animates it with diversity.
For instance, the historical plunge into the major models of radical Islam among young
radicalised Muslims in France over the last forty years led us to reflect on the development of
these models against the backdrop of a public debate that focuses on the question of Islam in
France, ascribing changing contours to radical Islam. We can see here the construction of a
fairly clear one-upmanship between the state’s and the media’s obsession with Islam, the
negative figure that Muslims represent in French society, and the extensive violence borne by
radical Islam in France or by so-called radicalised French people in other countries.
Focus on Separatism:
❖

Are you aware of established strategies or projects / programs under construction
focused on counter-narratives or alternative narratives towards ideologies and
separatist groups?

In France, one of the cornerstones of the government's action against extremism is precisely the
fight against separatism, which is directly linked to 'Islamism' (a term used by the government).
Even if separatism is broadly conceived as "the real will to leave the field of the Republic, through
practices that go against freedom of conscience, equality between women and men and
unconditional fraternity", the examples given refer straightforwardly and exclusively to deviations
in the name of Islam. A draft law "reinforcing respect for the principles of the Republic and the fight
against separatism" is in the process of being adopted.

Future perspectives:
COVID-19
❖ The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and
drove them to spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and
news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may
have had on many as well – may also affect the role of online religious extremism /
far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives used. Can you comment
on:
➢ Have you seen any changes/developments in extremist narratives online in
this period?
➢ What are the main narratives that have been developed / used by extremists
in this period?
The fieldwork done in the frame of DARE finished just before the pandemic crisis
so I don’t have enough solid empirical data to answer these two questions.
➢ What impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the specific
type/form) in coming years in Europe? What particular challenges do you
believe this will bring that those working on CN/AN should be aware of?
It is difficult to take a predictive approach, as the last two years have left us without the
benefit of hindsight (and, in part, of in-depth research). One of the aspects that it seems
crucial to take more into account in this context is not to give in to the temptation to
understand our societies as a juxtaposition of extremisms.
Two aspects can be taken into account in this respect:
1. We must also look at the formation of new solidarities and cohesion phenomena.
2. To take into account the structural logics that feed societal polarisation and the
interactive or cumulative logics that encourage forms of extremism. In France, the
recent political decision concerning the obligation of the sanitary pass in many domains
of life risks fuelling positions that are considered extremist. This is why the phenomena
of extremism should be considered in an interactive and cumulative perspective.

❖ The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021 on
addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to
address the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist
content online. These measures, which will be adopted by all Member States,
probably will have a significant impact both on communication strategies and on the
contents conveyed by extremist narratives and on the design of counter and
alternative narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will require a rethinking of the
strategies and tools used so far within the C/PVE. What is your point of view on the
matter?
These measures are undoubtedly promising in the fight against the spread of ideas online. Even
if the internet is a major tool for the dissemination of ideas, we must not neglect offline
interactions and, above all, the deeper reasons for the malaise that pushes entire sections of
the population to give in to extremist visions in their relationship to difference, otherness and
the use of violence. Academic research has a fundamental role to play in this respect.
General Questions:
❖ Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to provide
key guidance on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe. What would
be your key recommendations? Please identify 3 – 5.
1. Target radicalisation prevention measures towards the reduction of socio-political inequality (at
both the individual and social level) as this may be more effective than focusing only on efforts
to reduce economic inequality.
2. Allocate more resources to reducing subjective feelings of rejection and denial of dignity.
Conditions should be met to facilitate a higher level of respect and fulfilment of citizens’ sociopolitical rights.
3. Support the political participation of citizens and residents in public life, from the local to the
European level, individually and in groups, as a key aspect of the struggle against socio-political
inequality.
4. Favour a community-led approach to prevent and counter radicalisation and support social
sector professionals taking a leadership role to address stigmatisation, discrimination and the
sense of injustice that may lead to radicalisation.

❖

What is currently lacking in countering extremism? Would it be important to solve/
address this to improve the effectiveness, quality and impact of CN/AN work?

What is currently lacking in countering extremism is a “whole society” approach by supporting
the political participation of citizens and residents in public life, from the local to the European
level, individually and in groups, as a key aspect of the struggle against socio-political inequality.
Another point is the issue of memories.

❖

On Evaluation and Learning: Do you believe enough is done to learn the lessons from
one CN/AN campaign to another, or from the cumulative work that has been done so
far in the field? For both “yes” or “no”, please describe.

I think it would be presumptuous to answer "yes" or "no" as this field of practices, actions and
policies is highly dynamic. Many efforts are made to learn the lessons from CN/AN (especially
through diverse European networks closed or within the European commission).
Of course, we have to continue and update this coordination work. An essential point for me in
this respect is not to lock the perspectives on CN and CN in the present time and on the sole
subject of radicalisation and extremism, but to look at federative, inclusive initiatives, practices,
logics of action that are not only a counterpoint to various forms of extremism. There is
therefore a lot of work to be done on the evolution of conceptions of forms of extremism.

[1] HOW IMPORTANT ARE ONLINE SPACES TO RADICALISATION? DARE Research briefing, May 2021.
[2]

With the term Religious Extremism we refer to both Jihadi and Christian extremism.
[3] Hilary Pilkington, Viggo Vestel, Young people’s trajectories through extreme-right and anti-Islam(ist) milieus,
Cross-national synthesis report, DARE report, (forthcoming).

INTERVIEW 11
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖ What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative strategies
in PVE/CVE programming? What do you consider their ‘importance’ and what they can
achieve or how they contribute to PVE/CVE?
When we think about the work of counter-narratives it’s important to remember that some of the
groups we’re dealing with – they, at their core, have an ideologically driven objective. The strategic
objective of ISIS was informed by an ideology. There was a narrative. That’s not to say that different
people didn’t join for different reasons – not everyone who joined was ideological or cared about a
narrative; but we do know that the leadership and the stratcom they put out was driven by a narrative.
That’s important to think about because if we focus on doing counter narratives but we approach the
wrong audience it’s pouring money into a black hole. When we think of CN we think of messaging, texts,
films, but when we look at terrorist groups and what they consider ‘narratives’ it’s also been ‘action’.
They see what we do and that action is seen as part of our narrative. State Department effort – ‘Think
Again, Turn Away’. It was well meaning. Someone like me was looking at it for a research paper but I
don’t know if potential recruits were looking at it. Counter-narratives can contribute when they take on
the big narratives of the group. If Islamic State is saying that there’s no place for Muslims in Europe
then the counter-narrative Europe needs to take on is to say that there is a place for everyone and it’s a
multicultural society.

My fear is that we often focus on CNs that are very narrow in scope and don’t take on the big narratives
of the terrorist group. We don’t do enough thinking about whether the CN is about ‘myths’ in Islam.
Someone selling incendiary t-shirts around elections in the US. The ones selling them were often the
‘targets’ of the hate on the message. People buy and sell them (counter narratives).
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects” of the approaches based on
counter-narrative / AN?
Sometimes too narrow in its conception. That’s one challenge. Messages not necessarily targeted as
distinctly as you could. There’s often a search for ‘a project’ – a CN project – that will be a ‘silver bullet’.
We’ll come up with a CN that will put a stop to ISIS. That’s not going to happen. It looks like it’s been
packaged on Madison Avenue but it does not resonate with local audiences. You can speak to people in
Pakistan who say ‘I can tell this was made in the US’. We have our own stories, fairy tales, legends.
Those are the CNs. Why don’t you use those? Why are we looking ‘externally’ for CNs and ignoring the
resilience in our own communities? The CN to these narratives exists in a lot of cultures themselves, in a
lot of languages. We do not deploy enough culturally – cultural competence – to make use of existing
counter narratives, so they look fake to the audience. The ones that have worked well or resonated
with some target audiences are ones that are rooted in the community and people know what works
It gets to the credibility of the interlocutors issues – and you need credible interlocutors.
Talk about using a football player for CN – she would say ‘no’. What makes them authentic is what they
do. The moment we stick a tshirt on them that says ‘say not to terrorism’ their credibility is over.
1.

Limited scope of projects

2.

Contextually tailored

3.

Credibility of interlocutor for key issues
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on counter-narrative?
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on alternative narratives?

The problem is the ‘other side’. The violent extremists. They’re on a mission. They’re on a recruitment
building initiative. If their initiative meets no challenge they dominate the market place. They have
painted an image of the world which is really black and white. It’s important to grey the area. To add
more content. If you don’t like a book you don’t burn it. You make a better argument. They are putting a
narrative out there. It can’t be left unchallenged. We don’t pay enough attention to actual actions,
rather than just created narratives. If Islamic State says they’re an Islamic utopia there’s no one saying
‘wait a moment’, a lot of what they’re doing is Haram and is a nightmare.

❖ If you were to advise agencies, organisations, institutions developing CN/AN work
today in Europe (or in a specific national context), what would be your top 5
recommendations of what they should do / how they should approach this work to
do it “well”, and your top 5 “don’ts”or mistakes/bad practice they need to make sure
to avoid?

Dos:
1.

The first thing in any COMS practice is: know your audience. Pick your audience. Know your
audience. The team at Moonshot have done this very well. If you’re trying to convince boys in
Pakistan or women in the UK they’re two completely different audiences. Know your audiences,
what they want and why

2.

Understand some of the ‘big’ political actions and how they play into narratives. Assad’s election.
Abandonment of Afghanistan to another civil war. People notice. These groups do notice. They’ll say
‘look they left the Kurds, they left Afghanistan, in the end Assad wins.’ What is the point of trusting
these actors? We need to understand how these actions are seen and get ahead of the game.

3. Invest in cultural competence. Invest in understanding what matters in communities. If it’s a
community that cares about football then yes use football, but if it’s a community that doesn’t care
about football, doesn’t play football but has a rich tradition of storytelling, then do that.
4.

Cultural competence: invest in what’s there. I remember being in Western Africa – what these guys
tell us, they told us to ‘burn masks’. These things that were hundreds of years old were being
destroyed because their idea was ‘you’re not Nigerian, you’re part of the ulama.’ Let’s use these
things. Let’s preserve these arts and traditions and use what’s there.

5. It needs to be long term. Invest, follow-up. There’s a tendency to do 6-month projects. We invest, we
do a workshop – 1 year later no one knows where it is. Let’s start a conversation with donors and
funders and say ‘you gave us money to do this project’ let’s go back and see what it achieved.
6.

