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UK government lacks
counter-extremism strategy, 
says head of London think-tank

I n t e r v i e w

Mahmud el-Shafey

News & Analysis East   West

I think the way 
forward is to let a 
thousand flowers 
bloom

London

T  

he UK government needs 
a counter-extremism 
strategy to complement 
its counterterrorism strat-
egy, Maajid Nawaz, chair-

man of the UK-based think-tank 
Quilliam, says.

Speaking to The Arab Weekly on 
the sidelines of the release of a re-
port looking at the spread of jihad-
ism into South Asia, Nawaz said: 
“There is a gap in the government 
policy at the moment which 
I’ve been advocating 
to be filled. That gap 
is what I call a counter-
extremism strategy. 
The government has a 
counterterrorism strat-
egy but what it hasn’t 
got is a strategy to deal 
with non-violent ex-
tremism.”

British-born Nawaz was 
jailed in Egypt in 2005 for 
being a member of radi-
cal Islamist group Hizb 
ut-Tahrir, an organisation 
outlawed in Egypt. He grew 
disenchanted with politi- cal 
Islam after more than four years in 
Egyptian prisons and co-founded 
Quilliam — the world’s first coun-
ter-extremism think-tank — with 
other former extremists when he 
returned to the United Kingdom.

After failing to secure a seat for 
the Liberal Democrats in the lat-
est parliamentary elections, Nawaz 
said he was focusing his efforts on 
expanding Quilliam beyond the 

United Kingdom.
“What the government is lacking 

is a kind of civil society-based, non-
violent extremism-based strategy. 
Hopefully, by the end of this year, 
the government will adopt such a 
strategy,” Nawaz said.

With the Islamic State (ISIS) 
holding an increasingly strong 
sway over some young British Mus-
lims, Nawaz said the government, 
non-governmental organisations 
and think-tanks such as Quilliam 
must do more to counter extrem-
ist ideology and expose ISIS’s true 
nature.

More than 1,600 Britons are be-
lieved to have travelled 
to Iraq and Syria to join 
ISIS, including 17-year-
old Yorkshire resident 
Talha Asmal, who be-
came the United King-
dom’s youngest suicide 
bomber in an attack 
near an oil refinery 
south of the Iraqi city 
of Baiji, and Moham-
med Emzawi — better 
known as Jihadi John 
— who has brutally 
killed at least seven 
foreign hostages 

over the past year while 
spouting hateful ISIS rhetoric.

“What I’m really enthused by 
is some of the outreach work that 
we’re planning to do like taking 
members of families of foreign 
fighters and those who have lost 
their loved ones [to] schools and 
speaking directly to students as a 
warning,” Nawaz said.

For example, he said, “Take a 
mother who is in grief, who has 
lost her son, to meet [British Mus-

lim] kids as a warning and saying 
‘This is what happens if you go out 
there [to fight]‘.”

He called on British Muslim re-
ligious leaders to do more to pro-
mote a counter-narrative to ISIS’s 
hateful ideology. “We need reli-
gious leaders to come out, not just 
against the violence but, against 
the ideological underpinning of the 
violence, against some of the geo-
political constructs that ISIS sup-
ports, such as the idea of resurrect-
ing the caliphate. We need religious 
leaders to come out and debunk 
some of these myths,” Nawaz said.

Nawaz said the responsibil-
ity for counter-extremism goes be-
yond British Muslim leaders and is 
something that must take place at a 
grass-roots level.

“We’ve had some help from the 
British Muslim community, but I 
wish we had more,” he said. “We 
need more help [to counter extrem-
ism], not just support in terms of fi-
nancial donations, but more moral 
support.” Unfortunately, Nawaz 
said: “Sometimes Muslim commu-
nities in Britain can take a reaction-
ary position because they’re defen-
sive and because they’re worried 
about speaking about such things 
and that makes them insular. I en-
courage them to be out in the open 
so everyone speaks about this [ex-
tremism]. We can no longer be in 
denial about the extent of the prob-
lem within our communities.”

Despite criticism regarding the 

paucity and disorganised nature of 
British Muslim communities’ coun-
terterrorism response, Nawaz said 
the key was to hear more voices 
raised against ISIS and extremism, 
even if they were not necessarily in 
accord.

“I think the way forward is to let 

a thousand flowers bloom. Let eve-
ryone contribute to the civil society 
discussion towards a more pluralis-
tic democratic future. 

“One hopes that if everyone does 
that together, even if they’re not 
working in tandem, you’ll see a re-
sult,” he added.

Make no mistake, Middle East still matters to the US
Beirut

O 

bservers of US 
foreign policy have 
embraced a new 
piece of conven-
tional wisdom. 
They argue that the 

United States no longer has vital 
interests in the Middle East, 
therefore needs not deeply 
involve itself in the region. This 
conclusion is seriously flawed.

