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KEY MESSAGES 

1. This is a summary of the key points discussed at a roundtable in July 2019, which involved 

18 participants: 13 women employed by end violence against women and girls (VAWG) 

organisations, one local authority VAWG Lead, one Prevent Officer, and three women 

with a history of challenging racial and religious supremacism. It was an invitee-only 

event. Participants were identified through existing links with CWASU and the journal 

Feminist Dissent. 

2. This roundtable arose from the confluence of journalistic commentary on the histories of 

intimate partner violence and childhood abuse among men who have committed public 

acts of mass violence, and the publication of a Special Issue on Prevent for Feminist 

Dissent, a journal on gender and fundamentalism. The session began with presentations 

by the authors of three articles in this Special Issue, then opened out to a discussion on 

how VAWG activists have encountered these movements and ideologies in their work, 

their responses and their thoughts on what should or could be the role of the VAWG 

sector in challenging racial and religious supremacism.   

3. Participants identified a number of encounters with racial and religious supremacism: 

a. VAWG groups have been approached to support women serving prison sentences 

for terrorism offences. 

b. VAWG groups have been approached by women for support in dealing with the 

radicalisation of their children.  

c. VAWG organisations are indirectly engaged in de-radicalisation work by 

supporting women with immigration issues and providing open spaces for women 

and children to interact. 

d. Participants had been subjected to telephone and social media harassment by a 

growing online presence of misogynistic men – there were suggestions that this is 

organised abuse because of the consistency of the messaging. 

e. Participants noted the resurgence of religious and racial supremacist mobilisations 

in their areas, the impact on women’s rights and the way they instrumentalise 

VAWG issues. These mobilisations are part of the context within which VAWG 

groups undertake their work. 

4. The following areas were noted as impacts of religious supremacism or fundamentalism 

on women’s rights and VAWG: the imposition of dress codes; gender segregation in 

schools and in public spaces; visible anti-equality agendas; and the coercion and control 

of women.  

5. Participants suggested that the VAWG sector currently has little understanding of the 

links between these right-wing ideologies, misogyny and VAWG. Several participants 
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urged the sector to address this and to develop some principles in order to stand as an 

anti-fundamentalist, anti-fascist and anti-racist sector. 

6. Despite the obvious connections between fundamentalism and VAWG, some participants 

stated it had been difficult to talk about fundamentalism within the sector and only a 

handful of VAWG organisations had been involved in anti-fundamentalist work. There are 

two aspects to this. Firstly, participants complained of not being invited to local 

conversations about tackling radicalisation. Secondly, BME women are subject to 

significant community policing by male (often religious) leaderships who marginalise and 

de-legitimise women’s groups raising these concerns and this has restricted their space 

to speak out on fundamentalism. Participants noted that relations with local authorities 

are mired by racism and multi-faithism. Multi-faithism is the practice of privileging 

religious organisations and religious identities in relations between local communities and 

the state. This has had the effect of cutting secular VAWG sector organisations out of key 

discussions and areas of work. 

7. Two further issues were raised as preventing VAWG organisations from being able to do 

this work: racism and the impact of risk-led funding for services. There was consensus 

that the sector is over-stretched, that the nature of short-term risk-led work is fast paced 

and expects work with more women in shorter periods of time. In turn this limits the 

relationships that can be built with service users and their ability to have difficult 

conversations with service users such as about racial and religious supremacism. 

Moreover, BME women’s groups underlined the pressure of racism from local state 

agencies; local services are exceptionalising forms of violence against BME women and 

girls which has led to a disproportionate focus on BME perpetrators but not additional 

services for BME victim-survivors. 

8. While there was a consensus on the need for VAWG organisations to be involved in 

tackling religious and racial supremacism, there were very different views about the 

state’s response to these issues through Prevent, Channel, other counter terrorism 

measures and the counter extremism agenda. The following concerns were raised. 

a. Lack of clarity about how Prevent and Channel works. 

b. Lack of transparency on what is being funded by Prevent and the expectations of 

Prevent-funded organisations. 

c. Channel was likened to the policing practice of ‘stop and search’ that targets and 

harasses particular communities. 

d. Inappropriate referrals are being made to Channel, especially since the 

introduction of the 2015 Prevent Duty. 
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e. Disproportionate and inappropriate state responses. Examples were given of state 

over-reach including one where a victim of VAWG was not protected as part of 

state surveillance operations.  

f. Prevent is being delivered through the government’s multifaithist practice, the 

name given to government’s social contract with minority communities as shaped 

by its relationship with the most conservative, right wing and orthodox sections 

of those communities. 

g. Prevent combined with Cohesion and Integration policy agendas has had a 

negative impact on the position and character of BME VAWG organisations, as 

they encouraged and exacerbated a slide from state funding of secular BME 

specialist services to Muslim specific and faith-based organisations.  

9. In defence of Prevent, some participants argued that Prevent delivery has changed a lot 

since its introduction in 2005. In particular, Prevent now involves more generic projects 

like digital literacy and education or employment mentoring. It no longer focuses on 

specific communities or faith-based organisations and is more akin to safeguarding. 

10. There were two very different views on women’s groups taking Prevent funding – some 

participants argued that VAWG organisations should not engage with Prevent or Channel 

programmes, while others argued that in effect VAWG organisations are already doing 

anti-radicalisation work and should receive Prevent funding for it. 

11. Where participants were able to think of examples of VAWG groups taking Prevent 

money, it seemed this was because funding for specialist VAWG groups had been cut and 

Prevent money was one source of finance. It was noted that this could change the 

character of those organisations, as they were encouraged to present themselves as 

working specifically with Muslim women. Some organisations felt they had to conceal  

receipt of Prevent funds because association with Prevent was being used to de-legitimise 

activists and organisations.  