Invest in understanding impact. Early on there was quite a lot of frustration with the difficult of
‘measuring prevention’

The ones that have worked well have included strong partnership with people who understand the
problem. Whether it’s narratives or educational materials, the ones that have worked well involve those
who understand the context.
Experience from Bangladesh: Looking at a. the risk of radicalisation and b. the emergence of CVE.
Wanted to look at ‘why is Bangladesh not in as bad a place as it should be.’ Given the economics, given
all the indicators, how come we didn’t have a huge terrorist hot spot in Bangladesh. There is risk, it’s not
as safe as it was 20 years ago, but it’s definitely not as bad as it could be. What is resilience? Why isn’t it
worse? In my interviews what came out was ‘language, culture, history’ and lived experience with the
war of independence. And the Muslim and Bengali culture that’s carefully balanced. An example where
narrative and resilience were quite important. Interestingly there was more concern at that time of
radicalisation coming from the UK and Europe to Bangladesh than vice versa.
More on ‘dont's’
·
·

‘Think again, turn away’ project:
Funding local partners without fully understanding where they’re situated in the local context.
Even in local communities if you’re funding the same NGO over and over again they may lose some
of their credibility in that work

·
·

Not understanding the nuances of partnership and inclusivity.
We don’t really ‘walk the walk’. We go into countries and fund narratives on gender and inclusivity
but it’s 5 guys in the same age bracket running the project on empowering women. The optics to
women on the ground are a little different.

·
·

When we’ve gone in without understanding
There was a project that failed spectacularly because it was about bringing kids together to play
soccer without understanding that the boys and girls were not going to play together and the girls
were not going to wear shorts.

·

It is offensive to communities when they have existing resources that we actively ignore.

·

Projects where the end project looks so slick and foreign that within the first 2 minutes it’s ‘gone’.

·

Failure to recognise/understand/engage with knowledge in context.

Focus on Religious Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary “arguments” they are making and how they
aim to convince or recruit people?
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe religious extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
❖ What do you see as the main “attraction” of these arguments/issues towards their
intended audience? How successful do you believe these narratives are and in what
way?
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
❖ Are there specific narratives or ways Religious Extremists[1] are working to recruit or
target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Religious Extremism in Europe –
and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges? What’s
“done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and organisations
approach this work?
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in Religious Extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of religious
extremist narratives?
Focus on Right-Wing Extremism:

❖ What do you see as the key elements in Right Wing Extremist narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary arguments they are making and how they aim
to convince or recruit people?

When you look at far right groups and compare them to religious extremists, far right groups often
make religious extremist groups seem like rational statesmen.
Policing of women’s roles.

Despite all the divergence in some of the strategic end goals, there is increasing convergence – and
starts to sound a lot like the Islamists. Suddenly violence is not just a means to an end, it’s an end to
itself. It’s constantly testing your warrior spirit.
The key narrative is that fear of marginalisation. This perceived diminishing power. It is very hard in this
country to say that if you’re white in a certain country you will not be privileged; however the
perception of diminished power and visibility as a community. And the religious community – as you’ve
had progressive legislation on things like abortion – where you’ve had that progressive legislation you
get that backlash.
The ‘dominant narrative’ is that perceived threat to their power, their place in the country. The fear of
political and social exclusion and with that the diminishment of power and opportunity for a
sub-section for the white community, predominantly one that is evangelical and religious.
A very myopic perception of the history of the country.
The problem with the far right narrative is that it’s not that far off the dominant mainstream narratives.

❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe Right-Wing extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
Migration off of twitter onto smaller and more secure platforms. A lot of great research on
‘de-platforming’.
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
❖ Are there specific narratives or ways right-wing extremists are working to recruit or
target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Right-Wing Extremism in
Europe – and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges?
What’s “done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and
organisations approach this work?
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in right-wing extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of right-wing
narratives?
Violent masculinity and misogyny is quite common. It looks unfortunately quite similar – right wing and
religious extremism and their narratives on gender. The policing of women’s bodies. In Pennsylvania
now if you have a miscarriage you have to pay a fee to the state for your own miscarriage. The
mainstream of these rather misogynistic ideas. We still see the traditional notions of women’s spaces in
the domestic sphere. The notion that women should not be competing with men in political and
economic spheres. The deciding of what is a “proper” woman.

When we talk about ‘gendered narratives’ we have to look at toxic masculinity as well. The ‘good men’
are the warriors. When you look at the ‘Proud Boys’ it’s incredible how similar their messaging is to ISIS
when you look at their language around women and men. When you look at their language towards
politicians it’s really obviously gendered.
❖ What do you think about the use of gamification in communication strategies to
counter far-right extremist behavior and narratives?
❖ Little is known yet about the role of informal communication strategies that are
employed by community actors. It is known, however, that informal actors are
working to counter far-right narratives by using the same platforms as extremists to
disprove and “mock” far-right narratives. What do you think about these approaches?

Focus on Left-wing Extremism:
❖ The subject of Left-wing Extremism communication is little considered and this also
happens in the design of counter-narrative or alternative narrative strategies or
campaigns. What do you think about it?
Focus on Separatism:
Are you aware of established strategies or projects / programs under construction

❖

focused on counter-narratives or alternative narratives towards ideologies and separatist
groups?

Future perspectives:
COVID-19
❖ The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and
drove them to spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and
news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may
have had on many as well – may also affect the role of online religious extremism /
far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives used. Can you comment
on:
➢ Have you seen any changes/developments in extremist narratives online in
this period?
➢ What are the main narratives that have been developed / used by extremists
in this period?
➢ What impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the specific
type/form) in coming years in Europe? What particular challenges do you
believe this will bring that those working on CN/AN should be aware of?

❖

The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021
on addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to
address the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist
content online. These measures, which will be adopted by all Member States,
probably will have a significant impact both on communication strategies and on the
contents conveyed by extremist narratives and on the design of counter and
alternative narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will require a rethinking of the
strategies and tools used so far within the C/PVE. What is your point of view on the
matter?

General Questions:
❖

Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to
provide key guidance on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe.
What would be your key recommendations? Please identify 3 – 5.

1.

Invest in governance and security sector reform: what we’ve heard across the board in many
countries -that broken social contract between citizen and state; that perception or reality of
human rights violations by the state and security sector – is one consistent element in radicalised
narratives. You can’t talk about human rights violations if you’re then funding a security service that
is going around violating human rights. Recognising that link between human rights investment,
security investment, and CVE outcomes is quite important. It doesn’t have to be a CVE project.

2.

Reduce the administrative burden of European project grants so you can involve and support local
actors. Make it administratively easier for relevant local partners to engage.

3.

Invest in longer-term programming. Invest in sustainability. If you get a project for a few years,
save some money to go back later and see what’s been done. Or invest in ‘further stage
development’ of projects. Make sure all needs are covered – e.g. if you invest in building relations
see what’s needed to sustain those.

❖

What is currently lacking in countering extremism? Would it be important to solve/
address this to improve the effectiveness, quality and impact of CN/AN work?

We don’t address the political concerns, and we treat them only as ideological. We say the Muslims
have this crazy ideology and are irrational. We never take head on that many of them suffered on
Saddam Hussein or Assad. We don’t talk about politics because it’s difficult for us. That’s a bit of a hole
in our counter narratives. I see very few projects that address the reality of these political concerns.
You’re creating counter narratives that ‘dance around’ the actual political project. Most people were
upset that we allowed someone like Assad to do what he did. Talking to them about ‘moderate Islam’
has little impact. We’re missing a ‘safe space’ to talk about political discussions and tolerance.In western
society we talk about political freedom and debate but very few narrative projects really talk about real
political debate.

❖

On Evaluation and Learning: Do you believe enough is done to learn the lessons from
one CN/AN campaign to another, or from the cumulative work that has been done so
far in the field? For both “yes” or “no”, please describe.

[1]

With the term Religious Extremism we refer to both Jihadi and Christian extremism.

INTERVIEW 12
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖ What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative strategies
in PVE/CVE programming? What do you consider their ‘importance’ and what they can
achieve or how they contribute to PVE/CVE?
They are necessary but not sufficient. Over the past 15 – 20 years we’ve realised that not doing
anything on this front – in other words leaving the ‘counter terrorism’ task to the security services and
law enforcement, and worst case scenario the military (which is the worst partner we could have used.
Wrote a book on that -w hy we shouldn’t see this as a war on terrorism): is necessary but there are a
few challenges in narratives and counter-narratives.
1.

Who creates them

2.

What audience are they intended for

3.

How does one measure the effect of a counter or alternative narrative

And b: at what point do you say ‘ok, I’ve done that. I’ve created these, I’ve distributed them, now I’m
going to move on to something else.”
If I can create an analogy: a lot of western countries are dealing now with western terrorists sitting in
ISIS camps. If you talk to these people – none of them were terrorists. They followed their husbands.
They were duped. They were coerced. And yet we know that’s false. We know some of them were quite
involved with the terrorist group itself. The question is how do you find out which is telling the truth.
These things aren’t guaranteed. Just because someone says I have renounced a particular ideology and
decided it’s no longer appropriate to me.
2014 – young man in Quebec who wanted to join ISIS. He was known to the RCMP. They had a chat with
him – said he won’t join ISIS. Seized his passport, said he’s not going anywhere. 3 weeks later he was
sitting in a parking lot in a strip mall in Montreal. Saw two people in uniform. Ran over them. Was later
killed by the police. Here’s someone who said “I have no interest in terrorism” and less than 1 month
later he killed 2 people.
There will never be a 100% definitive this works or this does not work. You’re left with ‘where lies the
threat and how serious is the threat. You could say the threat is less with someone who’s been exposed
to CN/AN, but maybe it’s not 100%.

❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects” of the approaches based on
counter-narrative?
1.
2.

Stature of those who deliver CN. Whether they’re qualified.
Audience: some for whom CN is a ‘waste of time’. Some who are just ‘dipping their toes’ and some
who’ve been ‘swimming in it for years’ – and I don’t know that programmes make that
differentiation.

3.

There’s also the issue of personal religious conviction. “Who the hell are you to tell me that I have
misinterpreted what my creator tells me.”

4.

Low-financed programmes – on a shoestring budget

5.

Done periodically

6.

Rolling out a CN programme is a monumental undertaking. Scale of the challenge that needs to be
addressed versus scale of response.

7.

Another challenge: ‘who do you have at the table’. When I was doing these programmes in
2013-2015 I did not identify as a member of the intelligence community, because if I did that the
meeting would have ended.

8.

How well organised is it? What are the goals in mind? Are they well stated. Used to call it ‘tea and
cookies’ – we show up, everyone has tea and cookies, we go home. What was accomplished?

