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Introduction 

The cooperation between the European Union (EU) and the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) to prevent violent extremism (PVE) and to counter terrorism (CT) is wide-ranging, 
and has been so since a formalized partnership between the EU and MENA countries was 
outlined in the 1995 Barcelona Declaration. It has nevertheless received added attention 
following numerous terrorist attacks within the EU during the last decade; and European 
foreign fighters have been linked to the attacks in Paris in 2015; in Brussels, Berlin, and Nice 
in 2016; and in Manchester, London, and Barcelona in 2017. Consequently, what are the PVE 
and CT efforts in MENA, and how does it cooperate with key partners in the region? 

The question matters because the Islamic State (IS) is far from defeated, and its presence 
persists throughout MENA – although the group has lost its foothold in Syria and Iraq. The same 
applies to other significant Salafi jihadi groups such as Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham and Hurras al-
Din in Syria, as we the last fifteen years have “witnessed a remarkable growth in jihadism as 
a rebel ideology, a military guerilla force and a global terrorist menace.”1. Meanwhile, there 
are concerns over future spill-over effects to Jordan and Lebanon, which are both struggling 
with the influx of Syrian refugees and the economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.2 In 
addition, Iraqi Shiite militias have not just developed into powerbrokers in the Iraqi political 
system but into the government itself through their political alliances, members of parliament, 
and government officials.3 

 Violent extremism is, in other words, a real and serious threat in the MENA region, 
and any successful PVE approach relies on the right balance between soft and hard measures. 
The PVE strategies of the EU therefore matter – as do the PVE efforts of its key partners – not 
merely to avoid a resumption of prior conflict levels in the region and the resurgence of 
extremist actors such as IS, but also because PVE is a long-term struggle to eliminate the root 
causes of radicalization. The EU, as a non-military power, is thus facing the dilemma of having 
to rely on, and outsource hard PVE measures to, increasingly repressive and divisive MENA 
regimes whose approach may undermine the long-term prevention efforts of the EU.4 EU-
MENA co-operation may thus potentially do more harm than good, partly because the Arab 
regimes themselves are one possible driver for contemporary violence, insurgency, and 
turmoil in the region.5 The EU is itself aware of this dilemma, and one of the aims of this 
policy brief is hence to assess this PVE balance – and whether the current EU-MENA PVE 

 
1 Brynjar Lia, “Jihadism in the Arab World After 2011: Explaining its Expansion.” Middle East Policy 23, no. 4 
(2016): 74. 
2 Juline Beaujouan & Amjed Rasheed, “The Syrian Refugee Crisis in Jordan and Lebanon: Impact and 
Implications,” Middle East Policy 27, no. 3 (2020): 76-98; Petter Nesser & Henrik Gråtrud, “When Conflicts Do 
Not Overspill: The Case of Jordan,” Perspectives on Politics: 1-15 (2019). doi:10.1017/S153759271900389X. 
3 Norman Cigar, “Iraq’s Shia Warlords and Militias: Political and Security Challenges and Options” (Carlisle, 
PA: The United States War College, 2015). https://publications.armywarcollege.edu/pubs/2343.pdf 
4 Mai’a K. Davis Cross, “Counter-Terrorism in the EU’s External Relations,” Journal of European Integration 
39, no. 5 (2017): 609-624; Assem Dandashly, “EU democracy promotion and the dominance of the security-
stability nexus,” Mediterranean Politics 23, no. 1 (2018): 62-82; Vincent Durac, “Counterterrorism and 
Democracy: EU Policy in the Middle East and North Africa after the Uprisings,” Mediterranean Politics 23, no. 
1 (2018): 103-121. 
5 See e.g. François Burgat, Islamism in the Shadow of al-Qaida (Texas: Texas University Press, 2008); Jean-
Pierre Filiu, From Deep State to Islamic State: The Arab Counter-Revolution and its Jihadi Legacy (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2015). 
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co-operation is effective, counterproductive, or simply superfluous.  
 This policy brief investigates, maps, and analyzes the PVE/CT strategies of the EU in 

the MENA region, its funding projects, and its collaborative projects with key partners in the 
region. Focusing on the strategies in Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE), and Saudi Arabia, this piece also addresses the security situation in each of these 
countries the last decade, and whether the national PVE strategies of these countries are 
consistent with, or contradictory to, the measures taken by the EU. These MENA countries 
were selected because they illustrate how the EU’s CT and PVE approach in the region varies 
according to geography, how they are affected by the refugee crisis following the Syrian civil 
war, by their  different levels of authoritarianism and willingness to cooperate with the Union. 
By analyzing the different approaches of these states, we may obtain a greater understanding 
of why the EU is not able to impose its own normative framework in the MENA region, as it 
must be interpreted and implemented by each key partner – effectively transforming the 
normative aspirations of the EU in the process.6 

 Doing so, we focus on what the EU and key partners are funding and implementing in 
practice, and we do not, consequently, carry out a textual analysis of its CT documents, council 
conclusions, or press releases. Nor do we go into depth on the causes of radicalization or 
features enabling violent extremism. Partly, we avoid doing so because of the semantic 
ambiguities and uncertainties connected to terms such as “violent extremism” or 
“radicalization”. Indeed, these two terms “remains to be theoretically defined and analytically 
substantiated.”7 We focus instead on the contextualization of social forces possibly limiting or 
allowing violent extremism, which may vary from country to country in the MENA region.  

 Moving the analytical focus from a textual analysis to that of a contextual and grounded 
approach assessing actual practices is helpful to clarify the extent of current EU funding 
projects, in addition to contemporary developments, structural limitations, and historical 
contradictions, all of which inform the prospects for the success or failure of EU PvE/CT 
policies in the region. By combining the mapping of EU funding projects on the ground with 
the efforts and focuses of key partners in the MENA region, this policy brief contributes to 
clarifying contemporary policy developments in a manner intended to be nuanced and 
empirically substantiated, while grasping the multidirectional and multifaceted dynamics and 
interests at play.8 We hope for this approach to overcome inherent contextual biases and avoid 
“tak[ing] the world as it finds it, with the prevailing social and power relationships and the 
institutions into which they are organised, as the given framework of action”.9 Our intention 
is hence not to resolve problems as they “arise in this world” without questioning how and 
why the current status quo came into being,10 while we avoid an overemphasis on prediction 

 
6 To a certain extent, the EU is facing similar challenges with key partners in the MENA region as with its own 
member states, i.e. competing interests, different histories of state institutions, and contradictory threat 
assessments and diagnoses. See e.g. Steven Blockmans et al., “Working paper on EU’s policies and instruments 
for PVE, H2020-SC6-GOVERNANCE-2019,” https://www.prevex-balkan-mena.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2020/05/D4.1_Working-paper-on-the-EU%E2%80%99s-policies-and-instruments-for-PVE-
FINAL-2.pdf. 
7 Henrik Vigh, “Working paper on concepts and methods. PREVEX D2.01.” Brussels, April: 4.  
8 Ibid.  
9 Robert Cox, “Social Forces, States and World Orders: Beyond International Relations Theory,” Millenium: 
Journal of International Studies, 10, no. 2 (1981): 128-129. 
10 Richard Jackson et al. Terrorism: A Critical Introduction (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 19. 
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instead of explanation.11 
In this regard, we should add that this policy brief does not address what the EU is 

doing in general, nor do we analyze what the EU is doing in the MENA region in its entirety. 
Humanitarian projects, infrastructure improvement etc. are consequently not included and 
assessed. Equally, while this brief applies a bird’s-eye view on the MENA region and the CT 
and PVE approaches of the EU and key partners, a bottom-up approach will be employed as 
the conceptual work is developed – with a greater focus on radicalization, enabling 
environments, and the occurrence/non-occurrence of violent extremism. Consequently, this 
policy brief analyzed how the EU reacts to violent extremism in the MENA region.12  
Last, compared with policy briefs D5.1 and D6.1, which deal with the EU and other 
stakeholders’ CT and PVE strategies in the Balkans and in North Africa (the Maghreb and 
Sahel), respectively, this policy brief takes a somewhat different approach, pursuant from the 
MENA region’s geography, its political developments the last decade, and the peculiarities of 
the EU policies there. While the Arab Spring was a cause for hope, the region has nonetheless 
moved “toward chaos and civil war on the one hand, and a resurgence of authoritarianism on 
the other”.13 Correspondingly, while the EU still perceives itself as a normative power aiming 
to spread human rights and democratic thinking, it must also cooperate with authoritarian 
regimes to securitize the region. Consequently, while attempting to account for the EU’s CT 
and PVE approaches in the MENA region, we have also attempted to outline the possible 
dangers of the biased efforts of many of its key partners because it is of immediate relevance 
to the EU’s policies there. 