12. The roundtable discussion offered possible next steps for the sector including: sharing of 

knowledge on racial and religious supremacist organisations; recording and sharing of 

information on misogynist harassment of women’s group activists; the need for 

discussions on working with radicalised women; advocacy for women looking for state 

interventions for their children; and the development of principles and good practice 

guidance for work on these areas.  
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INTRODUCTION 

While concerns about radicalisation and supremacist ideologies remain a strong focus for 

government policy, reflected in the statutory Prevent Duty on public bodies, there has been 

increasing attention to the links between supremacist politics and VAWG. For instance, Joan 

Smith (2019) argues that there is a clear connection between violence within the home and 

radicalisation while Nazir Afzal referred to the 2017 ISIS-inspired attacks in the UK as 'gender 

terrorism'. 2  Other commentators refer to a ‘toxic masculinity’ associated with these male 

dominated movements.3 There is some literature on how religious fundamentalist groups are 

implicated in numerous forms of VAWG but additional concerns have surfaced recently about 

the explicitly misogynistic Incel movement.4  

These developments prompted questions about the role that women's organisations should play 

in tackling extremism and radicalisation, alongside a need for recognition of the work they have 

been doing over many decades to challenge right-wing factions within local communities. 

These developments coincided with the production of a Special Issue on Prevent by members of 

the Feminist Dissent collective, a new journal on gender and fundamentalism.5 The Special Issue 

includes five articles on feminist engagements with Prevent, each of which refers to VAWG and 

the gender dimensions of fundamentalism. Although the Editors put out a specific call for papers 

on the Far Right in the UK and on Sikh and Christian fundamentalism, very few people wanted to 

talk about Prevent let alone write about these political formations. In the end, most of the articles 

focus on Islamist activism or Muslim fundamentalism. However, many of the points that are 

made relate more broadly to the impact of supremacist movements on women and girls and the 

role of women’s organisations in tackling these. This was explained at the roundtable and 

participants were encouraged to speak as much about their encounters with white nationalist or 

racial supremacist organisations as with religious supremacists or fundamentalists.  

 
2 Afzal, N. (2018) Nazir Afzal’s Diary: the Manchester Bombing was an Attack on Women and Girls. New Stateman. 
23rd May 2018. Available here: https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/uk/2018/05/nazir-afzal-s-diary-
manchester-bombing-was-attack-women-and-girls [last accessed 7th October 2020]. 
3  See Nimco Ali’s contribution to this news item - Guru-Murthy, K. (2017) Government terror strategy is flawed, 
says former Chief Prosecutor. Channel 4 News. 4th June 2017. Available here: 
https://www.channel4.com/news/extremism-debate [last accessed 7th October 2020]. 
4 Incels are a grouping within the Alt-Right, which has a clear male supremacist world view. Their name stems from 
a claim that they are ‘involuntary celibates’, deprived of access to sex, disadvantaged in what they term the sexual 
marketplace. Their rhetoric echoes that of white supremacists in terms of violent insurrection. 
5  The full Special Issue on Prevent can be downloaded for free here: 
https://journals.warwick.ac.uk/index.php/feministdissent/issue/view/22 

https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/uk/2018/05/nazir-afzal-s-diary-manchester-bombing-was-attack-women-and-girls
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/uk/2018/05/nazir-afzal-s-diary-manchester-bombing-was-attack-women-and-girls
https://www.channel4.com/news/extremism-debate
https://journals.warwick.ac.uk/index.php/feministdissent/issue/view/22
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Three Contributors to the Special Issue presented key points from their articles to a group of 

women working in the end VAWG sector. This was intended to prompt a discussion on the links 

between supremacist organisations, gender and VAWG, and on the role of the end VAWG sector. 

Women working in the sector were invited to share their own experiences and concerns.  

There were 18 participants. Thirteen of them were employed by end VAWG organisations, one 

was a local authority VAWG Lead, one a local authority Prevent Officer and three had histories of 

working on radicalisation and extremism. The discussion was structured by the following 

questions sent out in advance of the meeting: 

1. Extremism, terrorism, fundamentalism and radicalisation – what are we talking about 

here? 

2. How do VAWG organisations and activists encounter these movements and ideologies in 

their work? 

3. How have they sought to tackle these issues? 

4. What should or could be the role of the end VAWG sector in tackling extremism? 

5. Is it possible to confront extremism by focusing on misogyny? 

Standard definitions of extremism, terrorism, fundamentalism and radicalisation were circulated 

at the start of the meeting as a basic reference point to allow as much discussion as possible on 

the substantive issues. 

HOW DO VAWG ORGANISATIONS ENCOUNTER THESE MOVEMENTS AND IDEOLOGIES? 

Two participants from long-standing medium to large VAWG organisations stated that they had 

not had any encounter with fundamentalist movements and none of their service users had ever 

approached them for support on tackling radicalisation. However, others (including the authors 

of the three articles) identified ways in which their organisation had had to defend itself or 

support women and their children on radicalisation. In particular, VAWG groups have been 

approached to support women serving prison sentences for terrorism offences and help women 

dealing with the radicalisation of their children. Other participants noted the local presence of 

resurgent white nationalist organisations and reported that they had been subjected to 

telephone and social media harassment by a growing online presence of misogynistic men.     

WOMEN BEING RADICALISED 

One of the authors appealed to participants to see themselves as having a role in working with 

women who had been drawn into fundamentalist activities including by documenting the role 

that women play within these organisations. She narrated her experience of being asked by 

probation officers to work with convicted female prisoners. On one occasion, the prisoner 
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refused to work with any women’s organisation because she did not recognise the welfare 

support and laws of this country. This highlighted a bind for end VAWG organisations, as they 

may offer radicalised women an alternative world view but may also encounter difficulties 

engaging those women. Moreover, the ability of women’s organisations to do long-term work 

with offenders, she argued, is also hampered by the lack of probation funding to support work 

that allows organisations to build relationships over time. In other instances, secular rights-based 

women’s organisations have been overlooked as potential partners in work with female 

prisoners, as state agencies prioritise contact with faith-based organisations. This author’s 

organisation only had access to this work because of the relationships they had built with specific 

probation officers.  