Canadian experience: when the programme began the intentions were good. The people responsible
were lovely people. They happened to all be female. None of them had any background in terrorism.
They were more or less regular public servants who organised meetings. Only when I and my colleague
in the RCMP got involved did they have someone who actually knew about terrorism. How do you
organise CN when nobody involved has any experience in what the problem is? This is not just ‘another
government programme’ that can be developed and delivered by just ‘government civil servants’. I think
a specialisation is required in certain ways – this is one of the times that specialisation is required.
“If you get up and start talking and the audience realises within minutes that you have no background
in this area, why would they stick around and listen to you?”
I always felt the programme was a reaction to things that almost happened in Canada. We had a bunch
of arrests in Canada. It wasn’t until 2014 that there were attacks in Canada and the programme
acquired more urgency.
It was almost as if someone decided “hey we should do this” and they were told to go across the
country and do ‘this and this and this’. Good intentions. Decent people developing the programme. No
real understanding of what they should achieve in the first place. It was almost as if they were ticking
the box. Morphed into a ‘government-community’ relations programme rather than a CN programme.
Is the ‘government’ the best place to develop and deliver a CN programme? We’re not part of the
community. We don’t come from the same background. At the end of the day having an outsider come
in and say ‘’you should do this, you should do that.’
Challenges / Issues:
·

Should you have law enforcement there

·

Should it be done by the government

·

“self-styled leaders” – who say they represent communities but represent nobody, only
themselves: many people thought they could make money from this and represented themselves
as more important than they actually were

How do you measure whether you’ve achieved impact?

❖ What are strengths of approaches based on counter-narrative?
A lot of CN/AN programmes were constructed and delivered after the horse had already left the barn.
The problem was already well established. I used to say ‘your target audience should be 4 years olds.
You should be delivering this from kindergarten up’ to create a society where people don’t use religion
to justify killing people, where we don’t use religion to justify hating someone else.
It seems to be the younger you begin and implant these ideas in people’s minds, the greater the chance
they’ll take root. I think this should be part of the curriculum. The problem is ‘things happen’. You get an
invasion of Iraq in 2003. There was no ‘radicalisation and extremism in 2003’. There was no reason to. If
anything you had pockets of resistance to Saddam Hussein, but no one was creating radicalisation to
extremism to carry out attacks against people outside Iraq. There was no Al Qaeda in Iraq prior to 2003.
One got created which eventually morphed into ISIS. The best intentions you put in place can all
disappear in a minute if you do actions which undermine everything you set out to do.
“You tell us we should all love each other and support each other and then you invade my country or
support another country that invades my country.” That defines things largely. You can have the best
programme in the world and it disappears in a moment if something happens.
It should begin early, not just targeting people in their early teens through twenties.

❖ If you were to advise agencies, organisations, institutions developing CN/AN work
today in Europe (or in a specific national context), what would be your top 5
recommendations of what they should do / how they should approach this work to
do it “well”, and your top 5 “don’ts” or mistakes/bad practice they need to make sure
to avoid?
To do:
1.

Be absolutely certain you have the best possible picture of the situation in your country or region
before even developing the programme. IF that means talking to eh security services or law
enforcement than so be it. You have to understand what’s happening.

2.

Be very, very careful in choosing which members of the community that you see as having
leadership roles (lots of people are ‘self-styled’ leaders who represent nothing but themselves).
Make sure that the people who you rely upon to deliver and develop the programmes are actually
the credible people they say they are.

3.

Be very judicious in choosing the entirety of the team that is going to deliver the programme. If it
comes across as just another government programme where civil servants go out, they buy tea and
cookies, they rent a gym or a hall – people are going to see through that very quickly and you will
lose your credibility.

4.

Be very upfront about why you are there. If you try to obfuscate it or dance around it people will
see. Do not hide the reasons why you’re there.

5.

You need to develop some kind of an evaluation measure. What are you seeking to achieve? How
do you measure if you actually achieve it?

Choose carefully who you want to deliver. Vet them very, very carefully. If you make a mistake, at the
very first instance, it will take a very long time to gain the trust of the audience you are trying to reach
out to.

“The don’t”
1.

Never, never, never organise anything in the aftermath of a significant event. In the aftermath of
2014 we had two attacks, two days apart, in which 2 people in uniform were killed by two ISIS
wannabes who were themselves then killed by law enforcement. Panicking to create something is
never a good idea. If something happens don’t ‘rush’ to set something up immediately.

2.

Don’t create the error of using generic language where specific language is necessary. You have to
call something what it is. For example here in Canada we now have this term ‘Ideological Motivated
Extremism’ – what ideology? Are all ideologies the same? Using generic language to not offend
everybody is a really, really bad idea.

3.

This cannot be a solely government run initiative. People do not trust governments enough for it.
You have to widen the network and involve the right people – especially community-based people.
Make sure it has that support and active buy-in from people that are in the communities.

4.

Don’t make the problem bigger than it actually is. We’ve had at most 20 acts of successful
terrorism in 154 years. That’s 1 attack ever seven and a half years. Do you think you need a
multi-million dollar programme to address any issue that only takes place once every 7 years? Yes
these are problems but don’t pretend the responses have to be massive if the problems
themselves aren’t event massive. This is not an existential threat. It never has been and it most
likely never will be.

5.

Don’t limit yourself to one part of the ideological spectrum – seeing rise in far right extremism
now. Don’t put all your eggs in one basket. Make sure you’re covering the complete range of
ideological messaging that’s leading to violent radicalisation.

14.000 people died from acts of terrorism in 2019. 14.000 out of 7.5 billion

Focus on Religious Extremism:

❖ What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary “arguments” they are making and how they
aim to convince or recruit people?
There’s no question that religious violent movements feed off each other. If you were to use the term
‘Christian Terrorism’ you’d be crucified. You’d be challenged ‘how dare you use the word terrorism in
relation to Christianity.’ This is what Muslims have been saying to us for over 20 years.
Islamist extremist movements referring back to ‘crusades’ and Christian attacks 1000 years ago.
Christian extremists refer back to Muslim invasions of Europe. They do rely on these historical events to
justify the message that they’re getting across. There’s no question that there are some groups that will
refer to biblical scenes and biblical messaging to justify acts of violence – saying ‘our god is a terrible
god, our god smites the enemy.
Christian extremisms and muslim extremists are often virulently anti-semitic. It’s all in their efforts to
‘paint a picture’ of who their enemy is. If they think of painting the enemy in the guise of the religion
they come from then so be it.
“The muslims are invading. It’s 714 all over again.”
There is an existential threat to our existence. Muslims all have big families.
They’re going to take over, they’re putting their mosques up there. They’re creating closed
communities. It’s an invasion. “La grande replacement” – they frame these in terms of religious
terminology
If your existence is being ‘threatened’ by this alien force, this alien culture, this alien religion, we have to
stand up and fight back. We’re going to stand up for what we believe in. We’re going to stand up for
what we are.
If you can frame things – historically, culturally and religiously – to paint an existential threat that’s
pretty effective.
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe religious extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
Partial answer [ranging a bit beyond his current experience]: one thing extremists have often been
much much quicker and much better at is availing themselves of existing technology. Law enforcement
is always far behind. They’re always far behind the ones they’re trying to catch. Extremists mastered the
internet well before governments did. There’s no question that they’ve been incredibly effective and
smart at using the whole array of online resources that they’ve been using over time.

Case of cellphone in 2015 where FBI tried to get Apple to unlock an iphone and they couldn’t get access
to it because it was encrypted. I think the ‘bad guys’ realise this and they realise they have technology
on their side. It’s not just the sophistication. The sheer amount of information. We used to call it
‘drinking from a fire hose’. We couldn’t handle the amount of information. The ‘bad guys’ have realised
this a long, long time ago. They have the advantage of 1. A multiplicity of platforms – some of which are
impossible to process. Because extremism is a relatively ‘young person's game’ – we’re talking late
teens, twenties, early thirties – these are the people most comfortable in this environment.
If you start blocking it – does that not give states like China and Russia moral authority to block what
they want to block? This notion of censorship and taking stuff down – it’s kind of ‘well if it’s good for you
why isn’t it good for me.”
❖ What do you see as the main “attraction” of these arguments/issues towards their
intended audience? How successful do you believe these narratives are and in what
way?
Simplicity. They take very complicated situations and they break it down to very simple elements – most
of which are either inaccurate or unrepresentative. Most people like simplicity. All of these issues are
very complicated. Nobody likes complications. Tell me in 20 seconds what I need to know. People are
craving these very simple – overly simplistic messages that allow them to make decisions about what
they need to do.
Important caveat: the vast majority of people who consume the narrative never do a damn thing about
it. They are ‘passive consumers’. They might share it. They might comment on it. They might give it a
like or repost, but the vast majority never do anything about it. One because they don’t have the
commitment. They may like it but they won’t go out of their way to do anything about it. Some are
cowards. Some are ‘couch jihadists.’ If the extremist narrative has a very limited real world impact, what
does it translate into? If everyone who was consuming this did something about it we’d be screwed.
There’d be thousands of attacks. How do you determine the low percentage – the actual identification:
of all the people that receive this information, that will actually do something about it.
How do you know when it’s having an effect? How do you know when it’s not having an effect? How do
you know when it’s gone beyond what you can effectively address and you need to call law
enforcement? If the US government is developing a counter-narrative programme and the US
government is invading Iraq and creating conditions where hundreds of thousands are being killed and
creating the conditions for recruitment to extremism – what are the chances they are willing to
question these policies in the first place? Everyone knows that these policies are part of the problem
but they’re not allowed to say it. The policies of the government are as much a part of the problem as
the problem they’re trying to deal with.
Success: each group defines their goals on an individual basis – defining what their goals for ‘success’
are. I don’t know if they measure a return on their investment.
Narrative: Something’s bad. I know who’s responsible. I know what we should do about it. - This is not
complicated stuff. People can explain history any way they want.

❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?

[1]

❖ Are there specific narratives or ways Religious Extremists

are working to recruit or

target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
What extremists were very, very good at were the ways in which they framed why they felt that
violence was the only possible solution to the problems they identified – be it foreign invasion, be it
foreign interference or cracking down on certain rights. They were able to use our actions against us by
simply focusing on our acts. Like the US invasion of Iraq

or US support for Ethiopian invasion of

Somalia or Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. We gave them ample material to use to develop their own
narratives.
Man killed in drone strike: born in the US. Religious scholar. Charismatic. Crafted his message in a way
that reached a wide audience. Intelligence services: every single person they looked at was reading El
Aqi. Every single person was listening to him online or reading his messages. That’s what the bad guys
are doing so well. We’re giving them ample opportunity to craft messages. And then you get the
Presidency of Donald Trump.
We who are trying to counter these narratives and these stories have the distinct disadvantage – a lot
of the extremist narrative is true. It is reflective of historical acts. It is reflective of historical decision
making – and current decision making of certain governments. How do you fight what is categorically
true? For example – if you try to convince a group of Iraqis that joining ISIS is a bad idea, and part of the
ISIS argument is to get Americans out of Iraq, how do you say ‘the Americans aren’t in Iraq’, or the
‘Americans haven’t killed Iraqis’? All of their arguments were true. We’ve really complicated our efforts
to try and undermine their messaging because we’re providing the food and fodder for their messaging
to feed-on. Until we stop doing that how can we pretend we’ll really get the upper hand on this? Are
people talking about this? How our own decision-making is really making things worse?
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Religious Extremism in Europe –
and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges? What’s
“done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and organisations
approach this work?
One strength I have come across periodically is an openness to listen and to learn. As opposed to
saying we have all the answers. Just go in in listening mode and hear what people are saying – what are
they bothered by?