This policy brief consists of four parts. It commences by briefly providing an overview 
of the EU’s PVE approaches in the Middle East for the last decade. It then proceeds to 
analysing the PVE approaches of key partners of the EU before it compares their policies and 
approaches to preventing violent extremism. The last section provides several policy 
recommendations for the EU’s future PVE strategy. 

 
Methodology and sources 
This policy brief is based on data gathered from several sources, all of which are triangulated 
to increase the accuracy and nuance of both the empirical information disseminated and the 
analysis provided. It is based on an international research collaboration with researchers from 
the Center of International Studies at Sciences Po (Paris, France), the Norwegian Institute of 
International Affairs (Oslo, Norway), the European University Institute (Florence, Italy), and 
the Middle East Research Institute (Erbil, Iraq). The collaborative aspect of this project has 
provided a mutual insight and engagement from various sub-projects through common 
discussion and analysis, which has guided our project’s comparative ambition.14 

The work for this policy brief was mainly carried out in the fall of 2020 as a part of Work 

 
11 Charlotte Heath-Kelly, “Counter-Terrorism and the Counterfactual: Producing the Radicalisation Discourse 
and the UK PREVENT Strategy,” British Journal of Politics and International Relations 15, no. 3: 394-415. 
12 See D1.4 “Open Research Data Pilot and Data Management Plan” for the stages of this project and intended 
methodology. 
13 Stéphane Lacroix & Jean-Pierre Filiu, “Introduction: Taking the Arab Transitions Seriously,” in Revisiting the 
Arab Uprisings: The Politics of a Revolutionary Moment, Stéphane Lacroix & Jean-Pierre Filiu (eds.) (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2018), 1. 
14 Vigh, “Working paper on concepts and methods. PREVEX D2.01”: 8-9. 
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Package 7 of the collaborative project Preventing Violent Extremism in the Balkans and 
MENA: Strengthening Resilience in Enabling Environments (PREVEX). It mainly entails 
interviews with EU representatives from the European External Action Service (EEAS) and 
the European Commission, in addition to interviews with the EU’s implementing partners 
responsible for the EU’s CT and PVE projects on the ground in the MENA region. These 
interviews were combined with desk reviews and fieldwork in each of the MENA countries 
analyzed in this brief – either for this particular research project or for prior ones. It should be 
noted that our research has not merely been affected by the restrictions adopted in the relevant 
countries in order to limit the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic, but also by a number of our 
team members becoming infected with the virus. 

Our analysis also relies on the database providing information on the EU’s CT/PVE 
projects in the MENA region. The list of these projects contains sixty-eight entries ranging 
from 2014 until 2023, all of which have been retrieved from the EU-sponsored Counter-
Terrorism Monitoring, Reporting and Support Mechanisms (CT-MORSE).15  We categorize 
these projects16 as either  

 
• Securitization (law enforcement co-operation and data exchange, combating financing 

of terrorism, border control, etc.): CT and PVE is framed as a strategy to secure stability (both 
local and international) with projects and policies largely relying on a security toolbox. Within 
this narrative, the emphasis on repression usually trumps interrogations about the root causes 
of violent extremism, and law enforcement apparatuses are the main partners of co-operation. 

• Cognitive radicalization (promoting moderate voices, fighting hate speech, etc.): the 
main driver and manifestation of violent extremism is identified in individuals’ vulnerability 
to cognitive radical propaganda. CT and PVE interventions thus focus on educational, 
psychological, and informational factors, with less emphasis on socio-political aspects at 
structural level. 

• Good governance (instilling liberal values and institutions against violent extremism 
with a focus on democracy rather than stability): CT and PVE policies stem from the view that 
liberal values and institutions (democracy, human rights, independent judiciary, etc.) provide a 
bulwark against the root causes of violent extremism. P/CVE initiatives thus aim to tackle 
abuses and normative deviance by state actors to foster resilience at structural level. 

• Social cohesion (opportunities, conflict resolution, inter- religious dialogue, youth 
empowerment, etc.): builds on the idea that existing conflicts fuel violent extremism, and that 
individuals at risk often belong to a specific community (defined by religion, age, social status, 
ethnicity, etc). The aim of P/CVE is then to reinforce the overall cohesion of the society, 
including through peacebuilding and development initiatives, and to have fragile communities 
acting as gatekeepers against extremism. 

• Stakeholder capacity building (PVE training workshops for EU or key partner 
stakeholders, information gathering, co-ordination enhancement etc.), which aims at 

 
15 CT-MORSE, ‘EU funded CT & P/CVE projects’, accessed 17 December 2020, https://ct- 
morse.eu/projects/projects-map/. 
16 It should be noted that these categories are ideal types and “abstract constructs that help the observer 
categorize a messy reality and make disorderly practice analytically tractable.” See PREVEX policy brief D6.1 
on the EU’s prevention strategy in the Maghreb and the Sahel. 
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preventing violent extremism by improving the analytical foresight, the ability to gather and 
process relevant data, and enhance cooperation between actors in the field. 

 
Admittedly, other sources could have been considered for this database (such as the 

EU Trust Fund, EUTF, or the EU instrument contributing to Stability and Peace, IcSP) to 
implement a more comprehensive and exhaustive mapping of EU CT/PVE approaches in the 
MENA region. Yet, as noted, our intention has never been to analyze what the EU is doing, 
but what the EU is doing to prevent violent extremism and counter terrorism. We have 
consequently limited our scope to those projects explicitly termed by the EU as PVE or CT 
funding projects. 

Connected to the categorization of the EU’s CT and PVE funding projects, the impact 
of gender dynamics on conflicts in the MENA region in general and violent extremism in 
particular matter, and there is a growing scholarship on the topic.17 In this respect, we approach 
gender as relational, which means going beyond the issue as a mere marginalization of women 
but also encompassing contested and marginalized masculinities within “a system of social 
relations privileging male seniors over juniors and women.”18 We believe this perception of 
patriarchy as a “kinship-based power structure stratified along both gender and age lines” is 
fruitful as it elucidates many of the challenges and grievances in the MENA countries we 
analyze in this policy brief – all of which are relevant for the study of violent extremism and 
the approaches applied to prevent it.19 
 
A brief overview of the EU’s PVE approaches in the Middle East 
It is difficult to outline one method or one point of focus when analysing the EU’s PVE approach 
in the Middle East, as it ranges from engaging youth leaders to securing airports and borders; 
from training Jordanian law enforcement and stifling the financing of terrorist organizations 
to rehabilitating children born in, or recruited to, IS in Iraq; and from producing counter 
narratives and improving strategic communication to the strengthening of Sunni religious 
institutions’ capabilities. These are all organized while stressing the importance of human 
rights and democracy in dialogue with local authorities, and with regional experts dispatched 
from the EU to work on the ground providing more detailed council and policy 
recommendations. 

The various approaches are to some extent determined by what is deemed possible, 
feasible, and most urgent in the eyes of EU policymakers and their key partners in the region. 

 
17 See e.g. (but not limited to) Brynjar Lia, “The Jihādī Movement and Rebel Governance: A Reassertion of a 
Patriarchal Order?” Die Welt des Islams 57, no. 3-4: 458-479; Pinar Tank, “Kurdish Women in Rojava: From 
Resistance to Reconstruction,” Die Welt des Islams 57, no.3-4: 404-428; Bidisha Biswas & Shirin Deylami, 
“Radicalizing female empowerment: gender, agency, and affective appeals in Islamic State propaganda,” Small 
Wars & Insurgencies 30, no. 6-7 (2019): 1193-1213; Ariel I. Ahram, “Sexual Violence, Competitive State 
Building, and Islamic State in Iraq and Syria,” Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding 13, no. 2 (2019): 180-
196; Sofia Patel & Jacqueline Westermann, “Women and Islamic-State Terrorism: An Assessment of How 
Gender Perspectives Are Integrated in Countering Violent Extremism Policy and Practices,” Security Challenges 
14, no. 2 (2018): 53-83;Elisa Impara, ”A social semiotics analysis of Islamic State’s use of beheadings: Images 
of power, masculinity, spectacle and propaganda,” International Journal of Law, Crime and Justice 53: 25-45. 
18 Suad Joseph (ed.) Gender and Citizenship in the Middle East (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2000), xv. 
19 Rania Maktabi and Brynjar Lia, “Middle Eastern Patriarchy in Transition,” Die Welt Des Islams 57 (2017): 
265. 
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While the EU’s PVE co-ordination with Lebanese and Jordanian partners is described as 
cordial, there is not much co-operation with Egypt because the two do not have the same view 
on violent extremism; the Egyptian regime’s primary concern is stifling its domestic 
opposition, mainly the Muslim Brotherhood.20 Another EEAS representative noted that the EU 
mainly co-operates with Saudi security apparatus in regards to PVE because Saudi civil society 
is weak due to the regime’s repression.21 Finally, the EU’s PVE funding projects in Syria 
mainly focus on rehabilitation, children and youth, education, and socio-economic aid in the 
absence of key partners to co-operate with on the ground; this is because the EU has 
implemented sanctions against the Syrian regime and does not co-operate with the Kurdish self-
administration as they seek to divide Syrian territories.22 To summarize, the EU can only do 
what the main power players in the region allow it to do. 