A representative of another organisation had also worked with women who had been convicted 

and served prison sentences for terrorist offences. She noted that these convictions were mainly 

related to their use of the internet. She noticed that immigration problems had been a significant 

feature of these cases and suggested that women with really tough migration journeys and 

insecure immigration status were being drawn into violence and fundamentalist activity. She also 

raised concerns about funding – her organisation had picked up these complex cases without 

being funded to do the work. She suggested that cases had engaged with her organisation 

because of the support they needed on immigration issues. Although she had not viewed this 

advocacy and support work as de-radicalisation work, perhaps it is exactly that.  

Though not strictly about the encounters of VAWG organisations, another author pointed to two 

examples of the government’s Prevent and Channel programmes having turned young women 

away from a path of extremism. In her first example, a young woman had started wearing a 

headscarf in Sixth Form, then became disengaged in lessons, and finally distanced herself from 

friends. Those friends reported that she told them they were not good Muslims. She also claimed 

that voting in the General Election made one complicit in a kuffar system. A Channel referral led 

to her being assigned a female theologian who spoke to her about faith and identity from a 

perspective that she had not previously been exposed to. Eventually the young woman returned 

to Sixth Form and completed her A Levels. 

In her second example, a 15-year-old girl had ended up in Syria and other girls from her school 

expressed sympathy for her. They shared a common experience of being dumped by Muslim men 

with whom they had had unmarried sexual relations. An example was provided of ways that 

these issues had been tackled by a de-radicalisation organisation who facilitated conversations 

in schools on sex and relationships. In one such workshop with Year 10 and Year 12 students, 

feminist messages were given about sex, relationships and bodily autonomy i.e. that it is okay to 

feel physically attracted to people but not to feel pressurised into doing anything that they do 
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not want. This was positioned as an example of the Prevent programme enabling spaces to tackle 

controversial issues and encouraging critical thinking. 

The author cited Mia Bloom’s research on the way that some people join extremist groups to 

gain redemption for committing sins. Bloom asserts that female terrorists are motivated by 

revenge, redemption, respect and relationship. They believe the slate can be wiped clean and 

they can gain respect by the commission of terrorist acts such as suicide bombing.  

However, the Prevent and Channel examples raise further questions, such as why this work on 

sex, relationships and critical inquiry is not already happening within schools and whether that 

will change with the introduction of Relationships and Sex Education (RSE). But also, where this 

is already happening within schools, are young Muslim women vulnerable to radicalisation only 

willing to hear and engage with these messages if they are delivered by other Muslim women? 

SUPPORTING WOMEN WHO ARE CONCERNED ABOUT THEIR CHILDREN BEING RADICALISED  

A second kind of encounter with fundamentalism involved supporting women whose children 

had been radicalised and potentially posed a risk to other family members. This was prompted 

by a case example from one of the articles in the Special Issue. In this case, a VAWG organisation 

supported a Nigerian woman of Christian background whose 15-year-old disabled daughter had 

been abducted by her radicalised adult son. The son had taken the daughter to Egypt to allegedly 

cure her of the disability. However, the young woman disappeared and it is thought that she was 

killed during a ritual exorcism. The son was already on the radar of the authorities – before going 

to Egypt, he had been referred to the Channel and Prevent programmes. It is believed he was 

radicalised while at university. Despite this, the authorities paid no heed to his mother’s 

desperate pleas for help, even though she constantly alerted them to concerns about her son 

and her attempts to stop him from going abroad with her daughter. There was complete lack of 

transparency in relation to how the Prevent and Channel programmes worked at university 

because the mother was not aware that her son had been referred and the family had not been 

engaged in the risk assessment even though he posed a risk to his siblings, whom he had been 

trying to convert. It is believed that he did convert his disabled sister. These programmes did not 

seem to have been effective in preventing his radicalisation. The daughter’s school had also 

allowed the brother to assume parental responsibility, over-writing the mother’s position. It is 

not clear why he was allowed out of the country if he was already under the surveillance of 

counter-terrorism officers but, moreover, the state failed to safeguard his disabled sister. 

This case suggests that some parents are turning to the state for support where their children 

are drawn into fundamentalist-related criminal and terrorist activities. The author described 
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how, in this case, the mother had spent five years knocking on the door of every state agency to 

get them to take seriously her son’s radicalisation and the threat that he posed to his siblings.  

Another participant talked about a case that her organisation had been dealing with where a 

woman’s two sons went to fight for ISIS. Both the sons were killed. The VAWG organisation had 

been supporting the woman in relation to domestic violence. She then asked them to appeal to 

government to hold her sons’ passports in order to stop them travelling, but to do so in a way 

that would enable her to remain protected from any repercussions. The same organisation had 

also been approached by a local woman who wanted to contact the Prevent team about her own 

children after hearing of two local boys who had died in Syria.  

These case examples raise spaces of concern for VAWG organisations – what is their role when 

women are seeking advocates to get state intervention to tackle the radicalisation of their 

children? 

RISE OF FASCISM AND WHITE SUPREMACY 

Though there was far less attention to this at the roundtable, one participant specifically 

highlighted the impact, growth and activism of white supremacist organisations in her local area, 

namely National Action, Britain First, Generation Identity, the North East Infidels and Bishop 

Auckland Against Islam. She suggested that in the north of England, white supremacism has race, 

class and gender dimensions. It is directly linked to the demise and nostalgia over workplace 

organisation based on exploitative industries, such as coal mining. There are masculinity 

dimensions here also, as references to working in particular fields, such as mining, merge with 

the celebration of militarised combat by forefathers and the homogenisation of identities. 

Alongside this, white supremacist organisations are mobilising VAWG issues, such as child sexual 

exploitation, as part of their racist rhetoric. However, she felt that the VAWG sector currently has 

little understanding of the links between Far-Right ideology, misogyny and VAWG. She 

emphasised the need to address this if the VAWG sector is to stand as an anti-fundamentalist 

and anti-fascist or anti-racist sector. 