One of the challenges is credulity. If you are a government agency that is sponsoring/funding and
other governments are making decisions like the invasion of Iraq/Somalia, it stands to reason that
there are people who will say ‘well you’re all the government.’ Why should we listen to you today when
there are other parts of the government carrying out the war in Iraq.
The most effective forms of CN/AN programming are those that are carried out by the community
themselves.
Sometimes people who are the loudest and most vocal may not be the ones you want to work with.
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in Religious Extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of religious
extremist narratives?
One thing that IS was incredibly effective at was recruiting women – which was something we hadn’t
seen before (we hadn’t seen this since the Tamil Tigers in the 1980s). They did this through focusing on
‘what are the essentials of Islam” and ‘we are creating an Islamic State’. We are creating a caliphate. You
as a Muslim woman will be able to move to an Islamic land and practice your faith. What was
remarkable: Islamic terrorist movements are inherently misogynist. They were not pro-women. We saw
this in women arriving in Islamic state areas and they would have many of their rights taken away. But
many thought that this was the right thing to do at the time – that Islamic State represented the
perfection of Islamic government on earth. Talk about a successful sales pitch. The estimates are that
up to 40.000 people from 100+ countries left of their own free will to join IS. The fact that tens of
thousands of people felt that joining IS was the right thing to do speaks volumes. They were incredibly
effective. IS was incredibly effective at gaining that audience and gaining their support.

Focus on Right-Wing Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key elements in Right Wing Extremist narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary arguments they are making and how they aim
to convince or recruit people?
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe Right-Wing extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
❖ Are there specific narratives or ways right-wing extremists are working to recruit or
target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?

❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Right-Wing Extremism in
Europe – and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges?
What’s “done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and
organisations approach this work?
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in right-wing extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of right-wing
narratives?
❖ What do you think about the use of gamification in communication strategies to
counter far-right extremist behavior and narratives?
❖ Little is known yet about the role of informal communication strategies that are
employed by community actors. It is known, however, that informal actors are
working to counter far-right narratives by using the same platforms as extremists to
disprove and “mock” far-right narratives. What do you think about these approaches?

Focus on Left-wing Extremism:
❖ The subject of Left-wing Extremism communication is little considered and this also
happens in the design of counter-narrative or alternative narrative strategies or
campaigns. What do you think about it?
Focus on Separatism:
❖

Are you aware of established strategies or projects / programs under construction
focused on counter-narratives or alternative narratives towards ideologies and
separatist groups?

Future perspectives:
COVID-19
❖ The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and
drove them to spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and
news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may
have had on many as well – may also affect the role of online religious extremism /
far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives used. Can you comment
on:
➢

Have you seen any changes/developments in extremist narratives online in
this period?

➢

What are the main narratives that have been developed / used by extremists
in this period?

➢

What impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the specific
type/form) in coming years in Europe? What particular challenges do you
believe this will bring that those working on CN/AN should be aware of?

Points he raises around that it may not be as much of a threat and may not translate into violent acts.

❖

The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021
on addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to
address the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist
content online. These measures, which will be adopted by all Member States,
probably will have a significant impact both on communication strategies and on the
contents conveyed by extremist narratives and on the design of counter and
alternative narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will require a rethinking of the
strategies and tools used so far within the C/PVE. What is your point of view on the
matter?

General Questions:
❖

Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to
provide key guidance on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe.
What would be your key recommendations? Please identify 3 – 5.

The obvious reality is that 2021 is not 2011. The threat – as it is defined – has mutated yet again to
include a lot more actors than were active and really worrisome a decade ago. My recommendation is
to broaden the scope as much as possible to include all types of extremism.
My second is: to get the right people involved. That means getting local actors, vetting them for their
credibility. You only get one shot at this. I think if you do it poorly you lose a lot of credibility and
confidence. A lot more care and planning in the initial stages to get it right from the get go. You don’t
have the opportunity to come back to it six months down the road.
This has to be put in perspective: we’ve created the cardinal error over the past 20 years in the wake of
9-11 – catastrophic act of terrorism, 3000 deaths – we’ve made the critical error of defining terrorism as
an existential threat to humanity and it’s not. It’s really important so we don’t make this thing bigger
than it has to be.
❖

What is currently lacking in countering extremism? Would it be important to solve/
address this to improve the effectiveness, quality and impact of CN/AN work?

❖

On Evaluation and Learning: Do you believe enough is done to learn the lessons from
one CN/AN campaign to another, or from the cumulative work that has been done so
far in the field? For both “yes” or “no”, please describe.

I don’t know. I don’t know how much cross-fertilisation there is amongst programmes and are we
learning from what each other are doing. How wide-spread sharing information is, sharing
methodology. I know when I was doing it (6- 7 years ago) there didn’t seem to be any effective
measurement at all or learning from other programmes.
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INTERVIEW 13
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖

What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative
strategies in PVE/CVE programming? What do you consider their ‘importance’ and
what they can achieve or how they contribute to PVE/CVE?

Now during the era of increased online communication especially during the COVID pandemic when
people are more and more online, the power of narratives – on both sides, radicalised and extremist
and counter narratives – you can’t ignore the importance of CN/AN work. But also we shouldn’t
overstate it. You need to do the groundwork – work on the underlying root causes.
I see a difference between ‘counter’ and ‘alternative’ narratives. Both have their good sides. With
counter narratives – you need to know what you’re doing. There are a lot of mistakes you can make
there and even do harm. With ‘alternative narratives’ it might be a bit easier, but then again with AN I’m
a bit doubtful of their impact – in reaching those you want to target (e.g. those at risk of radicalisation).
I seem them as a crucial part of the PVE/CVE work, and I don’t see a world where they would nto be
needed as part of any prevention and countering initiative.

❖

What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects” of the approaches based
on counter-narrative?

Part of what we try to bring across in our LIVE training is the definition of narratives and what it actually
means – making the difference that not all communication about P/CVE initiatives is necessarily a
‘narrative’. “Narratives” need to have a meaning and link to people’s identities. Not every form of
communication is a ‘narrative’. That’s something we need to make clearer when we talk about
initiatives.

Shortcomings of work done by international organisations in the field: communication is far too much
directed towards ‘organisations’, ‘donors’, an elite audience, and not necessarily those you’d need to be
reaching to when providing alternative stories.
The ‘reach’ of that communication is also a challenge. The ‘tailoring’ for local contexts is very important.
Messages used in one context may not be compelling in another – they don’t work with all participants.
Using local examples, local language, and local imagery is important.
It’s not just about sharing information or facts – it’s really a ‘battle of stories’, and the only way of kind of
winning the battle is to have a more powerful story, and using the same level of compelling visuals and
stories.
❖ What are strengths of approaches based on counter-narrative/AN?
Especially in terms of CN, trying to break down those messages that are spread by extremists. Using
right language, right visuals, right messages can be very effective. People who work very closely with
youth may be a bit younger themselves. The ‘code language’ that is used in radicalising narratives can
also be used to promote much more effective counter narratives. In terms of religiously motivated
violent extremism the power of using theology and religious leaders is something that has been proven
to be quite effective.
Knowing what the other side is doing is also important. If we stick to old fashioned means of promoting
development aid videos it’s not going to do the job.
❖ If you were to advise agencies, organisations, institutions developing CN/AN work
today in Europe (or in a specific national context), what would be your top 5
recommendations of what they should do / how they should approach this work to
do it “well”, and your top 5 “don’ts” or mistakes/bad practice they need to make sure
to avoid?
“Do’s”
1.

Know your audience. Whoever you are targeting you should know the target group that you are
aiming for. It’s not just about ‘we are targeting youth’. Youth is not a homogenous group of people.
You should take into account the geographical context – and even the sub-geographical context,
within a country, within a city; use of language. Using local experts is really key in knowing your
audience and being able to tailor your communication and narratives accordingly.

2.

Use the right channels – the channels are evolving all the time. There’s also a ‘black market’ of
channels that international organisations are not using. Radicalising speech and hate speech goes
through those channels.

3.

In addition to ‘knowing your audience’, know your ‘adversaries’ – what are you speaking against.
There’s no homogenous group of violent extremists. There’s a range of different groups using
different identities, different grievances, different languages. Knowing what you are speaking
against is important. The more radicalised narratives become targeted the more targeted CNs need
to be.

4.

Invest in the narratives and communications part. Often in CN you have a ‘project’ and a
communications plan but there’s not enough real investment and resources for it to be effective.
The reach that you get in today’s world without proper resources is very limited. Especially if you
don’t have someone who’s an expert in this. You could even have very good content but if you don’t
have means to spread it it’s not going to be effective.

“Dont's”
1.

We live in a world where there’s so much content you can come up with – youth are basically
communicating through videos. There’s so much for you to read and watch. For someone to spend
even a minute on your video that’s an investment of their time. When developing something you
should always think ‘why would someone spend their one or two minutes watching this video or
reading this story’? Often in projects there’s not enough thinking and not enough investment in
doing it right and what it takes to reach people. It’s not just about ‘publishing’ something, it's about
publishing something that makes sense and has an impact.

2.

Using stereotypes – you need to be very careful. You need to know what you’re doing so that you
don’t further exacerbate divisions or repost stereotypes about gender or religion or ethnicity. You
really need to know the context that you are posting about. That’s also related to knowing your
audience.

3.

A lot of sarcasm and humour is used in counter narratives nowadays. This is something many
people don’t find funny at all. There is a danger – and that relates to ‘sensitivity’ and ‘do no harm’ –
you need to really know what you’re doing, know you’re taking a risk and how it could impact and
effect people negatively.

4.

Try to avoid giving further ‘glory’ to terrorists and violent extremists. There’s a fine line of using
personal stories as a compelling method, but for example using the names of terrorist attackers
can give further ‘visibility’ and publicity for their attacks.

Focus on Religious Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary “arguments” they are making and how they
aim to convince or recruit people?
Not in a position to answer. Experience comes from East African. Not a single story. Also variations by
country/context.

❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe religious extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
A bunch of ‘older’ people working in the field who often don’t understand the channels. Have to work
hand and hand with youth to really know the channels they use.