Similarly, the EU does not offer any specific working definition of terrorism or violent 
extremism in the Middle East in any of its counter-terrorism (CT) strategies or council 
conclusions from November 2005 to February 2020 – what violent extremism is and is not; or 
which groups it includes and excludes. Given the events and groups mentioned in its CT 
documents, it is nevertheless clear that the EU mainly refers to Sunni militancy in general and 
groups affiliated with al-Qaida and the IS in particular. There is presumably an avoidance of 
clearly defined terms as the EU member states themselves do not agree on a definition or a 
PVE approach, and because clarity may alienate key partners in the Middle East who have their 
own politicized definitions of violent extremism in order to delegitimize domestic opposition 
or to increase regional influence. 

The seemingly multifaceted PVE approach of the EU is reflected in its emphasis on 
the range of conditions causing radicalization in the MENA region: from weak democracy and 
authoritarian rule; rapid and unhinged modernization; or the lack of social mobility, 
educational opportunities, or political prospects. As its Council Conclusion of June 2020 notes: 
‘Democracy, rule of law and good governance are essential in fostering positive narratives and 
effective and non-violent means for addressing various political, social and other grievances.’23 
Despite the emphasis on democracy and human rights, critics of the EU’s PVE approach in the 
Middle East nevertheless suggest that its normative promotion of democracy, human rights, 
and the rule of law has been gradually replaced by a securitization-centred co-operation with 
key partners in the Middle East – a development accelerated by the terrorist attacks by the 
Islamic State in 2015. Allegedly, while EU representatives have traditionally emphasized 
‘European’ values as a bulwark against terrorism, this is not reflected in its priorities on the 
ground; and while the European Neighbourhood Policy stresses a ‘More for More’ principle, 
through which democratic reforms equal more aid, this is seldom the case in practice.  
 
Feeling good or feeling safe? The securitization efforts of the EU 

The focus on securitization is evident when analysing the EU’s PVE funding projects in Egypt, 

 
20 EEAS representative 2, interview by Erik Skare, WhatsApp, 5 October 2020. 
21 EEAS representative 3, interview by Erik Skare, WhatsApp, 7 October 2020. 
22 EU Commission representative, interview by Erik Skare, WhatsApp, 14 October 2020. 
23 Council of the European Union, ‘Council Conclusions on EU External Action on Preventing and Countering 
Terrorism and Violent Extremism’, 8742/20+COR1, 16 June 2020, 9. 
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Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq, the United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia from 1 September 2014, 
until November 2023. We categorize these projects as either ‘securitization’ (law enforcement 
co-operation and data exchange, combating financing of terrorism, border control, etc.); 
‘cognitive radicalization’ (promoting moderate voices, fighting hate speech, etc.); ‘good 
governance’ (instilling liberal values and institutions against violent extremism with a focus on 
democracy rather than stability); ‘social cohesion’ (opportunities, conflict resolution, inter- 
religious dialogue, youth empowerment, etc.), or ‘stakeholder capacity building’ (PVE training 
workshops for EU or key partner stakeholders, information gathering, co-ordination 
enhancement etc.).   

The majority of EU PVE funding projects focus on social cohesion and securitization, 
as illustrated by Figure 1. PVE funding projects that stress democracy promotion, liberal 
values, and human rights in the Middle East, on the other hand, constitute no more than 
approximately one tenth of overall projects, despite the insistence on its importance in CT 
documents of the EU. 

 

The securitization focus of the EU’s PVE approach is further accentuated when 
assessing the funding for each category, as illustrated by Figure 2. While a greater number of 
EU funding projects work with social cohesion through youth empowerment and inter-
religious dialogue, securitization efforts nevertheless receive the most funding – both in 
relative and absolute terms. 

Figure 1: Number of EU PVE funding projects in Middle East by 
focus 
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The nature of these securitization efforts varies. The more conventional securitization 
funding programmes of the EU includes securing infrastructure such as the Rafic Hariri Airport 
in Beirut and enhance border management such as the Jordanian-Iraqi one. The EU also funds 
the training of local law enforcement and facilitates a knowledge transfer between MENA 
countries and EU member states. The implementing partner European Union Agency for Law 
Enforcement Training (CEPOL), for example, has overseen the training of Jordanian 
intelligence officers in the General Intelligence Directorate (GID), police officers, and 
gendarmerie on the ground, in addition to the Lebanese Internal Security Forces (ISAF), the 
Lebanese army (LAF), and the Lebanese General- and State Security Directorates.   

Other securitization efforts are less orthodox, although constituting one cog in the 
overall EU PVE machine. The EU PVE funding project ‘Regional Strategic Dialogue – 
Security Challenges and Solutions’, for example, essentially aims to develop new ideas for – 
and increase and enhance – defence co-operation and dialogue between Israel, the Palestinian 
National Authority (PA), Jordan, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia – not just against groups affiliated 
with, or inspired by, al-Qaida and the Islamic State, but also against the regional influence of 
Iran and its proxies.24 In other words, the EU attempts to prevent violent extremism by, first, 
enhancing the internal security of, and co-operation between, authoritarian states in the region. 
Second, the EU is, in practice, funding one side in a regional cold war.  

The EU has thus moved towards a ‘security first’ centred PVE approach in the Middle 
East in the last decade and is correspondingly declining as a ‘normative’ power focusing on 
spreading and strengthening human rights, good governance, and democracy. We are thus 
currently witnessing a gradual transition towards an increasingly realist-oriented security 
paradigm undermining other concerns in the region. This is not particularly controversial as 
we are witnessing the same EU policy development in the Sahel.25 This conclusion is not merely 

 
24 Representative from Economic Cooperation Foundation, interview by Erik Skare, Zoom, 29 October 2020. 
25 See, for example, Morten Bøås and Pernille Rieker, EUNPACK Executive Summary of the Final Report & 
Selected Policy Recommendations. A Conflict-Sensitive Unpacking of the EU Comprehensive Approach to 

Figure 2: Funding to EU PVE projects in Middle East by focus 
category 
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19 279 

908 
 

€ 39 586 809 
    

€ 108 456 578 

Cognitive radicalization Good governance Securitization 

Societal cohesion Stakeholder capacity building    Unknown 



11 

 

 

based on which projects the EU chooses to fund and prioritize, but also on the fact that the line 
between securitization and social cohesion is being blurred, and social projects are now less 
premised on spreading human rights and democratic thinking as a goal in itself. That is, 
awareness of human rights or the strengthening of democratic practices are not facilitated in 
local communities because it creates better societies, but because it stops violent extremism. 
As one EEAS representative complained: ‘Before, we used to build schools for the sake of 
building schools – because it was a humanitarian project. Now we do it to prevent violent 
extremism instead. Before, we used to train children for the sake of training children, because it 
was a humanitarian project, but now we do it to prevent violent extremism. The term violent 
extremism has been employed to securitize everything that we are doing.’26  

There are several conceivable causes for the securitization shift and acceleration of the 
EU in the Middle East. First, one should not underestimate the impact and trauma of the 
terrorist attacks in Europe in 2015 and 2016, and the urgency felt. Indeed, the EU’s narrative 
seemingly shifted following the terrorist attacks in 2015 with a greater stress on securitization, 
as illustrated by its Global Strategy of 2016 and its Council Conclusions on EU External Action 
and  PVE efforts published in 2020. Second, the EU must continually strike a balance between 
co- operating with authoritarian MENA partners and applying pressure for reforms to be 
implemented. Because the EU believes it has little or no leverage, securitization efforts are 
prioritized due to its key partners’ lack of interest in democracy promotion, strengthening of 
civil society, or good governance. Securitization efforts, on the other hand, is perceived by key 
partners in the Middle East to be in their interests – both because it does not threaten the 
positions of key stakeholders and because securitization can be used to stifle bothersome 
domestic opposition. Third, border management, securing airports, and training the 
intelligence services and law enforcement of local partners give immediate results, while it is 
far more difficult to measure the short- and mid-term effects of programmes aimed at good 
governance and social cohesion. This is not to ignore the need for security sector reforms in 
certain countries. Lebanon, for example, has suffered from the unclear border demarcations 
between it and Syria, and the Lebanese army has been underequipped compared to Hezbollah. 