VAWG AND FEMINIST ACTIVISTS BEING TROLLED AND HARASSED BY THE MANOSPHERE 

Participants also reported receiving hatred and abuse towards their organisations on the 

telephone and on social media. They suggested that this is organised abuse because the 

messaging is very similar even if the messages are sent by different men. Some of the language 

is violent – an example was given of VAWG sector workers being told to kill themselves. One 

participant suggested that this is a strategic way to interrupt the work of VAWG organisations, to 

create fear and anxiety among staff, and there are concerns that it might become more 
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aggressive or that these threats may escalate to men turning up at their door. There are parallels 

here with the behaviour of perpetrators of domestic abuse.  

Although it is not entirely clear who is perpetrating this abuse, there was some suggestion that 

this is coming from Incels groups and Far-Right factions. One participant suggested that VAWG 

groups should not accept this as a normal part of working in the sector and should start recording 

it and sharing information about how this is being experienced across the VAWG sector. Others 

suggested that this should be reported as hate crime, and there was a suggestion that the Home 

Office could play a role in supporting women’s organisations around this, such as by funding them 

as victims of extremism. 

WHAT SHOULD OR COULD BE THE ROLE OF THE ENDING VAWG SECTOR IN TAC KLING 

EXTREMISM? 

There was substantial reference to the way that religious and racial supremacists target women 

or perpetrate gender inequality and VAWG. One of the article authors appealed to all participants 

to take fundamentalism seriously and to not leave this off their areas of work. She suggested that 

VAWG organisations can take a lead in shaping this work rather than allowing the state to set the 

agenda, at the very least by being responsive to the safeguarding issues that arise from 

fundamentalist and white supremacist activity. The author of a second article raised concerns 

about how difficult it had been to talk about fundamentalism with other VAWG organisations. 

There was a general consensus around the table on needing to engage with these issues, but 

participants raised two kinds of concerns – problems with taking this on in the current climate 

and problems with working with the Prevent agenda. The first is addressed in this section, a larger 

conversation about the possibilities and problems with the Prevent agenda are picked up in the 

next section. 

THESE MOVEMENTS SPECIFICALLY IMPACT WOMEN 

The rise of religious fundamentalism and other supremacist ideologies pose a threat to the rights 

of women and girls. One of the authors suggested that ‘we are no longer just dealing with 

patriarchal norms; we are dealing with fundamentalist norms that are also anti-women’. This 

manifests as the imposition of dress codes, gender segregation in schools and in public spaces, 

visible anti-equality agendas, and the coercion and control of women.  

Several specific examples were given of the ways that right-wing political formations, Muslim 

fundamentalists in particular, are perpetuating gender inequality and VAWG. The participants 

identified two specific manifestations of this: encouraging boys and men to believe that they are 

superior to women and girls, including through gender segregation in schools, and the 
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dispensation of family law through Shariah Councils. However, a participant encouraged 

attendees to not forget about Christian fundamentalism, such as the global agenda of the 

Catholic church and the fact that Evangelical churches are involved in taking women away to ‘get 

the devil out of them’ when there has been violence against them or when they’ve been raped. 

Another participant stated that the Coptic Christian Church in her area are involved in extreme 

shutting down of communities. Other participants raised concerns about the central role of 

pornography for Incels activists and the need to analyse this more clearly. This was met with 

information that ISIS-inspired activists had also been found to have abusive images of children 

on their laptops.  

On the issue of promoting gender inequality, one of the authors focused her presentation on 

schools. She narrated an example of a Muslim schoolboy insisting on access to a prayer room but 

also demanding that female pupils cover their faces. This led to a discussion on gender 

segregation within some schools and universities. There was reference to the case brought by 

Ofsted against the Al Hijrah Trust in Birmingham where a Court of Appeal judgement ruled that 

the Al Hijrah Trust had caused unlawful discrimination by separating girls and boys in a co-

education school. Al Hijra was also promoting VAWG in its classes and libraries. One of the judges, 

Lady Justice Gloucester, went so far as to make a dissenting judgement in which she argued that 

the school’s segregation posed a greater impediment for girls than for boys. She asked, ‘what 

possible justification could there be for always requiring girls to wait for their mid-morning snack 

until such time as the boys have finished theirs’.  Another participant pointed to the need for us 

all to be able to distinguish between autonomous women’s organisations and the need for 

women-only spaces on the one hand, and the push for gender segregation on the other. She 

noted that judges are not clear about the distinction: gender segregation promotes the inferiority 

of women and places the onus on women to avert men’s violence while women’s autonomous 

spaces protect and safeguard women for the purpose of liberation. The same participant noted 

the lack of state support for schools that are trying to take a stand against religious 

fundamentalist imposition in schools, such as the campaign against the No Outsiders programme 

at Parkfield School in Birmingham and the campaign against the east London school which 

introduced a no hijab and no fasting policy.  

Participants expressed uncertainty as to whether the new rules around compulsory RSE are likely 

to help tackle any of these issues, as parents can still withdraw their children. One participant 

noted that the VAWG sector analysis of the government’s RSE proposals needs to extend further 

to encompass an analysis of fundamentalist mobilisations against RSE.  

Three points were made on the growing strength and local presence of Shariah Councils. Firstly, 

there is academic evidence to show that these were established by fundamentalist organisations 

to perpetuate gender inequality in family law. They are involved with international networks of 
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the Jamaat-e-Islami, the Muslim Brotherhood, and other fundamentalist organisations. Secondly, 

they have gained legitimacy through their status as registered charities, by being recognised as 

semi-legal judicial bodies, and by being seen by local authorities as bodies that they should be 

working with. Thirdly, some VAWG organisations are taking women to Shariah Councils to get a 

divorce irrespective of their fundamentalist histories and networks or evidence of their 

discriminatory practice and judgements. Submissions to the Home Affairs Select Committee have 

been key for documenting the way that Shariah Councils justify domestic violence, put women 

who come to them at risk of further violence and produce extremely regressive interpretations 

of Islamic Law.  