❖ What do you see as the main “attraction” of these arguments/issues towards their
intended audience? How successful do you believe these narratives are and in what
way?
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
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❖ Are there specific narratives or ways Religious Extremists

are working to recruit or

target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
Video using names of women who had been assaulted or raped by migrants. Uses methods of
traditional ‘counter narrative’ work. Could have been the work of an organisation addressing
gender-based violence.
Media literacy and critical thinking becomes crucial. They’re using very effective ways of triggering
emotions. For youth you really can’t underestimate the need for developing media literacy and critical
thinking.
Technology plays a crucial role. Do people only get the information they’re already reading and not get
the other side of the story at all. FB and Google play a major role. FB has begun using ‘prompts’ asking
people if they’re worried about people getting radicalised in their close circle. It demonstrates
somewhat the power that big social media actors – and companies overall – have a role to play.
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Religious Extremism in Europe –
and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges? What’s
“done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and organisations
approach this work?
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in Religious Extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of religious
extremist narratives?
We often talk about gender as it relates to women but extremists are more often using gender to
address the ‘masculine’ aspect. Narratives about masculinity and what it’s about – providing for your
family, returning to the traditional family role; how the role of families is degrading. There is a tendency
also to use women as combatants, not just as care providers or as housewives, but actually as
combatants. Even in very hard line religious groups there have been major attacks done by women.
Focus on Right-Wing Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key elements in Right Wing Extremist narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary arguments they are making and how they aim
to convince or recruit people?
European women – violent assaults on women in Europe; asking women of Europe to unite; indirectly
encouraging violence against foreigner / immigrants to Europe.

One target – ‘unpopular kids’ that no one talks to. CN people working in the field often don’t even know
how to reach them. RW extremists know how to reach those kids, know how to talk to them.
Woman who was part of the white supremacist movement – when she joined she felt absolutely
worthless in her life. That was her reason for joining. Utilising this feeling of being outside of
something, not feeling worthy of something, not belonging to something.
[OSCE event on how to reach youth alienated from society]
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe Right-Wing extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
❖ Are there specific narratives or ways right-wing extremists are working to recruit or
target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Right-Wing Extremism in
Europe – and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges?
What’s “done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and
organisations approach this work?
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in right-wing extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of right-wing
narratives?
❖ What do you think about the use of gamification in communication strategies to
counter far-right extremist behavior and narratives?
❖ Little is known yet about the role of informal communication strategies that are
employed by community actors. It is known, however, that informal actors are
working to counter far-right narratives by using the same platforms as extremists to
disprove and “mock” far-right narratives. What do you think about these approaches?

Focus on Left-wing Extremism:
❖ The subject of Left-wing Extremism communication is little considered and this also
happens in the design of counter-narrative or alternative narrative strategies or
campaigns. What do you think about it?

Focus on Separatism:
❖

Are you aware of established strategies or projects / programs under construction
focused on counter-narratives or alternative narratives towards ideologies and
separatist groups?

Future perspectives:
COVID-19
❖ The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and
drove them to spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and
news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may
have had on many as well – may also affect the role of online religious extremism /
far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives used. Can you comment
on:
➢

Have you seen any changes/developments in extremist narratives online in
this period?

➢

What are the main narratives that have been developed / used by extremists
in this period?

➢

What impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the specific
type/form) in coming years in Europe? What particular challenges do you
believe this will bring that those working on CN/AN should be aware of?

I can’t say if the ‘forms’ of narratives have changed but the ‘amount’ of it has, and the utilisation of the
pandemic in the narratives is another factor.
Increased targeting of Asian communities.
Worried about how countries have ‘turned inside’ (the first reaction – turn inwards, close the borders)
When borders open up again how this may be used by right wing actors blaming the spread of the virus
to different groups
Those against vaccinations – typical right-wing movement; leftist groups speaking against restrictions as
well.

❖

The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021
on addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to
address the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist
content online. These measures, which will be adopted by all Member States,
probably will have a significant impact both on communication strategies and on the
contents conveyed by extremist narratives and on the design of counter and
alternative narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will require a rethinking of the
strategies and tools used so far within the C/PVE. What is your point of view on the
matter?

General Questions:
❖

Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to
provide key guidance on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe.
What would be your key recommendations? Please identify 3 – 5.

1.

Investment in the online channels and using the right channels really is the key here

2.

Partnering not just with big institutions and big actors but also the various local actors the know
their audience, know their language, know their channels

3.

Partnering with private sector actors that can have a major impact – not just the social media
actors, search engines and so on; but also other major brands, whatever youth are following.

You can see how the LGBTQI+ “PRIDE” month and how companies ‘brand’ themselves to it. Something
similar – if you could do that with speaking against hate speech – could be very powerful. In Finland we
had local elections and the right wing group of the Finnish parliament, they were using very racist
advertising, and there was a big finnish company that took a stand and made a counter-advertisement
to it.

❖

What is currently lacking in countering extremism? Would it be important to solve /
address this to improve the effectiveness, quality and impact of CN/AN work?

Financing sources of these movements is something keeping them alive. There is a lot of
counter-terrorism cooperation between states to counter the financing. I don’t know if there could be
more done at the local level. One of the reasons these movements are alive (Eg Al Shabaab) is their very
effective funding system. Not getting enough attention.
[talk about holistic approaches – different components that go into it. Look at difference between
drivers, enablers, etc]

❖

On Evaluation and Learning: Do you believe enough is done to learn the lessons from
one CN/AN campaign to another, or from the cumulative work that has been done so
far in the field? For both “yes” or “no”, please describe.

There’s never enough focus on monitoring, evaluation and learning. “How do you measure prevention?
How do you describe the outcomes when the outcome is that nothing happened?” We’ve moved on a
bit from that – there are ways of measuring this work and we need to do that. Because P/CVE became a
buzzword almost 20 years ago, it has created this problem that almost everything is referred to as
‘P/CVE’ work. A lot of funding has been directed. Little coordination has happened between actors.
Coordination and sharing learning is key. There’s probably a lot of evaluation produced, but who has
access to those evaluations, where they’re shared, how they’re used is all key. It’s not only about
organisations in the field, also the legal framework around PCVE work is a factor. The huge risk
organisations take working on PCVE very much limits what they can communicate working on this field.
Also many organisations are competing for funding and not sharing what they’re doing. Donors are
also not creating the environment/framework to support sharing – and are feeding the environment of
secrecy.
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INTERVIEW 14
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖ What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative strategies
in PVE/CVE programming? What do you consider their ‘importance’ and what they can
achieve or how they contribute to PVE/CVE?
Most of the recruitment happens among young people. In the situation of Morocco and other MENA
countries, young people between the ages of 18 – 25 are those most affected and targeted for
recruitment. The question we have to ask is how can we ‘prevent’ recruitment. So many NGOs and
organisations focus on how we do field work, how we do events to reach people – but young people
cannot be found in training or workshops. It’s very important to think of innovative ways to reach out to
the target audience where they actually are. It’s not about bringing the to the space where we organise
activities but going to their spaces. That’s why I recommend working in both ‘online’ and ‘offline’
activities – going to spaces where young people spend their time.
Going to online spaces – especially through FB ads, YouTube ads – young people spend their time on
social media. In Morocco and Tunisia that’s FB, but for youth 13 – 17 that’s Tik Tok. Those are the
questions we need to ask: how are we going to reach out to them? What are the messages we’re going
to use.

This is why I believe ANs are particularly important. CNs can sometimes focus on ‘countering’ messages,
but AN focuses more constructively on focusing on the different actions people can take. Morocco: you
can talk about the engagement of young people in the political sphere, or civil society; or talk about
employment. Making visible benefits for young people. Sometimes we should showcase/demonstrate
using online technologies.
Extremist movements 2016 – 2018 took advantage of social media platforms. We didn’t understand this
enough. Now we need to invest in this.
In certain countries we always complain about the negative content that exists on social media. My
focus: why don’t we create positive messages ourselves?
❖ What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects” of the approaches based on
counter-narrative / alternative narratives?
Most of the limitations are about focusing on ourselves instead of focusing on the target audience. We
don’t take the target audience into consideration but we focus instead on what we want to do. Working
with a government agency in Morocco trying to reach out to youth 13 – 17, but they didn’t want to use
Tik Tok, though that’s the platform their target audience uses. There’s also a discussion about the
‘language’ they’re going to use. Religious institutions want to use classical Arabic, but in terms of their
target audience, they don’t want to use classical Arabic. We need to study the target audience in a
professional manner to use something that resonates with them. This sometimes requires going ‘out of
the box’ and doing things in a way we may not be used to doing them.
There’s a lot of fear also about how people may react to messages we share, and that limits the ideas
and limits the messages we share.
CN/AN as a whole – it depends on the institution and depends on the organisation. If it is a CSO ‘yes’
they can do whatever they want, but if it is a government organisation they may take a different route.
Most of the time these campaigns have limited impact on their target audience and they don’t reach –
or reach out to – their target audience.

❖ What are strengths of approaches based on counter-narrative / AN?
Can play an important role in terms of general prevention and specific prevention as well. ‘General
Prevention’ can target the whole of society and promote messages of values, coming together,
patriotism, etc. But you can also have ‘specific prevention’ that can target a specific group in a specific
area or specific causes that may lead young people towards violent extremism. If we’re talking about
marginalisation or employment we can talk about specific directions youth can take. Make visible a
breadth of opportunities, eg not just going the path of university.
I’m talking here about young people but we can talk in general, for example about reintegration. In
terms of reintegration we often speak about the returning fighter but we don’t often speak about the
society they will be returning to and those that see a returning fighter coming back to the community,
and how they will react.

Alternative narratives cannot happen by just a single institution – we always think about society as a
whole and about ‘credible voices’. The thing about ‘credible voices’ is – are they credible to ‘us’ or are
they credible to ‘them’? Those who are credible to us are not credible to them. People may listen to that
young person who is violent. What not include him in violence prevention on community mediation.
These are the things we need to think about. “Credible voices” we always talk about but we don’t
actually engage with it authentically.
Another issue is about the institutions that implement .We want our ‘logos’ to be included all the time
but this isn’t something we should do for CN/AN. We should put our ‘image’ aside and focus on the
impact on the community itself. AN should not be implemented only by big organisations but should
be implemented by community groups, neighbourhood groups, those on the ground. We target big
organisations because they know how to manage money, but it doesn’t mean they have the influence
on the community.

❖ If you were to advise agencies, organisations, institutions developing CN/AN work
today in Europe (or in a specific national context), what would be your top 5
recommendations of what they should do / how they should approach this work to
do it “well”, and your top 5 “don’ts” or mistakes/bad practice they need to make sure
to avoid?
Dos
1.

Conduct specific research. 1. Identify the violent narratives being disseminated online or on the
ground – so they can actually counter them or provide alternative narratives based on knowing the
narratives. 2. Study the digital environment in detail: what kind of social media platforms are
people using. Do people have access to the internet? If you talk about people in rural areas they
may not have access to the internet. If you don’t have access to the internet targeting them with
alternative narratives online doesn’t do anything. 3. Study the broader community we’re engaging
with – ages, language they use, activities they’re interested in, content they’re influenced by.
Studying the target audience is one of the key elements. Research.

2.

Sometimes we try to ‘do campaigns’ for the sake of doing campaigns or checking boxes. I don’t
think it is very helpful. It’s a waste of money and a waste of time. We need to have stronger
monitoring and evaluation of plans that focus on impacts rather than just outputs. WE need to use
different M&E approaches – of paramount importance – to see if we’re really achieving impact.