Essentially, spreading normative values such as human rights makes Europeans feel 
good, but securitization and instruments of control makes them feel safe.  
 
Grooming future leaders of divided societies: The social cohesion efforts of the EU 

A significant share of the EU’s PVE programmes focus on social cohesion (see Figure 1). The 
majority of these projects do so through youth empowerment in the Middle East. While some 
of these programmes work with vulnerable populations, others work on grooming future 
politicians, civil society leaders, activists, or entrepreneurs through debate clubs, leadership 
seminars, or facilitating networking opportunities.  

Three EU funding projects illustrate the diversity of social cohesion projects. ‘Young 
Mediterranean Voices’, for example, attempts to empower youth through debate hubs, through 
which youths and young adults in Lebanon, Jordan, and Egypt are trained to debate each other 
with representatives from local authorities present. While the debates aim to create a sense of 

 
Conflict  and Crisis Mechanisms (Brussels: Centre for European Policy Studies, 2019). 
26 EEAS representative 1, interview by Erik Skare, WhatsApp, 1 October 2020. 
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achievement, the programme also attempts to build bridges between youth and policymakers. 
‘Empowering Youth for Positive Change’, on the other hand, is elitist by nature as youths are 
recruited to the One Young World summit, also nicknamed the ‘Davos for Youth’. There, 
youths present their ideas and build supporting networks to implement them, and the project 
aims to coach future politicians, leaders, and activists. By employing these youths as peace 
ambassadors, it is hoped they will prevent radicalization through their efforts in their local 
communities. Last, ‘Engaging Youth for Human Rights and Social Cohesion’, implemented 
by Generations for Peace, does not focus so much on grooming future leaders and facilitating 
entrepreneurship, but rather creating an understanding of human rights in twenty vulnerable 
communities in Lebanon in which Syrian refugees, Palestinian refugees, and Lebanese citizen 
live together. 

 

 
 

While several of the social cohesion efforts and youth empowerment projects have a 
personal impact for the youth participating in these programmes, it is uncertain to what degree 
the participants constitute a cross-section of their societies’ youth populations. A number of 
the implementing organizations acknowledged that a certain level of social capital, education, 
and language skill was required to be recruited and participate in their funding programmes. 
The question is thus, first, if those most at risk of being radicalized are those actually being 
targeted by the EU’s projects; and, second, whether some EU projects groom the future leaders 
of societies with persisting social, economic, and political division – divisions which may 
perpetuate waves of violence. Economic class should thus be given some attention. As described 
by one implementing partner: ‘I cannot tell people to learn about religious tolerance and 
organize an awareness session, while they are hungry. It does not work! They should be fed 
… How can I ask them to come to an awareness session [when they are hungry]?’27  

Last, blurring the line between securitization and social cohesion projects creates both 
cognitive dissonance and practical concerns on the ground. Several implementing partners, for 

 
27 Implementing partner 1, interview by Erik Skare, WhatsApp, 27 October 2020. 

Figure 3: Categories of societal cohesion programmes as part of the EU's 
PVE funding projects 
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example, stated that they did not perceive their work to be related to PVE at all – although the 
EU listed their projects as such. One implementing partner remarked: ‘We do not see this as a 
PVE programme, we do not see it as that. There is no evidence that our approach has any impact 
on preventing violent extremism. I suppose if you believe promoting critical thinking among 
some groups of young people have an impact, then it has some indirect effect’.28 Several 
implementing partners also noted that they avoided mentioning PVE at all when describing 
their projects to the target population because it created suspicion and alienation, and made it 
unnecessarily difficult to create trust on the ground.29 Moreover, the geographical focus of the 
EU’s PVE funding projects implies a view on violent extremism as synonymous with Sunni 
terrorism. Most social cohesion projects in Lebanon, for example, are organized in localities 
with a Sunni majority, with the associated possibility of stigma against specific religious 
groupings.  

To summarize, first, all implementing partners believed their projects benefitted local 
communities and created new opportunities for those involved in their activities. However, 
few of them believed their work could be categorized as a PVE project; some felt it was 
counterproductive to their efforts as it could alienate those they attempted to target. Second, the 
EU is currently employing a gradually security-centred approach in the Middle East with an 
additional focus on youth empowerment and social cohesion. Only one tenth of its PVE 
funding projects focus on good governance, human rights, and democratic development and 
sustainability. This is an approach suitable for the regimes in the Middle East – Lebanon, Egypt, 
Jordan, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates – as we will see in the next section 
on their respective PVE approaches. Because these local key partners of the EU have little 
interest in giving up their privileges, most of them focus on repression and religious reform 
instead. 
 
The PVE strategies of local stakeholders 
This section addresses the domestic PVE approaches of local stakeholders and key partners of 
the EU in the Middle East. It commences with Lebanon and Egypt, then proceeds to Iraq and 
Jordan, and ends with Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.  
 
Lebanon: Pinpointing a threat or stigmatizing a community? 

Defining violent extremism in Lebanon’s polarized security landscape is a daunting task. First, 
the country has eighteen different sects, and the main eight of them have their own political 
narratives and parties. Lebanon’s conflicting political-sectarian parties hence propose 
contending definitions of terrorism, and do not hesitate to discredit their political enemies by 
throwing accusations of terrorism against them.30 Second, Lebanon’s foremost Shiite political 
party and militia, Hezbollah, was behind several car bomb attacks targeting international 
forces in Lebanon in the 1980s. It is still defined as a terrorist group by the US, while its military 

 
28 Implementing partner 2, interview by Erik Skare, Zoom, 2 November 2020. 
29 Implementing partner 3, interview by Erik Skare, Zoom, 5 November 2020. 
30 Bashir Saade, ‘Contending notions of terrorism in Lebanon: Politico-legal manoeuvres and political Islam’, in 
Non-Western Responses to Terrorism, ed. Michael J. Boyle (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2019), 
323–343. 
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wing was put on the EU’s list of terrorist organizations in 2013. Yet, Hezbollah refuses to 
acknowledge Western definitions of terrorism, and relates jihadi violent extremism to regional 
states, Saudi Arabia in particular, while Lebanese Sunni secular politicians, on the other hand, 
point to the military history of Hezbollah, its extraconstitutional arsenal, and its repressive 
history in Syria.31  

 Given the politicization of the Lebanese terrorism and violent extremism debate, the 
adoption of a national PVE strategy in 2018 was an achievement. The policy document was the 
outcome of an eighteen-month national consultation process supported by the United Nations 
(UN). Although nothing in the document indicates that it focuses on Sunni jihadism, there are 
reasons to believe that the UN staff who worked on the file found it particularly challenging 
to outline a strategy without stigmatizing one community,32 and the document consequently 
offers a wide definition of violent extremism.33  

 Further, one may question to what extent these processes are locally owned.34 The 
flagging of universal slogans like ‘promoting good governance’ in Lebanon’s PVE strategy 
feels awkward against the backdrop of large nation-wide popular protests against political 
mismanagement and corruption since 2019. More often than not, Lebanese government 
discourses supported by the international community have functioned as a substitute rather 
than actual steps towards decisive policy implementations. Still, Lebanese national PVE 
strategy is a platform around which international NGOs may organize projects through local 
stakeholders such as municipalities and religious leaders.  