Pornography was initially raised in relation to Incels mobilisations, objectification and vilification 

of women by Incels followers for not having sex with them. Others then referred to cases where 

abusive images of children had been discovered on the computers of ISIS-inspired activists. In 

these instances, the men have been charged with terrorism offences but not for possession of 

abusive images of children. There was a suggestion that the latter is not pursued in court because 

it becomes part of a bargaining process – the state extracts information on terrorism in exchange 

for overlooking possession of abusive images of children. 

CONCERNS ABOUT TAKING ON FUNDAMENTALISM IN THE CURRENT CLIMATE 

Despite the connections between fundamentalism and VAWG, some participants noted that it 

had been difficult to talk about fundamentalism within the VAWG sector and only a handful of 

VAWG organisations had been involved in anti-fundamentalist work. One participant explained 

that any government-led conversations about radicalisation were certainly not engaging with 

BME women’s groups and that BME women of her generation were not attending mosques or 

other religious spaces, so they were not included in conversations there either. It was particularly 

concerning to hear from representatives of BME women’s groups in areas that are known hubs 

for Islamist networks, that they had not been privy to any conversations about fundamentalism. 

Another participant explained that there is no space to talk about fundamentalism within some 

local communities, that BME women across the country are subject to significant community 

policing where male leaderships monitor what happens locally and ensure that anyone discussing 

the issue is marginalised and de-legitimised. Other participants referred to internal restrictions 

on talking about fundamentalism, as often the dialogue could lead to accusations of 

Islamophobia. 

Alongside this, two key points were made about ways that the current climate may prevent 

VAWG organisations from being able to do this work: racism and the impact of risk-led funding 

for services. Also, participants noted the need to take account of diverse regional contexts. 
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As one participant pointed out, local services are exceptionalising forms of violence against BME 

women and girls. This has led to a disproportionate focus on BME perpetrators but not additional 

services for BME victim-survivors. So, the attention on sexual exploitation in some areas is about 

Eastern European gangs and white victim-survivors, not white British gangs or BME victim-

survivors. Then there is attention on Black gang culture and not on long established white 

criminal gangs. A local unit tackling modern day slavery and sexual exploitation had not picked 

up a single BME case. Another participant raised concerns about the way that honour-based 

violence, forced marriage and FGM had made it into the Counter Extremism Strategy and had 

become the focus of extremism-related pots of funding. Given the racialised context within which 

all work takes place, in areas where there are very small numbers of BME local authority staff, 

there are concerns about the way that particular state agendas – immigration controls, the work 

of MARACs, and Prevent – are being instrumentalised to police local communities and 

disproportionately applied to BME communities.   

On the issue of funding, there was consensus around the table that the sector is already over-

stretched. When one of the authors suggested women’s groups need to reflect on why they are 

not making fundamentalism a part of their workplans, a participant asked, ‘how much more can 

we reflect on?’ Participants pointed out that the VAWG sector is fragile and struggling against 

major challenges, not least that some of them are targeted and they struggle to hold on to their 

funding. A key issue was the way that funding is now geared towards short-term ‘high risk’ or 

‘risk reduction’ work. This is fast paced work that expects VAWG organisations to work with many 

more women but to do this work over shorter periods of time. For some groups, this means that 

almost all work is telephone based. This can lead to many gaps in knowledge about the 

experiences and circumstances of service users. Moreover, this re-structuring of VAWG service 

delivery has created obstacles for building trusting relationships with service users and creating 

contexts within which conversations about difficult issues, such as fundamentalism, can take 

place. Some projects have been able to gain National Lottery funding to create space for more 

holistic needs-led casework, so there may still be spaces and ways to do this work. 

CONCERNS / CRITICISMS OF PREVENT 

Although there was an emerging consensus about the need for VAWG organisations to be 

involved in tackling religious and racial supremacism, there were very different views about 

whether VAWG organisations should engage with the state’s response to radicalisation through 

Prevent, Channel, other counter terrorism measures and the Counter Extremism agenda. This 

section begins with a summary of the key criticisms of the state’s approach and then considers 

the arguments for engaging with Prevent, especially as a safeguarding agenda. 
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LACK OF TRANSPARENCY / LACK OF CLARITY ABOUT THE CRITER IA 

Several participants were unclear about the difference between Prevent, Channel and other 

counter terrorism activities. They were equally unclear about what the Prevent programme is 

funding, what is expected of organisations that receive Prevent funding and what happens with 

a Channel case.  

One participant raised concerns about the disproportionate number of Islamist referrals to 

Channel and the fact that these are largely made by state agencies, particularly the police and 

schools. Moreover, very few of these (around 5%) actually led to a Channel intervention. She 

therefore suggested that Channel is akin to policing practices like stop and search that target and 

harass particular communities on the pretence that this is justified and proportionate.   

In response to accusations that Prevent is criminalising communities, another participant made 

clear that Channel involves voluntary participation and is a non-criminal space that does not 

assume that everyone identified as vulnerable to radicalisation will commit a criminal act. The 

Channel objective is to identify and tackle the drivers and enablers of radicalisation, potentially 

involving a range of interventions from education and employment mentoring to family therapy 

and theological discussions. If an individual does commit a terrorist offence that falls into the 

remit of Pursue (not Prevent), s/he may later be referred to Prevent/Channel as part of the 

arrangements for his/her release from prison. 

Another participant noted the lack of transparency in her borough on what is being funded by 

Prevent and what Prevent-funded organisations are expected to deliver. She was aware of 

Prevent funding going to very generic work, but that work targeted black communities. Also, the 

work involved private reports to the council. In response to this concern, a participant pointed 

out that, in her borough, Prevent no longer (since the last 2/3 years) funds projects that target 

particular religious or ethnic communities, but rather funds more generic social care and 

education programmes such as parenting support to strengthen families, digital resilience, 

leadership and capacity building. There could be programmes which aim to support specific 

communities in other boroughs, but the general trend has been a move towards safeguarding. 