3.

Using ‘credible’ voices – it’s not credible voices credible to us but credible to the community itself.
We need to look for these people.

4.

Should not have this kind of fear – fear of using a certain social media platform, fear of using
something new. We need to think about those we’re trying to target and what connects for them.

5.

The use of “experts”: when we’re talking about alternative narratives, when we’re talking about
using social media – yes we can talk about drafting messages, we can talk about getting them out,
but we need to include experts who know how to do this. We can do low income campaigns.
Sometimes they are very effective or efficient, but if we have the money why not include the
experts right from the beginning.

Don’t
1.

Doing campaigns without studying the audience

2.

Doing campaigns without doing research on the issues. Issue we thought was a problem but when
we did research with the community it wasn’t a problem for them. We almost did an entire
campaign on something that wasn’t even a problem for them.

3.

It’s easy to develop a campaign, it’s easy to implement a campaign, but we often don’t monitor
and evaluate in a proper manner and then change what we need to. It should be a must. At one
point we tried to target audiences, and we saw they responded well to caricatures.

Focus on Religious Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary “arguments” they are making and how they
aim to convince or recruit people?
Al Qaeda before and Daesh – religion was being used at the very end of the road. Most of the time the
‘religious’ discourse was not very used. Most of the time they were talking about ‘empowerment’. Come
to the Caliphate and you’ll be a leader. You’re going to do specific things that are of benefit. Most of the
current VE groups don’t use ‘religious’ discourse from the beginning. They use ‘empowerment’
discourse. If you’re a woman come here and we’re going to empower you – you’ll play a major role.
When they talk to young people they talk about empowerment. Young person who joined Daesh: I
wanted to be famous, I wanted to be a hero, to be known by people.
When it comes to religious discourse it’s used at the very end. Most of those being recruited don’t have
solid research or solid information about religion itself. They don’t have a solid religious background so
they can be easily manipulated and taken advantage of.
Religious narratives are the last things they use – most of the time they talk about empowerment. They
provide them with a sense of belonging that community-based organisations and the state may not
provide them with. Their target audience has key issues – related to economy, marginalisation.

❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe religious extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
Accounts are being blocked on FB and Twitter so they’re using telegram and encrypted end-to-end
platforms because it’s hard for governments to monitor they’re communications.
Audience:

especially reaching young people and those most affected by negative issues –

marginalisation, poverty, government policies. VE groups are very clever in terms of choosing young
people.

❖ What do you see as the main “attraction” of these arguments/issues towards their
intended audience? How successful do you believe these narratives are and in what
way?

Some of them want to be leaders. Some want to be heard. Sense of belonging. They want to have a
sense of belonging – they need specific things: respect, human rights, being heard. These are different
human needs that they want. Boko Haram uses this. They know their target audience. They know what
they’re suffering from and they talk to people about that – poverty, social exclusion.
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
They cannot work without specific strategies and policies inside the community. They cannot work
alone but should be in parallel with practical policies and measures within the community. For example
if we’re talking about telling people to be civically and politically engaged, if the political and civic system
is not well respected by the state, if human rights are being violated by the state, then whatever we say
on social media will not lead to any positive impact – and may in fact lead to negative impact because
what’s going on is not reflected in the messages and may need to negative posts and comments. If the
political environment doesn’t exist, if the measures don’t exist, the narratives will not have any impact.
Narratives shouldn’t only be implemented by the state but by a ‘whole of society’ approach. If we’re
talking about returning foreign fighters – you can say everything you want through AN campaigns, but if
private companies are not willing to employ them they won’t have a source of income. Here in Morocco
we have a very effective programme that’s called ‘reconciliation’ that targets former fighters in prisons.
It has 3 components:
1.

Reconciliation with oneself

2.

Reconciliation with religious texts – about understanding religious texts and their interpretation

3.

Reconciliation with society

Example of radicalised individual who when he left one group then joined another. Issues: he couldn’t
find a job, couldn’t find reintegration – and because of that joined another group.

[1]

❖ Are there specific narratives or ways Religious Extremists

are working to recruit or

target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Religious Extremism in Europe –
and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges? What’s
“done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and organisations
approach this work?
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in Religious Extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of religious
extremist narratives?

Focus on Right-Wing Extremism:

❖ What do you see as the key elements in Right Wing Extremist narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary arguments they are making and how they aim
to convince or recruit people?
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe Right-Wing extremists are using
today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
❖ Are there specific narratives or ways right-wing extremists are working to recruit or
target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?
❖ Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Right-Wing Extremism in
Europe – and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges?
What’s “done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and
organisations approach this work?
❖ Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in right-wing extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of right-wing
narratives?
❖ What do you think about the use of gamification in communication strategies to
counter far-right extremist behavior and narratives?
❖ Little is known yet about the role of informal communication strategies that are
employed by community actors. It is known, however, that informal actors are
working to counter far-right narratives by using the same platforms as extremists to
disprove and “mock” far-right narratives. What do you think about these approaches?

Focus on Left-wing Extremism:
❖ The subject of Left-wing Extremism communication is little considered and this also
happens in the design of counter-narrative or alternative narrative strategies or
campaigns. What do you think about it?

Focus on Separatism:

Are you aware of established strategies or projects / programs under construction

❖

focused on counter-narratives or alternative narratives towards ideologies and
separatist groups?

Future perspectives:
COVID-19
❖ The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and
drove them to spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and
news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may
have had on many as well – may also affect the role of online religious extremism /
far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives used. Can you comment
on:
Have you seen any changes/developments in extremist narratives online in

➢

this period?
What are the main narratives that have been developed / used by extremists

➢

in this period?
What impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the specific

➢

type/form) in coming years in Europe? What particular challenges do you
believe this will bring that those working on CN/AN should be aware of?
Morocco passed a law forbidding people from questioning the dangers of COVID 19. People were
discussing 2 things: 1. COVID was a punishment from god because of the bad behaviour of humanity;
and 2. Conspiracy from certain countries.
Economic impact: a lot of people have been affected. This could impact future dynamics and ‘openess’
to narratives.
Rise in domestic violence. Not a visible rise in violent extremist narratives in his context.
There’s a lot of resentment because of COVID-19. There are also psychological and economic problems.
❖

The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021
on addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to
address the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist
content online. These measures, which will be adopted by all Member States,
probably will have a significant impact both on communication strategies and on the
contents conveyed by extremist narratives and on the design of counter and
alternative narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will require a rethinking of the
strategies and tools used so far within the C/PVE. What is your point of view on the
matter?

General Questions:
❖

Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to
provide key guidance on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe.
What would be your key recommendations? Please identify 3 – 5.

1.
2.

Contextualise different projects to the countries in which they will be implemented.
Ask the organisations that are doing the work – what kind of influence do they actually have on
the communities. Most of the initiatives being implemented actually benefit ‘big’ organisations, but
community organisations ‘benefit’ from a very low perspective. They have more influence, they
have more direct impact with the communities, they can achieve a better impact.

3.

Collaboration between different agencies: the thing about CVE in general – there are individual
projects but they don’t share the lessons learned. They don’t share their own recommendations.
Research is being duplicated in communities – which actually creates a very bad impact. We do
research without sharing outcomes or information. There should be better collaboration across
different organisations.

4.

Should not only focus on alternative narratives ‘online’ – focus on a mix, online and offline, to
complete each other. If we’re talking about ‘offline’ activities we’re not talking about places and
bringing people to them but going to the places people actually go to.

5.

Try to develop activities and projects that respect the local context. Let’s say for example
community policing programmes – work very well in some countries but may work badly in others.

6.

“Limits” often imposed by donors: want you to work on certain topics, with certain groups – may
not be based on solid research and knowledge and understanding of the situation.

7.

In certain countries the field of CVE/PVE is strongly controlled by intelligence agencies which limits
thinking outside the box and results in projects that aren’t having impact on the ground.

❖

What is currently lacking in countering extremism? Would it be important to solve/
address this to improve the effectiveness, quality and impact of CN/AN work?

We’re talking about violent extremism more than doing the work on the ground. Most of these issues
are not easy to solve because you’re talking about state policies. If you’re talking about poverty, human
rights, marginalisation – these aren’t issues we’re going to solve overnight. If you’re talking about
addressing extremism it’s not only about addressing the terrorism problem, it’s about addressing these
problems that give rise to it, and we can’t tackle them if there’s not a real political will to do so.
Eg you get an education and then you end up jobless because the education you get is not related to
the job market at all. Here you’re talking about addressing the education system as a whole. One of the
main elements we need in our education system is critical thinking.
National Action Plans: some countries have and share them with communities, but many don’t, and
don’t share their plans widely with the communities and key stakeholders – so there will always be
limitations with regards to implementation. If actors don’t know the strategy makes their work very
difficult.

❖

On Evaluation and Learning: Do you believe enough is done to learn the lessons from
one CN/AN campaign to another, or from the cumulative work that has been done so
far in the field? For both “yes” or “no”, please describe.

There are a lot of projects that have been implemented and we rely a lot on the lessons that have been
learned and the recommendations developed from different projects – but more needs to be done to
share these lessons with different agencies that need them; but you can’t always share ‘across’
contexts. Dealing with ‘leaders’ or groups in one society is not the same as dealing with them in
another.

[1]

With the term Religious Extremism we refer to both Jihadi and Christian extremism.

INTERVIEW 15
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖

What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative
strategies in PVE/CVE programming?

To spread awareness about the risks and the impacts of violence on other people and on the “violent
actors” themselves. They must be aware of the severe consequences of their actions and of their
messages (if we consider propaganda as well)
❖

What are limits, gaps or “negative aspects”of the approaches based on
counter-narrative and of the approaches based on alternative narratives?

Counter-narratives may reinforce polarisation and cognitive bias especially when they're focused on
ideological messages. I would suggest alternative narratives as a better strategy even if that could
appear “politically” too soft and not effective toward the general public opinion.

❖

What are strengths of approaches based on counter-narratives and of approaches
based on alternative narratives?

The first is a politically clear message (EU doesn't appreciate communication complexity), the second
may divert the uncertainty.

Focus on Religious Extremism:
❖ What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe
today?
Their being “below the radar”: I think they represent closed circles very difficult to detect.
Proselytisation takes place in very narrow circles almost unattainable.
❖ What are the main platforms or channels you believe Religious Extremists[1] are
using today to communicate their narratives?
Telegram for ex. Twitch for young people maybe. But there's a multiplying of social platform
We don't even know that they exist.
❖ Who do you believe are their primary audiences they are trying to reach?
❖ How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?
Maybe a narrative focused on “safe gaming” or “playing with friends..” ?!
❖ Are there specific narratives or ways to recruit or target youth? Can you describe
these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work can best work to address this?
Online gaming environments may be hotbeds. That would be useful to monitor them.