 Tellingly, the cities where most Lebanese PVE work is currently focused – Tripoli, 
Saida, and Majdal Anjar – are all Sunni-majority cities, where Sunni jihadi groups have found 
a foothold.35 Similarly, Lebanese counter-terrorism efforts on the ground have an exclusive 
focus on the violence committed by Sunni jihadists, while essentially ignoring that by 
Hezbollah. In fact, the Lebanese army has formed an alliance with the latter since 2005 and 
recognizes Hezbollah as the strongest Lebanese military player, with an armoury eclipsing that 
of the national army. Still, the Lebanese army has received EU support, which sees the army 
as a potential counterweight to Hezbollah.36  

 There is thus, first, a real risk of stigma, which could further alienate some Sunni 
youths who already express resentment vis-à-vis the state. Indeed, some youths have voiced 
the concern that framing Sunnis as Lebanon’s only potential terrorist threat has limited their 
freedom of speech.37 Moreover, while the Sunni political establishment in general, and former 

 
31 Former Sunni MP from Tripoli, interview by Tine Gade, Beirut, February 2015. 
32 Informal discussion, Tine Gade, location not disclosed, July 2017. 
33 Presidency of the Council of Ministers, ‘National strategy for preventing violent extremism, 2018,” March 
2018, http://pvelebanon.org/Resources/PVE_English.pdf. 
34 See, for example, Rubina Abu Zeinab, Merete Juhl, and Khadija Nasser, ‘Prevention of violent extremism: A 
Lebanese model’, The Daily Star, Beirut, 10 April 2019. 
35 Michael Duffin, ‘Lebanese municipalities push back against terrorist recruitment through the Strong Cities 
Network’, Bureau of Counterterrorism, US Department of State, 17 April 2019, https://www.state.gov/lebanese-
municipalities-push-back-against-terrorist-recruitment-through-the-strong- cities-network/. 
36 Tine Gade and Nayla Moussa, ‘The Lebanese army after the Syrian crisis: alienating the Sunni community?’ in 
Situating (In-)Security: A United Army for a Divided Country, eds. Are J. Knudsen and Tine Gade (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 23-49. 
37 World Leadership Alliance – Club de Madrid, ‘Preventing violent extremism: Leaders telling a different 
story’, Outcome document, 2017, 72. http://www.clubmadrid.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/PVE-Outcome- 
Document-2017-12-1.pdf. 

http://pvelebanon.org/Resources/PVE_English.pdf
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Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri in particular, has given strong support to the Lebanese 
army, some Sunni populists expressed that Sunni extremism was ‘understandable’ given the 
acts of the army.38 That said, many Sunni men of religion consider it important to be part of 
the ideological struggle against the Islamic State;39 they call on the young generation to accept 
the idea of citizenship and a multi-confessional Lebanon.40 Speaking in terms of national 
unity,41 for example, such voices build on a long history of Muslim-Christian dialogue in 
Lebanon, while also condemning racism against Syrian refugees.  

 Second, the EU has funded a number of PVE projects to avoid a spillover from the 
Syrian civil war into Lebanon, and the Lebanese government officially opted for neutrality 
with the commencement of conflict. Yet, with Hezbollah’s engagement in Syria, this position 
quickly proved difficult to maintain. A segment of Lebanese Sunnis, for example, were 
effectively alienated when perceiving the Lebanese army to only arrest Sunni groups, leaving 
Hezbollah’s gunmen free to fight in Syria. The situation further deteriorated in 2013, when the 
army fought  several battles against Sunni jihadis alongside Hezbollah, first in the southern city 
of Saida and  then along the Syrian-Lebanese border in the north and north-east.42  
 
Egypt: Violent repression and religious co-optation 

Although Egypt has witnessed past waves of Islamist insurgency, the violence that followed 
the ousting of Mohammad Morsi in July 2013 is considered the deadliest and most complex 
insurgency so far in the country’s modern history. With an unprecedented level of violence 
and diversity of groups, approximately 391 personnel from the security forces lost their lives 
from 1986 to 1999, while 700 members of the police and armed forces have been killed 
between 2013 and 2015 alone.43 The non-state armed groups ranged from Islamic State- 
affiliated groups in northern Sinai and in mainland Egypt to al-Qaeda-affiliated groups such as 
Jund al-Islam in the Western Desert and Ansar al-Islam in northern Sinai. There are in addition 
groups that emerged from, or were somehow inspired by, the Muslim Brotherhood such as 
Hasm and Liwa’ al-Thawra. In light of this wave, Egyptian authorities have prioritized security-
centred interventions at the expense of preventive measures and passed a new terrorism law in 
2014, which employed a wide definition of terrorism. In fact, the definition includes any group 
the authorities perceive  to disrupt public order; threaten the safety, security, or interests of 
society; harm, frighten, or threaten individuals and their freedoms, rights, or security; or harms 
national unity. Human rights groups, such as The Cairo Institute for Human Rights Studies, 
have criticized this  definition, noting that it also encompasses peaceful political expressions, 

 
38 Khaled Daher, interview by Tine Gade, Tripoli, February 2015; political bureau member of the Future 
Movement, phone interview by Tine Gade, November 2014. 
39 See Tine Gade, Islam Keeping Violent Jihadism at Bay in Times of Daesh: State Religious Institutions in 
Lebanon, Morocco and Saudi Arabia since 2013 (Florence: RSCAS project reports, EUI, 2019). 
40 Ta‘addudiyya, ‘Shu qisstak? Al-sheikh Firas Ballout’ [What’s your story? Sheikh Firas Ballout], 
Facebook, 28 February 2020, https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=934573740308811. 
41 Al-Fayha News Network, ‘Ma‘ Fadilat al-sheikh Firas Ballout. Ra’is al-qism al-dini fi da’irat awqaf trablus’ 
[With the respected sheikh Firas Ballout, president of the religious sector of the Endowment office in Tripoli], 
Facebook, 15 May 2020, https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=268597564325293. 
42 Gade and Moussa, ‘The Lebanese army after the Syrian crisis’. 
43 Mokhtar Awad and Mostafa Hashem, Egypt’s Escalating Islamist Insurgency (Beirut: Carnegie Middle East 
Center, 2015), 5. 
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which are effectively  criminalized. 
Egyptian authorities blame current radicalization on deviant religious ideas that justify 

violence, while they downplay socio-economic and political factors. Indeed, pro-regime media 
quickly blame Egyptian religious institutions, and particularly al-Azhar, following each case 
of  violence. Al-Azhar and its Grand Imam, for example, are often accused of doing little to 
confront extremist religious ideas, and the Egyptian regime has on different occasions stressed 
the importance of formulating a more public response against radical interpretations by 
religious bodies. In January 2015, the Egyptian president himself leaned on Al-Azhar to 
undertake what he called a ‘religious revolution’ to reform the institution’s Islamic thought 
and correct the concepts it teaches. 

Egyptian religious institutions have responded to the regime’s accusation by engaging 
in different initiatives aimed at preventing violent extremism. The aforementioned al-Azhar, 
for  example, created the Al-Azhar Observatory in 2015 to respond to what it perceived as 
erroneous and extremist religious interpretations, especially those promoting violence. The 
Observatory tracks and answers online statements by extremist groups, produces content in 
ten languages (including English, Arabic, Urdu, Swahili, Chinese, and Farsi), and its staff has 
expanded to approximately 100 employees since its foundation. The initiative has often been 
praised by international actors, including the UN and the EU. Gilles de Kerchove, the EU’s 
counter-terrorism co-ordinator, for example, visited the Observatory in September 2019 and 
praised its role in confronting extremist ideologies while stressing the necessity of intensifying 
co-operation between the Observatory and relevant European authorities. 

The Islamic advisory and justiciary body Dar al-Ifta, on the other hand, has launched 
the project ‘Anatomy of the Extremist Mind’, which included religious scholars from Dar al-
Ifta, researchers specializing in Islamic movements, psychologist, sociologists, as well as 
former members of violent groups. Preparing a ‘rehabilitation’ guide for imprisoned militants, 
it clarifies what it perceives as terrorist types, the various stages of radicalization, and their turn 
to violence. The guide correspondingly identifies the associated social, economic, and political 
conditions for radicalization. The programme is thus similar to those targeting the militants of 
al-Jama‘a al-Islamiyya in the 1990s, which contributed to de-escalating the violence at the 
time.  

Another initiative is that of the Presidential Advisor for Religious Affairs, Sheikh 
Osama al- Azhari. Al-Azhari has organized preaching sessions for imprisoned Islamists (most 
of whom are  members of the Muslim Brotherhood) with hopes that the prisoners would repent 
and reconsider their ideas. Although hundreds of Brotherhood members and sympathizers 
have signed so-called ‘repentance acknowledgements’, in which they denounce the doctrine of 
the Muslim Brotherhood, it is questionable whether these come in response to religious 
dialogue and genuine transformation, or if the acknowledgments are merely attempts to leave 
prison. These initiatives come in addition to the unofficial ones, which include prisoners from 
al- Jama‘a al-Islamiyya entering into dialogue with Islamic State prisoners in order to refute 
their deviating ideas. Although ostensibly similar to the official programmes in Egypt, these 
personal initiatives differ as they are less ambitious and do not aim to make prisoners denounce 
violent ideas themselves. Rather, they attempt to shake the violent convictions of Islamic State 
members or sympathizers, and to plant seeds of doubt about the correct path forward. 

Because they have little interest in social, economic, or political conditions for 
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radicalization and violence, Egyptian authorities prioritize a securitization-oriented policy 
combined with religious reform and co-optation. Consequently, while independent civil society 
voices, as well as those from the research community, have tried raising attention to the 
political and socio- economic factors contributing to violence in post-2013 Egypt, they have 
enjoyed little success   and influence.  
 