DISTRUST OF PREVENT 

Participants identified significant distrust of Prevent, partly because of the impacts it has had 

(discussed further in the following sections) and partly to do with the central role of the police. 

There is a particular distrust of the police within BME communities and some participants noted 

that this predates terrorist attacks.  
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The implications of this are very worrying as participants noted that distrust had led to under-

reporting of domestic abuse and hate crimes. This means that even VAWG organisations may not 

be hearing about everything that is going on in women’s lives. As one participant stated – ‘I’ve 

got teenage kids and I wonder if I have problems with them, who do I go to? I don’t necessarily 

want to go to the police, I wouldn’t go to the police because I know the repercussions of all that.’  

It was pointed out that this lack of trust in the police and in the state’s Prevent agenda runs 

counter to VAWG organisations’ emphasis on developing and delivering services that are built on 

trusting relationships with service users. 

Other participants noted that Prevent is supposed to be about anti-radicalisation and about 

bringing communities together but that this had not been their experience of Prevent 

programmes (see further discussion below). Therefore, Prevent is not doing what it purports to 

do and this has made people suspicious of its intentions. 

STATE OVERREACH 

Some of the distrust of the Prevent agenda and particularly of the police is clearly about the 

circulation of multiple examples of state overreach.  

There was some discussion about who is making referrals to Channel. One of the participants 

highlighted the most recent statistical information, which points to most of these referrals 

coming from the police and education sector. Someone stated that while teachers make 

inappropriate referrals because they are nervous about their role under the 2015 Prevent Duty, 

these are often batted back to teachers to deal with as part of critical classroom discussions. 

Another participant noted that it really doesn’t matter if the referral comes from family members 

or from statutory agencies and schools, the issue is whether the state’s response is proportionate 

and appropriate. 

The Prevent programme has been met with much criticism causing divisive responses and while 

the anti prevent lobby has been charged with circulating myths about Prevent cases and Channel 

intervention, participants also had their own examples of inappropriate state responses to cases. 

In one example, a VAWG organisation was supporting a mother and her three children. The 

mother’s husband was being investigated for child sexual exploitation. The organisation was 

contacted by social services as they were really frustrated that the mother wouldn’t leave the 

house where she was living even though the roof was leaking. The organisation discovered that 

she wouldn’t leave because she had no recourse to public funds. The group sorted out her access 

to benefits and they housed her. They believed her to be a really good mother. One of her 

children is a thirteen-year-old with learning difficulties. One day at school, during geography 

class, this child described the area that she lives in – she described a bridge and terraced houses. 
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The young girl said – ‘bridge and terraced houses’. The white teacher heard ‘terrorist’ and 

referred the family to Channel and Social Care. Fortunately, the family’s social worker was a Black 

man who was well versed on racism and so he questioned the referral. The white teacher 

apologised because she had misheard. But the apology could not undo the impact on the woman 

and her children and their consequent distrust of local services.  

This chimed with another participant’s experience. She stated that there are cases where Prevent 

has responded too strongly. She gave the example of a woman who desperately needed help but 

every time she approached services she would be asked about her husband’s activities rather 

than the details of what was happening to her. 

This combination of criticisms of Prevent led one participant to argue that VAWG organisations 

should not engage with Prevent and should oppose counter-terrorism legislation for the same 

reasons that they oppose draconian immigration legislation. She added to the examples by noting 

that counter-terrorism legislation had made it a criminal offence for people to be in particular 

designated areas in parts of the world and the onus is on the public to stay out of those specified 

areas. 

MULTIFAITHISM AND THE STATE’S RELATIONSHIP WITH FUNDAMENTALISTS  

Several examples were provided of the way that Prevent has opened up spaces for 

fundamentalist projects.  

Firstly, two participants emphasised that Shariah Councils were founded by international 

fundamentalist organisations and they have successfully nurtured relationships with local 

authorities and central government. An example was given of one specific Shariah Council in 

London, which was founded by a leader of an Islamist organisation who is wanted for war crimes 

in Bangladesh. The same Shariah Council now employs his daughter who is involved with the 

right-wing organisation Islam Online. Nonetheless, this Shariah Council had a close relationship 

with the local authority.  

Conversely, another participant noted that the British state is criminalising Britons who have 

travelled to Syria to join anti-fundamentalist groups in Rojava in North West Syria even though 

these groups have been key to the downfall of the Islamic State. In the meantime, some of the 

men who went to join the Islamic State have not faced criminal charges on their return to the UK.  

While the facilitator suggested that this was about the British state’s inability to distinguish 

between authoritarian and emancipatory political projects, a participant argued that the British 

state is fully aware of the political histories and leanings of its partners and chooses to disregard 

these when convenient. 
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Secondly, the government’s multifaithist practice means that its social contract with local 

communities, and minority communities in particular, prioritises relationships with the most 

conservative, right-wing and orthodox sections of those communities. This is particularly evident 

in the way that funding is allocated by local authorities (see the next section) but also in terms of 

who is consulted on local and national policy changes. 

Thirdly, religious institutions are using Prevent as an excuse to avoid responsibility for 

safeguarding women and children. One of the presentations included the following example. 

While participating in domestic homicide reviews, her organisation tried to hold to account 

religious institutions that were aware of ongoing abuse but did nothing to protect women and 

children. They found religious institutions citing Prevent and state surveillance to avoid scrutiny 

and criticism. Religious groups have also mobilised Prevent as part of their opposition to the 

teaching of RSE in schools. In particular, anti-RSE protestors have claimed that the relationships 

education delivered at two Birmingham schools (Anderton Park School and Parkfield Community 

School) and the No Outsiders education programme in particular, is Prevent funded. The teachers 

involved have continuously denied that they have ever received Prevent funding for RE/RSE 

classes and they argue that such allegations are deployed to discredit their work as any 

association with Prevent easily undermines them in the eyes of local residents. By re-locating the 

No Outsiders programme and Anderton Park’s relationship education materials to Prevent work, 

the anti-RSE protestors have gained a number of academic supporters, which is curious given 

that these protestors are opposed to equality. 