❖ Are there specific narratives or ways are working to recruit or target women? Can
you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work can best work to
address this?
For islamist a “ women empowerment” narrative maybe a trigger, in consideration of the
traditional islamist background.

Focus on Right-Wing Extremism:

❖ What do you see as the key element within Right-Wing Extremism narratives in Europe
today?
❖

What are the main platforms or channels you believe Right-Wing Extremism are using
today to communicate their narratives?
❖
❖

Who do you believe are their primary audiences they are trying to reach?
How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work
address these?

❖

Are there specific narratives or ways are working to recruit or target youth? Can you
describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work can best work to
address this?

❖

Are there specific narratives or ways are working to recruit or target women? Can
you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work can best work to
address this?

❖

What do you think about the use of gamification in communication strategies to
counter far-right extremist behavior and narratives?

❖

Little is known yet about the role of informal communication strategies that are
employed by community actors. It is known, however, that informal actors are
working to counter far-right narratives by using the same platforms as extremists to
disprove and “mock” far-right narratives. What do you think about these approaches?

Right wing extremism Is not my domain but some general observations in relation with media
platforms may be useful.

Focus on Left-wing Extremism: (same as above)
❖

The subject of Left-wing Extremism communication is little considered and this also
happens in the design of counter-narrative or alternative narrative strategies or
campaigns. What do you think about it?

Focus on Separatism: (same as above)
❖

Are you aware of established strategies or projects / programs under construction
focused on counter-narratives or alternative narratives towards ideologies and
separatist groups?

Future perspectives:
COVID-19

❖ The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and
drove them to spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and
news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may
have had on many as well – may also affect the role of online religious extremism /
far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives used. Have you seen
any changes/developments in extremist narratives online in this period? What
impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the specific type/form) in
coming years in Europe?
They're being more and more “below the radar” in consideration of the usage of social media
platforms. In general the economic problems may reinforce the social polarization among the
“guaranteed” and the people who lost their jobs, their possibility of mobility for work, study etc...

❖ The Regulation (EU) 2021 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2021
on addressing the dissemination of terrorist content online lays down uniform rules to
address the misuse of hosting services for the dissemination to the public of terrorist
content online. These measures, which will be adopted by all Member States,
probably will have a significant impact both on communication strategies and on the
contents conveyed by extremist narratives and on the design of counter and
alternative narratives. Moreover, perhaps they will require a rethinking of the
strategies and tools used so far within the C/PVE. What is your point of view on the
matter?
I don't think the Eu measure will prevent the dissemination of extremist contents; extremists will find
creative ways – especially online – to circumvent censorship. The problem is that they will be forced to
go even more below the radar and that's exactly the opposite of the CN/AN ratio which has to be
visible and largely shared. That seems to me a contradictory and ineffective policy.
General Questions:
❖ Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to provide
key guidance on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe. What would
be your key recommendations? Please identify 3 – 5.
●

go on the ground

●

identify specific issue (the chchenians' issue is completely different from the iraquis')

●

involve big tech players (Google, Amazon, Facebook etc..)

●

involve young people

●

remember the “Conservative dilemma” (Briggs, A., & Burke, P. (2009)., A social history of
the media: From Gutenberg to the Internet. Polity)

[1]
[1]

With the term Religious Extremism we refer to both Jihadi and Christian extremism.

INTERVIEW 16
Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative communication strategies:
❖

What do you see as the role of Counter Narrative and Alternative Narrative
strategies in PVE/CVE programming? What do you consider their ‘importance’ and
what they can achieve or how they contribute to PVE/CVE?

When we speak about CN/AN, the messenger is key. Often the impact of CN/AN is highly dependent on
who is delivering it and how it’s delivered, and only after the content. That’s important if you look at
how radicalisation works. It’s primarily dependent on who is the messenger and how do they deliver
their promise, and only after the content itself.
If we assume that CN/AN ar e delivered by credible messengers related to the demographic it’s
targeting, the impact is creating that space for reflection for people who have not yet joined a group or
people who are engaged with a group that have some doubts. You can then attract them by the AN.
❖

What are limits, gaps, shortcomings or “negative aspects” of the approaches based
on counter-narrative / AN?

One of the key shortcomings is that those narratives are often built on assumptions. Assumptions on
those communities that they’re targeting and also assumptions on which communities need to be
targeted by those AN/CN. In effect they often become counterproductive. They have a stigmatizing
effect. There’s an example where mothers of a specific community were targeted by CN/AN, and that
created an impression in the wider community in which they resided around stigma towards these
mothers. That’s one shortcoming to how I’ve seen AN/CN being built.
The two terms – AN/CN – are also too often used interchangeably and that itself is a problem. They’re
conflated in policy and practice spaces.
I have seen very much ‘policy-maker driven’ narratives being developed, rather than community-driven
narratives. In that sense those narratives become a little bit detached from communities – what the
community looks like, what appeals to the community.
There is an example of that in Sweden with the Somali community where the role of the tribe is very
strong – in a positive sense as well, where there are Somali leaders who could denounce violence; but
the AN/CN work is often developed by ‘white Swedes’ and the community closes off to them, because
the narratives are developed without deep community awareness.

Another issue is the question of language. Again: are we actually using the breadth of languages
needed to create those narratives – both languages in terms of Arabic, Aramhic, Swahili, and the
‘technicality’ of the language – are we using a language that is understood by the community.
Then again – who are we targeting by these ANs? Are we only targeting a narrow community that is
defined ‘at risk’ or are we targeting the larger community they are part of and developing integrated
narratives and targeting the community in which they exist.
❖

What are strengths of approaches based on counter-narrative? What are strengths of
approaches based on alternative narratives?

That’s always a tricky one. I was talking about good practice the other day in another research
interview. I think sometimes we try to find them – good practices – when they don’t exist. Another thing
when it comes to narratives: this is such a qualitative area. It’s very hard to measure, hard to quantify,
in the absence of monitoring and evaluation frameworks that work on counter narratives. It is
quantifiable – the academic tools are there but they’re not used for that purpose. I think CNs are used
naively. We go to young imams, train them, and tell them to go to the community and develop their
narratives – but the person who’s radicalised doesn’t necessarily go to this progressive imam. They
might have an impact on ‘prevention’ but they don’t on countering radicalisation.
If we haven’t been measuring impact I can’t with good faith point out good practice as such.
If we look at the set of limitations and turn them around – use the set of languages used both those
communities; understand the European community beyond the assimilative identity and really see what
the community looks like; do a context analysis of own context at the neighbourhood level; find credible
interlocutors that have access to the target group we want to target.
Then look at different strands. We look at CN/AN and that needs to be broken down to ‘prevention’
purposes, disengagement purposes, and these call for different messages and different interlocutors.
❖

If you were to advise agencies, organisations, institutions developing CN/AN work
today in Europe (or in a specific national context), what would be your top 5
recommendations of what they should do / how they should approach this work to
do it “well”, and your top 5 “don’ts” or mistakes/bad practice they need to make sure
to avoid?

Dos:
1.

Know your target. Don’t assume that you know. Once you assume you know that’s your
biggest achilles heel.

2.
3.

Know your context.
Understand the grievances in the community – not only with regards to radicalisation but
understand the larger context of grievances in the community. You might be able to
approach grievances from a different angle.

4.

“De-securitize” your lense and go into your analysis from a ‘human security lens’. Dislocate
your perspective and ‘stand in the community’.

5.

Collate your information into a baseline that will enable you to understand your progress
and impact as you go. In the Development Community world that would be simple good
programming but we’re still learning how to do that in the P/CVE field

6.

From the outset, have your monitoring and evaluation straight and clear. Know what you
want to monitor, how you want to monitor, from the outset; don’t do that in retrospect.

7.

Know your community champions you can build partnerships with.

Dont's
Honestly it’s really trying to unlearn how we’ve been doing this business. Unlearn what you think is
right.
1.
2.

Don’t design your programming based on assumption. Validate, validate, validate.
Don’t design your programming from outside the community. It needs to be inclusive. It
needs to be collaborative. The more you can engage in a co-creation process for
programming that happens at a national level in a certain neighbourhood the more likely
your programme will be successful, and you’ll create buy-in and uptake from the
community.

3.

There are a number of ‘do gooders’ who want to do this work well, but they engage with
the question from the point of view of ‘this is a threat to the national community’. If they
engage with this perspective it becomes very hard for them to listen to the needs in the
local community. Sometimes those communities – and I went into communities as a
FrontLine Practitioner, the Somali Community, Turkish Community – and I had seen various
levels of being reserved based on the questions that we engaged with. We need to listen to
the silence and listen to the silence that is created based upon the perception of work
related to CVE. How is it perceived by those communities and how can we create a better
understanding of what P/CVE is all about.

Focus on Religious Extremism:
❖

What do you see as the key element within Religious Extremism narratives in Europe
today? What do you see as the primary “arguments” they are making and how they
aim to convince or recruit people?

The arguments – 2 key arguments:
1.

National legislation. They are using whatever national legislation comes, eg France with
Hijab or on calls to prayer, or the ban on wearing religious symbols at work; very recently in
Sweden there was a debate that in the house system you could choose to be treated by an
ethnic Swedish doctor and refuse to be treated by a Swede from a migrant background.
They use the examples of these laws from national contexts. They are pragmatically being
used in recruitment narratives to say ‘see they don’t accept us’; ‘we are under attack’ – you
create ‘victimhood’ and use it to support your own agenda. That is one strategy used
consistently – by both far right and religious-based extremism. The far right in Sweden
would use some of those arguments related to religious freedom to argue that ‘they’re
turning our schools into Sharia schools’;

2.

Particular to religious-based radicalisation – the foreign policy of national states. What is
the position of say Germany on the conflict in Syria or Iraq. What is the position of France in
relation to Mali. It’s about creating a narrative of ‘victimhood’ and then a ‘chivalrous’
narrative stepping up to support our brothers and sisters. That’s a key difference between
them and the far right groups. For the longest period the religious-based groups have been
very good at referencing transnational grievances – you could speak about brothers and
sisters in Islam anywhere in the world; whereas the far right previously was located more in
national borders. This trend is changing now though with are more coordination,
networking and mobilisation of far right groups across Europe; including training camps for
the far right where activists come together from across countries to be trained.