A familiar contention is that 
the primary reason for American 
interest in the Middle East over 
the last century, namely securing 
access to oil, no longer applies. 
The United States imports most 
of its oil from elsewhere, is nearly 
self-sufficient and has boosted 
its own production thanks to the 
shale oil revolution.

Perhaps, but that’s only half 
the picture. The Middle East may 
not count for many Americans 
but the economy does. Instability 
in the region and its effect on 
oil prices have a bearing on the 
global economy. Moreover, China 
is reliant on the region’s oil, with 
roughly half of its oil imports 
from the Persian Gulf. China is 
also a major holder of US Treasury 
bills, so whatever happens to 

its economy affects the United 
States’.

Then there is the American 
relationship with Saudi Arabia, 
which was always based on 
a quid pro quo: The United 
States protected the kingdom 
in exchange for the Saudis 
maintaining stability in oil 
markets. This equation hasn’t 
changed.

The United States still needs 
Saudi support to ensure oil 
prices remain stable in periods of 
volatility. The Americans also have 
an overriding stake in ensuring 
that Saudi oil doesn’t fall into 
the wrong hands. Washington 
went to war with Iraq in 1991 
for that reason. Then, the Bush 
administration feared Saddam 
Hussein’s control over both 
Kuwaiti and Saudi oil wells.

Another reason justifying 
American disengagement is the 
view that the Palestinian-Israeli 
negotiations have reached an 
impasse, therefore the United 
States has no reason to waste time 
finding a peaceful resolution. 
Though understandable, the 
conclusion is, again, very short-
term.

For starters, the credibility 
of US diplomacy has been 
undermined by the inability to 
reach a settlement. The United 
States is no longer viewed as an 
effective mediator by Palestinians 
and Israelis, eroding American 
regional influence and losing 
Washington an indispensable 
aspect of its power. Yet the 
United States cannot afford to be 
diplomatically marginalised in a 
region as dangerous as the Middle 
East.

While Palestinians and 
Israelis may not be at war today, 
the deadlock in their relations 
suggests an explosion is coming. 
The potential for this to spiral out 
of control is high, based on years 
of frustration and a feeling that 
only armed struggle can break 
the stalemate. The United States 
cannot relish another Arab-Israeli 
war in the region.

Terrorism is a third reason why 
what occurs in the Middle East 
is central to American interests. 
US President Barack Obama has 
understood this in deploying his 
military to Iraq to fight the Islamic 
State. But it shouldn’t take another 
9/11 for the American people to 
agree with him.

The problem is that terrorist 
attacks don’t occur often, so 
there is a tendency to forget their 
traumatic effects. Yet militant 
groups often regard daring attacks 
against Western targets as vital in 
recruiting followers.

However, successful 
containment of terrorists cannot 
be done by military means 
alone. That is why a much more 
multifaceted approach is needed, 
requiring time and commitment 
from the United States and other 
countries.

A fourth reason why the Middle 
East matters is more abstract. 
In his 2015 National Security 
Strategy, Obama defined one of his 
principal foreign policy objectives 
as the establishment of “a rules-
based international order through 
strong and sustainable American 
leadership”.

 This has long been part of 
the president’s worldview, and 
nowhere has it been undermined 

so systematically as in the Middle 
East.

In the conflicts throughout 
the region, above all in Syria and 
Iraq, humanitarian principles 
and human rights have been 
devastated, as have international 
institutions. The region is a 
graveyard for universal values. 
The divisive debate over the US 
invasion of Iraq in 2003 showed 
what can go wrong when there is 
no agreement over global “rules of 
the game”.

The Middle East is at the heart 
of all these issues. Yet most 
disturbing is the sense that US 
foreign affairs are an either-or 
proposition. 

The Obama administration’s 
“pivot to Asia” never needed to 
entail full-scale disengagement 
from the Middle East. Nor did 
the United States’ regional role 
have to involve direct military 
intervention — during the post-
second world war period, until the 
turn of the century, it almost never 
did.

To say that the United States 
has no vital interests in the Middle 
East seems an excuse to hide the 
Obama administration’s lack of a 
policy towards the region. But oil, 
Persian Gulf security, the outcome 
of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, 
terrorism and humanitarian values 
are as important today as they 
were two decades ago. What has 
changed is the United States’ view 
of itself.

Michael Young is a commentator 
and analyst based in Beirut. He 
is the author of The Ghosts of 
Martyrs’ Square: An Eyewitness 
Account of Lebanon’s Life Struggle.
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The United 
States still 
needs Saudi 
support 
to ensure 
oil prices 
remain 
stable

The Middle East may not 
count for many Americans 
but for the economy it 
does