A fourth issue relates to the state’s role in distinguishing between good and bad religion by 

getting involved in religious literacy. While one of the presenters cited an example where a 

theological intervention had been an important aspect of Channel casework, another argued that 

the state’s relationship with Shariah Councils reflects a dangerous move towards enforcing 

Islamic jurisprudence.  

In effect, this means that the state has not taken on the gender dimensions of fundamentalist 

mobilisations and the experiences of abused women are not reflected in the Prevent programme, 

except in an instrumental way. In fact, one participant suggested that the state’s relationship 

with fundamentalist projects is itself generating risks.  

CHANGING THE CHARACTER OF VAWG ORGANISATIONS  

Further criticism was directed at the way that Prevent funding had changed the character of the 

local voluntary sector and also the remit of some women’s organisations. It had led the state to 

encourage new faith-based organisations to come into being and effectively pushed out secular 

BME women’s organisations. 
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An example was given of Southall Black Sisters’ (SBS) first encounter with Prevent in 2008/09 

during its campaign to save its service, when Ealing Council threatened to withdraw its core 

funding. Ealing Council’s decision took place at the same time as local authorities were rolling out 

their cohesion and integration work through multifaithist practice. The Chief Executive Officer 

for Ealing Council, Dara Singh, was also the Chair of the national Commission on Integration and 

Community Cohesion. In asserting his brand of cohesion and integration, Singh claimed that 

specialist services like SBS create segregation within society. Yet, at the same time as the council 

was withdrawing funding from this specialist secular service with 30 years of working on VAWG, 

it was funding the development of new Muslim-only projects under the aegis of Prevent. These 

groups were going to deliver services from an entirely different framework. 

Another organisation explained that they lost their funding after 25 years of working on VAWG. 

Their funding went to a mainstream white women’s organisation. They were subsequently 

approached by the Prevent Officer, who offered them Prevent funding for the same work. This 

made them very angry because they felt their entitlement to VAWG funding had been 

undermined and, as an organisation working with a large number of Muslim women, they were 

instead being characterised as an anti-radicalisation project. Moreover, some years earlier they 

had approached the council for financial support for women subject to the No Recourse to Public 

Funds rule but, rather than provide that support, the council wanted to talk about Muslim 

women’s vulnerability to radicalisation. They refused to fund these women despite urgent need, 

demonstrating that local authorities are interested in some vulnerabilities and not others.  

This chimed with points made by one of the presenters, whose article reports on conversations 

about Prevent with a number of VAWG organisations. Those conversations ended up being 

largely about the shrinking of the specialist BME women’s sector as a result of the commissioning 

regime and also the rolling out of Prevent programmes. Prevent funding had narrowed what BME 

means and made it synonymous with Muslim women. This means that a growing recognition of 

the intersection of multiple oppressions had been displaced by the absolute reduction of six 

million Muslims to one faith-based identity. This shift to engagement with Muslim women 

specifically, and to multifaithist practice, meant that BME women’s groups were not being invited 

to key government meetings because they were no longer seen as authentic partners despite 30-

40 years’ experience of working on VAWG in BME communities.  

This author looked at the data on who had been accessing BME women’s services and found that 

there had been no issue for Muslim women to access BME women’s services yet new funding 

emphasised meeting the needs of, or engagement with, Muslim women. She noted that a 

number of organisations had made the very difficult decision to take Prevent funding or re-brand 

themselves as a Muslim women’s organisation in order to survive and access VAWG or 

Community Cohesion funding. The author suggested that this shift to a faith-based character will 
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exclude women. While some women with religious identities may choose to go to faith-based 

organisations, for many other women, particularly older BME women, this is an absolute no. This 

could mean that while established service users continue to use the service, the character of new 

referrals will change as some women will not see these organisations as being for them.  

Her article discusses other ways that Prevent is seeping into the work of VAWG groups. One of 

her interviewees reported that her organisation was getting specific questions from funders in 

monitoring forms such as ‘how many Muslim women are accessing your services? Do their 

husbands or brothers or sons go to the mosque? Do they wear traditional dress?’ This particular 

organisation eventually told the Commissioner that they do not collate this information.  

A further point, also made above, concerned the new Building Britain Stronger Together funding 

and how it includes work on harmful practices under the umbrella of counter-extremism work. 

Mixed views were expressed about whether to take that funding – one example was given of it 

being used to do hate crimes work, while another participant said her organisation would not 

touch it.  

THE STIGMA OF ACCEPTING PREVENT FUNDING  

Where participants were able to identify VAWG organisations in receipt of Prevent funding, they 

reported that these organisations may have gained a seat at the government table but that they 

had hidden receipt of this funding because it would become an avenue for de-legitimising their 

work in the eyes of the BME community and possibly also the VAWG sector. These organisations 

pointed out that local anti racists and community leaders would use their acceptance of Prevent 

funding to de-legitimise their work; the same people had been trying to shut them down for 

years.  

One of the presenters stated that whenever she had spoken publicly about fundamentalism, anti-

racist activists had been hostile and sought to undermine her points by accusing her organisation 

of taking Prevent funding. She argued that this accusation had become a mechanism for 

undermining and silencing feminist critique and projecting feminist activists as stooges of the 

state despite their track record of doing human rights work. Several participants agreed that the 

VAWG sector needs to talk as much about surveillance by anti racists and the left as they do 

about state surveillance – one participant argued that the BME VAWG sector is infantilised by 

anti-racist left activists and told what they can and cannot do.  