The far right is really keeping up with the civil rights movement tactics and slogans and appropriating
them. We’ve also seen appropriate for example a young German girl mobilising youth to counter
Gretta; or the appropriation of the ‘me too’ movement of the far right against migrant men claiming
mass rapes by migrant men. Also the ‘my body, my choice’ pro-abortion movement has been
appropriated by the far right. That hijacking of civil rights narratives by the far right.
What are the main platforms or channels you believe religious extremists are using

❖

today to communicate their narratives? Who do you believe are their primary
audiences they are trying to reach?
Everyone is a ‘legitimate’ target. Everyone is using the internet and dark web. COVID has created a
brilliant opportunity for isolation and mental health issues. It’s mainly some communities quite ripe for
targeting by far right and Islamic extremism. Digital platforms, clubs, festivals for the far right. For
Islamic extremism, sadly, it is mosques. It is community centre.
There were two examples from when I was a frontline practitioner – there was a community centre,
supposedly to teach Arabic, and it was the centre where a Swede got radicalised, went to Syria and got
killed there.
The trouble is not having community centers that teach Arabic – that’s wonderful, that’s great. The
challenge and trouble is that we do not apply monitoring and evaluation measures at home the same
way we apply them outside. Therefore we don’t have mechanisms for early warning, for posting those
trends in communities early on.
And then obviously ‘peer pressure’.
Video games for sure.
❖

What do you see as the main “attraction” of these arguments/issues towards their
intended audience? How successful do you believe these narratives are and in what
way?

For the first question, its agency. They offer various forms of agency to different people – from the
outside. Then once you’re inside we go into how those groups look and the hierarchy and violence
within them; but they do create a tailor-made promise for their recruits. One of the cases I work with, it
still blows my mind when I think of it - because the target was a catholic gay man. He lived in a diverse
community. There was a mosque in his community. They picked up on his vulnerability. He was from a
hyper-catholic family. His homosexuality was not accepted. They made him the offer of marrying him to
a woman he wouldn’t have to sleep with which would grant him acceptance with his father. The length
and breadth of what they are willing to offer recruits to convince them is mind-blowing. They
understand their target, much better than we understand our target when creating C/PVE narratives.
They create an agency.
They’re successful because of this. Because of their understanding of who the audience is. Even if you
look at ‘hipster jihadis’. They went all the way from speaking to the adventure seeking jihadis and cool
guys and gal to female jihadis who they recruited because they wanted to achieve their feminist ideals.
What I did at the time was speak to the women and then speak to the men. Speak to the women and
then ask them how they see the role of the men. It was like night and day between their
understandings. They’re successful also because they are creating a space for action. This same woman
said to me she’d been sexually harassed as a woman, as a child. She went to the system – she want to
the justice system in the UK. She wasn’t believed. She was turned down. Basically she turned to the
group to avenge this grievance. They gave her a platform for action. That speaks to the agency
question. When you need agency you look to be seen, to be given a platform, to be able to use it.
How can counter narrative and / or alternative narrative campaigns and work

❖

address these?
Honestly, we just need to listen. It’s very simple. I don’t know how many times I could tell you – I’ve been
engaged since 2013. There have been things we’ve had to say for 10 years for them to be accepted.
Policy makers bloody better listen to practitioners. Those people are close to communities. They see
the trends. We need to listen. We need to listen not to validate but to learn – and ‘who’ do we listen to. I
remember the first time I drew a comparison between the far right and islamist narratives, there was a
very senior person who laughed at me; and now there is a body of research on the subject. These are
key challenges. How do we listen? Who do we listen to? Are we bold enough to actually confront what
didn’t work?
❖

Are there specific narratives or ways Religious Extremists[1] are working to recruit or
target youth? Can you describe these, and how you believe CN/AN and PVE/CVE work
can best work to address this?

I’ve spoken to that in the ‘hipster jihadi’, life-style, and appropriating contemporary issues eg LGBTQI,
“me too” movement – these are the cornerstones of how they’re attracting youth. The far right in
Sweden for example has had ‘black face’ to one of their movements. With the ‘hipster jihadi’ it’s very
western, it used to be frowned upon – the western lifestyle – but they’re more agile in understanding
the demographic than we are.

When it comes to ‘how do we’ on the other side of the table attack and be more effective: we need to
take them more seriously. We don't take them seriously. If we don’t listen to each other as practitioners
how do you think we take them? There is an ‘ageism’ to our approach: if I am plus 35 I don’t listen to
you if you’re below 30. Youths are rebellious. If you don’t listen to them they’ll go to the next person
who will. Speak to them patronisingly, disrespect their issues and they’ll go to the next person who will
listen. We don’t listen, we don’t understand their issues. Extremists understand behavioural change as
a process of transformation. P/CVE programming and the environment in which it is happening doesn’t.
You can’t create a process of transformation in a 3 month to 1 year process that is solely focused on
quantifiable results.
❖

Reviewing experiences in CN and AN work to address Religious Extremism in Europe
– and more widely – what do you see as the main strengths and challenges? What’s
“done right” and what are key gaps or “mistakes” in how agencies and organisations
approach this work?

Understanding that Islam is not one homogenous thing. That’s a key thing that also never stops to blow
my mind. You can’t just bring ‘imams’ writ large. Which imams, speaking to which community, which
sub-group, which tradition. I think there’s a deep lack of understanding of what Islam looks like in
Europe. Who are the muslims in Europe. If we look at this question, if we look in the media, we here
about Islam in relation to extremism. We don’t hear about Islam in relation to anything else. That
creates a mass misunderstanding of what is Islam and who are muslims in Europe. If you then look at
practitioners and policymakers you have policy makers writing legislation related to highly diverse
groups. That challenges those practices to a great extent.
I think in that what we could do is support Muslims in Europe to express themselves in creating their
own narratives about who they are and what does it mean to be a European muslim? We don’t hear
those narratives? What does it mean to be a European gay Muslim? One of my friends is – but he is not
what we hear about when we hear about Muslims in Europe.
There’s an excellent Swedish academic on the subject. He has a very deep understanding of Islamic
culture.
❖

Can you speak about how you see issues of gender addressed in Religious Extremist
narratives? 1. What do you see as the key narratives on gender and 2. What is the
importance or role of these narratives within the overall context of religious
extremist narratives?

Again they’re ahead of the game from our side of the table. I’ve written my masters thesis on gender
pragmatism and extremism. Basically it is creating that appeal for the muslim woman to be whatever
she wants to be. There is a promise of emancipation. There is a promise of being able to be who she
wants to be. It is perceived as being targeted by legislation and it is being targeted by legislation. There
is a problem with this white supremacist notion where a state believes it can tell a woman what she can
wear and what she cannot wear. Whether it is banning certain garments or imposing certain garments
it is equally intrusive to women’s bodies. They create an appeal for agency and platform for action for
women across Europe. I’m more familiar with the work of ISIS. There you can be a broadcaster, you can
be a wife, you can be a patrol police, you can be a sniper, you can be a prison guard in charge of
torture. There are various roles for the various types of agencies women have, and they understand
that women can and will and are attracted to different roles. It started, I believe, purely pragmatically
because they needed to increase their recruits; and then with ISIS losing ground in Syria and Iraq they
needed to bring women on to their sniper squads. It started with a need. The same goes also for Boko
Haram – women weren’t seen as a ‘need’ but they were seen as cheaper recruits to sacrifice.
Then again all the classics: sisterhood, belonging.
Future perspectives:
COVID-19
❖

The social void created by the pandemic, that forced people to stay at home and
drove them to spend more time online, together with contested narratives – and
news/information – around the pandemic, and the broader economic impact it may
have had on many as well – may also affect the role of online religious extremism /
far-right /far-left/ separatism propaganda and the narratives used. Can you comment
on:
➢ Have you seen any changes/developments in extremist narratives online in
this period?
➢ What are the main narratives that have been developed / used by extremists
in this period?
➢ What impact do you believe this will have on extremism (input the specific
type/form) in coming years in Europe? What particular challenges do you
believe this will bring that those working on CN/AN should be aware of?

I have very superficial knowledge about how it has been used in narratives. Primarily what I have seen
has been the targeting of specific communities who were linked to specific variants – targeting Indians,
Chinese, Asian-looking has been quite high. Another trend has been ‘migrant-blaming’. COVID is
spreading because migrants don’t have hygiene habits. It’s been used.
The impact for coming years – I think we've yet to see it. All the issues mentioned in the question are
key. COVID has only exacerbated them. All the issues – economic disparity, alienation – existed before,
but COVID has exacerbated them.
Isolation – I think we are yet to see the full spectrum of COVID’s impact on radicalisation – there was
one article which said that COVID, because of the isolation it created, it also created a closer proximity
between families and children – so parents could see ‘trends’ changing with their children more clearly
and more quickly because they were present at home.

It might have also had a positive impact on the one hand because it created a separation of recruits
from the groups.
Much more research is needed for us to know the impact of COVID on different strands of
radicalisation.
General Questions:
❖

Imagine you’ve been asked by the European Union / European Commission to
provide key guidance on how to improve future work to address CN/AN in Europe.
What would be your key recommendations? Please identify 3 – 5.

4 Points:
1.

For policy and programming support – as in funding modalities: be informed by gender
and power dynamics. So basic by still absent.

2.

Invest in ‘baselining’ in this field. It’s extremely important for us to move away from
assumptions.

3.

Invest in ‘longitudinal research’. There are massive knowledge gaps. I’ve been trying to find
out about far right recruits who went to Ukraine. What do we know about them? No data.
Again the FTFs who escaped from Syria to Ukraine. What do we know about them? There
are black holes of information. WE need longitudinal research that can follow a certain
group over time so we can understand the trends, dynamics, changes and why they
happen.

4.

Employ a human security lens in policy work – understand broader community grievances.
You cannot understand needs in isolation. Understand the web of factors that can increase
community resilience to violence.

❖

What is currently lacking in countering extremism? Would it be important to solve /
address this to improve the effectiveness, quality and impact of CN/AN work?

1.

Longitudinal research – to produce evidence. One to understand but also two to produce
evidence.

2.

Gender: Up until now gender has entered the work of the commission because it’s
embarrassing not to, not because they understand it. I’m disappointed by the low level of
engagement there. The Commission needs to understand that gender can drive fragility
and gender can drive violence. There is a very superficial understanding of what this means
and its. It's honestly terrifying – the lack of data and lack of understanding.

❖

On Evaluation and Learning: Do you believe enough is done to learn the lessons from
one CN/AN campaign to another, or from the cumulative work that has been done so
far in the field? For both “yes” or “no”, please describe.

The answer is no. Certainly not. There was a resistance even to do monitoring and evaluation of P/CVE
work. There was a little of a ‘cowboyish’ take to how to do P/CVE and it’s high-time this became
professionalised. There’s very little comparative work and we can benefit from comparative analysis
and comparative learning. What have we learned from far right extremism? What have we learned from
far left extremism?
In an event organised by the OSCE a Pakistani practitioner said ‘our approach is to learn from the
enemy’ – we look at what they’re doing and see how we can learn from that.
In the whole MEL question, in order to be able to do M&E and learning, we have to first be super clear
about what we are learning about? What is the change we are trying to achieve here? What is the change
we are trying to achieve in larger P/CVE work and be able to attribute results or not in a larger cycle of
engagement.

[1]

With the term Religious Extremism we refer to both Jihadi and Christian extremism.
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