Iraq: Iraqi central securitization and Kurdish religious reform 

Iraq has been plagued by numerous forms of violent extremism since 2003. This has 
undoubtedly complicated Iraqi domestic security and socio-political dynamics, as dozens of 
groups have emerged to violently resist the US occupation of Iraq, while others prioritize 
armed action against the perceived sectarian Shiite majority rule in Baghdad.44  

Successive Iraqi governments have nonetheless failed to develop a national policy that 
clearly defines violent extremism, its drivers, and how to prevent and counter it – and 
government officials and state institutions have reacted differently to the threat for the last 
seventeen years. From 2003 until the rise of the Islamic State in 2014, for example, Iraqi 
governments and political leaders frequently framed violent extremism as a purely religious 
or sectarian issue. From 2014, on the other hand, the successive Iraqi governments commenced 
addressing the root causes of violent extremism in speeches and public documents with the 
assistance and aid of the international community, such as the UN’s Counter-Terrorism 
Committee offered assistance to develop a national PVE policy.45 Further, following the re- 
conquest of Islamic State territories in 2017, the Iraqi government seemingly acknowledged 
the vagueness of its PVE policies, and recognized the importance of respecting human rights 
and countering the narratives of extremist groups. 

Yet, such PVE policies are yet to materialize fully on the ground, and instead of 
addressing Iraqi internal violence as structural socio-economic and political issues, Iraqi 
governments have instead adopted a narrow securitization-oriented definition of violent 
extremism while mainly viewing these groups through the lens of ‘terrorism’.46 Consequently, 
while the vagueness with which violent extremism has been defined has caused deep internal 
divisions, Sunni Iraqis largely view the counter-terrorism laws and PVE efforts of the Shiite 
majority government as targeting their community.47 Moreover, the Iraqi central government 

 
44 See, for example:, Mercy Corps, ‘Investing in Iraq’s peace: How good governance can diminish support for 
violent extremism,” 18 December 2015, https://www.mercycorps.org/research-resources/iraq-peace- 
governance-extremism; John Lister, ‘New possibilities: The role of governance in countering violent extremism 
in Iraq,” 22 June 2017, https://dai-global-developments.com/articles/new-possibilities-the-role-of-governance- 
in-countering-violent-extremism-in-iraq. 
45 See, for example: UNESCO, ‘Prevent violent extremism through government primary schools in Mosul’, 
accessed 17 December 2020, https://en.unesco.org/fieldoffice/baghdad/pveemossul; United Nations, 
‘Following democratic elections in Iraq, tackling sectarian divide, terrorist threat key to prevent rise of 
violent extremism, top officials tell Security Council’, 30 May 2018, 
https://www.un.org/press/en/2018/sc13359.doc.html. 
 
46 Omar Sheira et al., ‘Testing the feasibility of a human security approach to combat violent extremism in 
Palestine, Egypt, and Iraq,” Human Security to Counter Violent Extremism, 2020, 
http://www.humansecurity2cve.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/NWO-WOTRO_CVE-final-report.pdf. 
47 Muhanad Seloom, ‘Transitional justice and counter-terrorism in Iraq’, Wolverhampton Law Journal 2 (2019), 
33. 
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is currently overwhelmed by fiscal issues, popular protests, and domestic instability, and its 
priorities has correspondingly shifted away from preventing violent extremism and from key 
initiatives such as facilitating reconciliation reconstruction, youth employment, and the 
integration of families formerly affiliated with the Islamic State.  

Like the Iraqi government in Baghdad, the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) 
has not adopted a clear definition or a regional policy on violent extremism, but instead tends 
to view it from a strictly religious perspective, particularly so with the ensuing threat from the 
Islamic State and the hundreds of young Kurds who attempted to join the group. KRG officials 
have recognized that preventing violent extremism is a long-term strategy that requires a 
comprehensive approach – one that goes beyond the orthodox short-term securitization 
efforts.48 In this context, and contrary to the central government in Baghdad, KRG has 
embarked on a PVE approach that largely focuses on religious and educational reform. The 
KRG’s Ministry of Endowments and Religious Affairs, for example, pursued an approach to 
regulate and reform the field of religious education, and decided to establish a special institute 
for the training and mobilizations of imams along principles of coexistence and tolerance. 
Moreover, the KRG’s Ministry of Education commenced reforming school curricula and added 
a new one in 2019 for primary schools focusing on tolerance, respect, and coexistence of ethno-
religious identities. The latter programme was piloted to 200 primary schools across the 
Kurdistan region.  

Yet, these measures of religious reform were not merely a response to the Islamic State, 
but also an attempt to nationalize Islam – aligning religion with Kurdish nationalist aspirations. 
49 Several PVE approaches have thus been introduced by the KRG to strengthen state control 
over religious discourse in general and Islamic ones in particular. A high-level conference on 
religious rhetoric was convened by former Prime Minister Nechirvan Barzani, for example, 
while centralized measures were implemented against several Salafi outlets. Examples include 
banning what they perceived as radical Salafi books, closing television and radio channels 
spreading radical Salafi or extremist discourses, while the centralized Friday sermons are now 
controlled by the KRG government.  

To summarize, as Iraq is one of the MENA countries suffering the most from violent 
extremism – mainly from groups affiliated with the Islamic State – Iraq’s central government 
has focused heavily on securitization efforts. While acknowledging the multifaceted nature of 
radicalization and the impact of socio-economic factors, this is yet to be seen effectively on 
the ground. Further, KRG has an additional focus on religious reform as a PVE approach. Yet, 
as with so many other key partners in the region, this effort is not solely focused on PVE, but 
also serves additional interests. In this case, religious reform is aligned with Kurdish nationalist 
aspirations. 
 
Jordan: Securitization in fear of Syrian and Iraqi spillover 

The salafi jihadi challenge in Jordan is currently twofold. The first challenge is the threat posed 
 

48 KRG Joint Crisis Coordination Centre, ‘Minister Sinjari: The security forces in Kurdistan Region have 
gained good experience and skills in fighting terrorism and extreme violence’, 13 December 2018, 
http://jcc.gov.krd/en/article/read/202. 
49 See, for example, Kurdistan24, ‘KRG Official: Kurdish Islam, Not Extremism’, no date, 
https://www.kurdistan24.net/en/opinion/60373ebf-dc87-4ef9-8a71-aa9516518413. 
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by radical jihadi groups within Jordan, as one estimates between 6,000–7,000 salafi jihadis are 
living in Jordan; and, second, the possible return of Jordanian foreign fighters who have fought 
for IS or al-Qaida affiliated groups in Syria, as 3,000–4,000 Jordanians left the country to join 
these groups in the period 2011–2015. 

While aloofness has characterized the relationship between the Jordanian regime and 
the salafi jihadi networks for several decades, the co-ordinated suicide bombings in 2005 by 
al- Qaida in Iraq, which targeted three luxury hotels in Amman, constituted a turning point in 
how the salafi jihadi threat was perceived. Tightening domestic control and arresting people 
affiliated with the movement, the Jordanian regime also introduced its Anti-Terror Law no. 55 
in 2006, which adopted a broad definition of terrorism and violent extremism. Human rights 
groups have protested against the law as it functions as a de facto pretext to stifle non-violent 
forms for protests in the country. The regime strategy to counter violent radicalization has also 
been criticized by Jordanian civil society groups for lacking transparency. Indeed, following 
the rise of IS in 2014, the anti-terror law was further amended and broadened so to include the 
use of media or other publications that facilitated the commission and promotion of terrorist 
acts (article 3e). 

The Jordanian regime’s official definition of violent extremism and terrorism further 
ignores any socio-economic driver – including the failure of development projects; lack of 
social justice; or poverty, unemployment, and corruption. Essentially, the Jordanian regime 
defines violent extremism as primarily a security problem, with religious elements to it. The 
Jordanians have adopted both formal and informal strategies to prevent violent extremism in 
general and the Salafi jihadi threat in particular. First, the regime formal approach relies on 
implementing the national strategy of preventing violent extremism, which includes countering 
terrorist ideology, building social cohesion, and assisting law enforcement. On the religious 
level, the regime has strengthened the Ministry of  Endowments’ capabilities by increasing the 
number of preachers and imams under its control  to ensure control over the religious sphere. 
Further, the Ministry of Endowments initiated a programme called the ‘collective mosque 
project’, which picked certain mosques in different areas as the site for Friday prayers to 
‘ensure the quality of Friday prayers’, and to make sure that they are given by trusted and 
qualified imams. The regime has also sponsored a number of interreligious initiatives such as 
the ‘Amman Message’ and ‘One Common Word’ to highlight the perceived true nature of 
Islam, emphasizing that violent extremism is an enemy of all faiths. 