IN DEFENCE OF PREVENT 

There was one Prevent Officer present at the roundtable and she responded to some of the 

criticisms of Prevent. In particular, she emphasised that in the last five years Prevent delivery had 
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changed considerably. She could recognise some of the criticisms as these allude to practices 

during the early years of the Prevent programme. However, in her local authority, Prevent is now 

another strand of the council’s safeguarding work. She stated that it does not fund faith-based 

programmes or those directed at particular communities but delivers Prevent in all local schools 

as well as parenting programmes that are open to everyone. Only a small part of its Channel 

interventions involve work on theological interpretations. Channel interventions can now include 

therapeutic, employment and education support. Outcomes for Prevent funded projects are 

based on more generic targets – such as building resilience to extremist narratives – and no 

longer about engaging members of particular communities. Also, her local authority has tried to 

be as transparent as possible about its Prevent related activities and has tried to develop 

programmes that address particular themes, such as tackling fake news.  

Another participant noted the diverse ways that Prevent is delivered by local authorities. There 

was a larger question for her about whether refuges are doing de-radicalisation work and 

therefore ought to be funded for that work from Prevent money. In contexts where Channel 

interventions take a whole family approach, Prevent work could involve supporting a woman if 

there is domestic abuse in the household. She noted that there are problems with the way all 

statutory services and systems operate, not just Prevent. For instance, there are problems in the 

way that child protection is undertaken but that doesn’t lead to people saying child protection is 

not important. She suggested that it is important for women’s organisations to articulate what 

good Prevent delivery should look like.  

Other participants defended Prevent on the grounds that it is important for the state to tackle 

fundamentalism and defend the values of democracy, the rule of law, individual liberty, mutual 

respect and tolerance of different faiths and beliefs. Also, on the grounds that the state does 

have a duty to safeguard the most vulnerable – women, sexual minorities, dissenters – from 

fundamentalist activity.  

One of the authors argued that Prevent training in schools had not been about surveillance, it 

had basically involved getting school children and families to look at a range of patterns. She 

argued that this is part of the pastoral care that all good teachers take seriously and an essential 

part of schools’ work, as children spend more of their waking hours with teachers than they do 

with their own parents. The Prevent Officer added to this that there is a designated safeguarding 

lead within every school and Prevent is part of her/his remit.  

TWO VIEWS ON VAWG SECTOR ENGAGING WITH PREVENT  

Even if there was an emerging consensus about the need for VAWG sector organisations to see 

tackling fundamentalism as part of their work, many participants did not voice an opinion on 
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whether VAWG sector organisations ought to engage with Prevent and/or take Prevent funding. 

However, there were also two clearly divergent views. One the one hand, those strongly opposed 

to Prevent related to the criticisms made in the previous sections. One argued that the Prevent 

framework is akin to draconian border controls and stop and search police powers, and that it is 

one arm of the state’s coercive control over its population. She argued that VAWG sector 

organisations, therefore, ought to stand outside of this space and challenge its very terms.  

On the other hand, some participants talked about the ways that they are basically doing anti-

radicalisation work. They argued that they ought to be able to access the funding available for 

this and should also be recognised by the state as key stakeholders tackling radicalisation. One 

of the authors pointed out that BME women’s groups are trusted by BME women who want 

advocacy support, including on radicalisation, because they are not getting the necessary 

response from statutory services. More generally, she argued that women’s organisations are by 

their very nature offering a counter-narrative, proposing a different vision and values to 

fundamentalist projects. She firmly believed that it is possible to accept a range of funding and 

yet also step outside the government’s frameworks.  

Another participant noted that where she had been sceptical of making a Prevent referral, her 

colleague had done so and that this had opened the door to immense resources that the woman 

would not otherwise have had access to. Others likened this to making MARAC referrals, which 

also opens doors to legal aid and funds for women subjected to the no recourse to public funds 

rule by deeming a woman to be a ‘high risk’ case. Another participant questioned the anxiety 

over taking Prevent funding, pointing out that fundamentalists are taking this money without 

question or concern. 

GOING FORWARD: POSSIBLE NEXT STEPS  

The discussion above includes a number of action points and areas for further discussion. Several 

participants voiced interest in further dialogue. This section draws these together as, firstly, 

information sharing points and, secondly, VAWG sector areas of work. 

Information sharing and further discussion: 

1. Share knowledge on racial and religious supremacist organisations – possibly through an 

online seminar series providing some background to each of these organisations, 

particularly their gender/VAWG dimensions. 

2. Share information across the sector about social media and telephone harassment by a 

new wave of misogynists organising through the Manosphere. The sector needs to 

discuss whether these should be reported as hate crimes. 
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3. Consider and discuss whether the Home Office has a role to play in supporting women’s 

organisations around the abuse they are receiving from the Manosphere, such as by 

funding women’s organisations as victims of extremism. 

4. Discuss whether young Muslim women vulnerable to radicalisation are only willing to 

take these messages on board if they hear them from other Muslim women and what 

the implications are for VAWG sector organisations in working with radicalised women. 

5. Discuss what should be the relationship between the VAWG sector and Prevent teams. 

6. Discuss what VAWG organisations think good Prevent delivery should look like. 

7. Discuss whether the forthcoming Relationships and Sex Education is a space through 

which VAWG organisations can challenge and tackle the fundamentalist drive for gender 

inequality. 

Proposed areas for VAWG sector work on radicalisation: 

1. The development of principles and good practice guidance to work on these areas. This 

would involve VAWG organisations signing up to anti-fundamentalist, anti-fascist and 

anti-racist principles and possibly holding a series of meetings at which they can 

productively discuss responses to cases and campaigning issues. 

2. Working with radicalised women. 

3. Advocacy for women looking for a state intervention to tackle the radicalisation of their 

children. 

4. Identify a shared way of recording online harassment and share intelligence on who is 

perpetrating this abuse in order to develop a picture of how the individuals are connected 

at an ideological and organisational level.  

 