Second, the regime has successfully initiated informal strategies such as employing 
hard line Salafi jihadi ideologues, such as Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi and Abu Qatada, to 
undermine the growing popularity of IS among Jordanian youth. Abu Qatada, for example, 
was acquitted by a State Security Court in June 2014, while al-Maqdisi was released in 
February 2015 after years in prison. Indeed, al-Maqdisi in particular was instrumental in 
condemning IS ideology online and through his writings, and his views led to a widening rift 
between al-Qaida’s Syria affiliate and IS. 

Critics from the civil society and the research community have, however, accused the 
overall Jordanian strategy of offering little understanding of the various factors causing violent 
radicalization and their complexity, in particular the socio-economic ones. The strategy has 
allegedly failed to ensure co-operation among local stakeholders (including the Ministry of 
Endowments, the Ministry of the Interior, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Ifta’ 
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Department) engaged in preventing violent radicalization. The civil society groups, on the 
other hand, have been active across Jordan addressing the causes of violent extremism – such 
as in Irbid, Karak, and Zarqa – by increasing the resilience of local communities against 
radicalization. One example is the youth programme ‘Countering Radicalization and Enhancing 
the Culture of Tolerance’, which was implemented by the al-Hayat Centre for Civil Society 
Development and funded by the US Embassy and the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It 
essentially aims to build the capacity of religious and community leaders in fighting against 
violent extremism.  
 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates: Fighting deviancy with discourse (and repression) 

While the struggle against terrorism in the Arab world traditionally centred on repression, 
Saudi Arabia added a then-uncommon feature in the second half of the 2000s: the idea of 
rehabilitation. Saudi stakeholders created several rehabilitation complexes where ‘radicalized’ 
individuals would spend weeks or months before being declared safe for society. There were 
two main elements to these rehabilitation programmes: (1) religious courses, through which 
Saudi religious scholars employed state-sanctioned Salafism to counter jihadi views (mostly 
insisting that jihad was not permissible without the acceptance of the ruler); (2) material 
benefits, which graduates of these programmes would receive from the state to acquire a house 
or to marry. Yet, although these programmes received significant foreign attention, their 
results are nonetheless questionable. Indeed, a number of those re-established al-Qaida in the 
Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) in 2009 after fleeing to Yemen were graduates of these 
programmes. Despite the initial recognition that material solutions also mattered, these 
programmes undoubtedly demonstrated a Saudi insistence on portraying jihadi terrorism as 
above all a religious problem. Other efforts developed at the same time went in a similar 
direction. The al-Sakina campaign, for example, was meant to hire religious university 
graduates who would engage jihadis on Islamist forums and use Salafi arguments to deter them 
from continuing on the jihadi path. Further, Saudi universities started theorizing their approach 
to fighting jihadi terrorism in the early 2010s by coining the concept of ‘ideological security’, 
which they presented as a new type of security approach, and the fight against ‘deviant 
religious ideas’ was portrayed as a key element of PVE – if only in addition to orthodox 
repression and securitization. 

Religious reform and fighting perceived religious deviancy are a persisting hallmark 
of Saudi Arabia’s PVE strategy, which endured after King Abdallah’s death and King 
Salman’s takeover in 2015. In 2017, for example, Saudi crown prince Mohammed bin Salman 
called for a ‘return to moderate Islam’ and the need to fight ‘extremist ideas’. The 2014 
definition of ‘religious deviants’ has, however, kept expanding, and Saudi Arabia has added 
the Muslim Brotherhood and all ‘affiliated groups’ to its list of terrorist organizations. Soon, 
all of Saudi Arabia’s politicized Salafi clerics – also religious moderates who used their 
religious authority to call for political reform and democratization – were rounded up because 
of their alleged ‘deviant religious ideas’. ‘Moderate Islam’ was hence essentially redefined as 
an Islam that supported the Saudi government in general and Mohammed bin Salman’s Vision 
2030 in particular. Thus, Saudi Arabia’s PVE approach gradually transformed into a 
government strategy to demonize and silence domestic opposition. Whether this opposition 
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was constituted by jihadi militants or civil society activists was less important. 
The PVE approach of the United Arab Emirates is comparable to that of Saudi Arabia. 

The only exception is that the former commenced its approach earlier. Since the late 2000s, the 
United Arab Emirates reframed the fight against terrorism as a fight against deviant religious 
ideas, and a number of organizations have been established by the authorities to promote its 
definition of ‘moderate Islam’. The most prominent one is ‘The Council of Muslim Elders’ 
established in 2014, which represents a network of prestigious pro-regime religious scholars 
from different Arab countries, including the sheikh of the Egyptian al-Azhar. However, just 
as in Saudi Arabia, it is no doubt that ‘moderate Islam’ has become a device to silence 
government critics (also peaceful ones) by accusing them of being members of terrorist 
organizations.  

In short, there are two main issues with the PVE approaches of Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates. First, by understanding jihadi terrorism as merely a problem of 
religious deviance, which can be solved by promoting ‘moderate Islam’, the two countries are 
effectively denying the political, social, and economic roots of jihadism. The relative success 
of Saudi Arabia and the Emirates – judging by the domestic containment of jihadism – thus 
owes more to their heavy-handed securitization with extensive repression, surveillance, and 
control, rather than to the effectiveness of their PVE efforts. If jihadism is contained, it is 
certainly not within the EU normative framework of respect for democracy, human rights, and 
good governance.  
 
Preventing violent extremism or democratic transitions? 

The PVE approaches of the EU’s key partners in the Middle East largely rely on repression 
and religious reform. Yet, none of the approaches have a strict focus on preventing violent 
extremism as they ignore the social, economic, and political causes of radicalization, and 
instead attempt to secure the power of the regimes. The definition of religious deviancy and 
violent extremism, for example, is so wide that it encompasses domestic opposition and 
bothersome voices – whether the Muslim Brotherhood or civil society groups. The 
securitization efforts, on the other hand, have to some extent contained the Salafi-jihadi threat, 
such as in Saudi Arabia, but it is possible it merely postpones violence, such as in Lebanon or 
in Iraq. Though alienation and frustration does not inevitably cause violence, Sunni communities 
are nonetheless alienated by the Lebanese army’s co-operation with the Shiite militia 
Hezbollah and the one-sided targeting of Sunni communities. In Iraq, Sunni communities are 
alienated by a Shiite central government that is perceived as highly sectarian and as a threat to 
Iraqi Sunni communities. 
 
Contradictions between the EU and key partners’ PVE approaches 
While the EU stresses the numerous pathways to, and the multifaceted nature of, violent 
extremism, this is only partly reflected in its PVE approaches in the Middle East – to the extent 
that the EU has implemented PVE projects addressing all causes, but unevenly in terms of 
focus and amount of funding. The EU’s main focus is on securitization and social cohesion. 
This multifaceted approach is not shared by local stakeholders in the Middle East, which 
mainly focus on a combination of securitization efforts and cognitive radicalization (religious 
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reform). Almost all aforementioned key partners employ repression and religious reform to 
varying degrees as their favoured method to prevent violent extremism, and it is presumably 
the former of these two approaches that has contained jihadist violence in Saudi Arabia and in 
Iraq, while possibly exacerbating tensions in Egypt and in Lebanon.  

We do not suggest that religious reform in the Middle East is negative in itself, but 
rather that the nature of EU programmes focusing on facilitating (Sunni) religious reform are 
quite different from that of local stakeholders – although both are carried out in the name of 
promoting moderation and countering radicalism. Indeed, the struggle against ‘deviant’ 
religious ideas and narratives has shown itself to demand few concessions in terms of good 
governance, human rights, or socio-economic improvement. Religious reform does thus not 
touch root causes of radicalization in the Middle East, and instead serves national projects of 
local key partners. It does so, on the one hand, by broadening the definition of so-called deviant 
ideas to encompass domestic opposition or regional opponents, such as in Saudi Arabia and in 
the United Arab Emirates. On the other hand, religious reform is also employed as a part of 
national projects, such as in Egypt and Jordan, where reforming the religious sphere equals 
enhanced state control of the religious market, or in Iraqi Kurdistan, where increased state 
control over ideological-religious literary or media production is evident. This is not merely 
relevant for national campaigns of religious reform in the region, but also for certain EU 
projects themselves. One example is the EU-funded Hedaya Centre in Abu Dhabi, which 
works on deradicalization and countering violent extremism. While EU representatives 
acknowledged the efforts of Hedaya, some also admitted that the centre worked within the 
framework of an Emirati ‘narrative’ of Islam, which, as shown, is employed opportunistically 
to serve the Emirati regime.50  

Second, as recognized by EU representatives, working with key partners on 
implementing religious reform is risky because the EU is not equipped to deal with ideological 
issues or theological interpretations. As one noted: ‘Ideologies are tricky issues because … it 
is a risk of doing more harm than good. You could be promoting a version of Islamic tradition 
that suits the interests of one country, but which does not represent anyone else in the Islamic 
world … the EU must be careful’.51  

There are few practical contradictions in EU and local stakeholder PVE policies in 
terms of securitization, as both parties deem it in their interests. Border management; capacity 
building of local law enforcement, intelligence units, and national armies; intelligence co-
operation; and securitization of vital infrastructure is perceived, on the one hand, to prevent 
terrorist threats within Europe by securing stability and control in a volatile region. Local key 
partners, on the other hand, equally perceive stability to be in their interests, although for 
different reasons than the EU.  

It is thus not particularly surprising when the EU’s PVE approaches are deemed mostly 
positive in the Middle East, such as its crisis response in Iraq.52 As the EU’s overall PVE 
approach, its policies in Iraq can be categorized as either hard or soft – from development and 
economic growth, social inclusion, and youth empowerment, to supporting Iraqi security 

 
50 EEAS representative 3, interview by Erik Skare, WhatsApp, 7 October 2020. 
51 EEAS representative 1, interview by Erik Skare, WhatsApp, 1 October 2020. 
52 Khogir Mohammed, Dlawer Ala‘Aldeen, and Kamaran Palani, Perceptions of EU Crisis Response in Iraq 
(Erbil: Middle East Research Institute, 2017). 
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reform and the strengthening of the Iraqi monopoly of violence exerted by the Baghdad 
government. This comes in addition to the efforts of EU member states, which independently 
handle foreign fighters and Islamic State-affiliated families currently in Iraqi detainment. 
There is no reason to believe that other stakeholders in the region – such as Egypt, Lebanon, 
or Saudi Arabia – differ in their assessment of the EU, as EU policies do not challenge their 
positions while they depend on its funding.  

There are nonetheless two clear limitations in the securitization efforts of the EU in the 
Middle East. First, a one-sided PVE approach that unilaterally targets one group could possibly 
cause the alienation and resentment of local communities instead of facilitating dialogue and 
peacebuilding. This may be the case if certain groups such as marginalized Sunni youths feel 
themselves to be unjustly targeted by the government, by international NGOs, or by local 
authorities. This may happen when PVE policies are employed by local stakeholders to 
circumscribe and limit the democratic rights of Sunni communities. It may be the case that 
Sunni communities feel that they are treated unjustly compared to other confessional or ethnic 
groups in countries where definitions of violent extremism are highly politicized – whether in 
Lebanon where the Lebanese army has co-operated with the Shiite militia movement 
Hezbollah to crush Sunni insurgencies, or in Iraq where Sunni militants are alienated by a 
perceived sectarian Shiite central government.  

Second, and most important, securitization as a PVE approach is a contradiction in 
terms as long as it guarantees the security and stability for local stakeholders and regimes in the 
Middle East. Certain European policymakers may have concluded that the stability of 
repressive MENA regimes serves Europe better than a fragile democratic transition in the 
region. Yet, the stability of these regimes will presumably prolong the growth of violent 
extremism with the absence of good governance, democracy, human rights, and socio-
economic mobility, which may aggravate contemporary challenges. The criminalization of 
Muslim Brotherhood activists in Egypt, for example, has caused a number of its youths to 
follow a salafi-jihadi doctrine after serving time with members of the Islamic State. One 
Egyptian newspaper simply called one of these prisons a ‘governmental center to recruit 
members for IS’.53 Indeed, it is only in Syria – where the EU has suspended all co-operation 
with the Syrian regime – that mainstream projects are implemented (in the north) without key 
partner interference and with a focus on rehabilitation, children and youth, education, and 
socio-economic aid. These PVE efforts are thus mainly focused on mental health and 
rehabilitation at the community level and co- ordinated through international NGOs, local civil 
society, or through tribal or religious leaders and communities.  

This critical assessment does not intend to deny the great variety of EU funding 
programmes, projects, and initiatives to prevent violent extremism in the Middle East. Indeed, 
the EU has implemented programmes that work with Syrian children, strengthen youth 
empowerment in Egypt, facilitate media literacy in Jordan, and develop deprived urban areas 
in northern Lebanon. We do thus not suggest that these programmes are not important or that 
they should be ignored. Rather, the preceding assessment of the fundamental contradictions in 
the EU’s PVE approach in the Middle East should be read as an acknowledgement of the 

 
53 Mohamed Khayal, ‘Hona Toura: Markaz Hikoumi li-tajnid al-dawa’sh’ [Here is Torah: a governmental centre 
to recruit members for IS], Shorouk, 21 April 2016, 
http://cms.shorouknews.com/news/view.aspx?cdate=21042016&id=2b8f13ca-e5d8-4b0f-8868-d24288fa4161. 
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difficulties with which the EU must navigate when it co-operates and negotiates with local 
stakeholders, key partners, and governments that essentially do neither share its normative 
values nor interest in relinquishing any of its powers and privileges. The dilemma of the EU 
is essentially to determine to what extent its security can rely on regimes causing popular 
discontent when     attempting to prevent violent extremism.  
 
Policy suggestions 
What follows are preliminary policy recommendations. As this working package proceed to 
analyze enabling environments in the MENA region, in addition to the occurrence/non-
occurrence of violent extremism, these recommendations will be nuanced, refined, and revised 
in view of future fieldwork and data gathering. 

• While the focus on Sunni violent extremism is understandable provided the growth of the 
Islamic State (IS) and the persistence of groups affiliated with al-Qaida, the EU must not 
neglect other manifestations of violent extremism – such as the issue of Iraqi Shiite militias.  

• Due to the securitization of the EU’s normative projects, it is important that the Union avoids 
the undue coalescence of CT and PVE policies and other EU common foreign and security 
policy priorities: it may help raise attention and funds, but it is unlikely to help devise 
responses that are appropriate and nuanced. 

• The EU must avoid being perceived as interfering with religious  discourses and practices in 
the MENA region unless a scrupulous context- and conflict-sensitivity analysis is undertaken 
beforehand. 

• The EU should reassess the level, and nature, of its funding to authoritarian or sectarian 
regimes and authorities in the Middle East as a part of its PVE and CT approach. A number of 
EU representatives stress that the EU has no, or little, leverage when stressing the need for 
democratic reform, protecting human rights, and following the rule of law.54 As one EU 
representative noted: ‘If you go too far and you are too demanding, then [the MENA regimes] 
will just turn to other countries desiring influence in the region – such as China, Russia, or 
Turkey. These countries are excited to replace the European Union, so we can push them [the 
regimes], but we cannot break off the relationship’.55 However, despite the threat of seeking 
support from competing structural powers such as Russia or China, MENA regimes do depend 
on the economic aid they receive from the EU and the prospect of joining the European market. 
Moreover, MENA regimes depend heavily on the international legitimacy and normalization 
they receive from co-operating, dealing, and trading with the EU. The EU thus has far more 
leverage than many of its representatives believe, and it should reassess the level of funding 
these regimes receive and its nature. This assessment should be based on the potential risk of 
these regimes undermining the PVE approaches of the EU in the region through the discontent 
of a population marginalized politically, economically, and socially. Second, the risk 
assessment should be based on the extent to which support for MENA regimes impacts 

 
54 EEAS representative no.2, interview by Erik Skare, WhatsApp, 5 October 2020; Representative European 
Commission, interview by Erik Skare, WhatsApp, 6 October 2020; EEAS representative no.3, interview by 
Erik Skare, WhatsApp, 7 October 2020; EU Commission representative, interview by Erik Skare, WhatsApp, 
14 October 2020. 
55 EU Commission representative, interview by Erik Skare, WhatsApp, 6 October 2020. 
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European security as long as the EU and its member states are viewed as a facilitating partners 
and guarantors for these regimes. Although the EU has pursued a realist-oriented paradigm in 
its PVE approach, it still has significant normative power to make other states and international 
organizations follow its example. 

• The EU should re-strengthen its normative funding projects with a focus on democracy, good 
governance, and human rights in order to avoid alienating key populations in the Middle East. 
The EU should assess to what extent the framing of its normative projects as a PVE effort 
causes the alienation of target populations and key demographics. Although partners noted 
that local participants of their implementing projects enjoyed and benefitted from the EU’s 
PVE funding projects, they avoided saying anything about PVE because it could alienate those 
involved. It is thus possible that abandoning the normative approach in favour of a realist- 
oriented securitization paradigm may cause more harm than good if the target population feels 
targeted as vulnerable to radicalization – while other religious or ethnic groups are not. 
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