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Education: Promoting Radicalisation or Countering Extremism?

Dahrendorf Room, St Antony’s College, Tuesdays, 5pm

This seminar series proposes a link between Education and Security. Intuitively, at least, there is no question of a relationship and we are reminded that the first reactions to the 7th July 2005 attacks on the London underground was the registration of surprise that anyone ‘British born, and British educated’ might be capable of such an act; but intellectually, conceptualising a relationship between education and national or international security is a more demanding exercise. In particular, questions of whether schools and tertiary educational institutions might unwittingly (or knowingly in some country contexts) act as a mode of radicalisation, and alternatively, whether education could be employed as a strategy to combat radicalisation, extremist ideas and terrorism, are more complex. 

But while research remains underdeveloped in this area, there is now a wide range of ‘educational’ responses to combat threats to national and international security. This includes the increase of international educational aid to countries such as Pakistan in an attempt to bolster state education and minimise the influence of Madrassas, or in the United Kingdom, government led strategies for the prevention of radicalisation. But, many of these strategies are contested as limited, unworkable, or insensitive and of particular interest is the view of some, including in the academic community, that higher education institutions do more to police students in an effort to combat radicalisation. 

The seminar series seeks to look in some detail at these questions and in so doing explore the philosophical underpinnings of education and the extent to which this might explain radical thought or shape values; review political thought and the nature of educational institutions; and the examine the ‘narratives’ that compel young people towards acts towards radicalism. It seeks a more nuanced understanding of how dissatisfaction with the status quo might translate into extremist ideas, and further, how such ideas might be transformed into acts of violence or destabilisation. We question whether it is sufficient to explain radicalisation as a reaction to UK or USA foreign policy, or as an outcome of deprivation and low educational achievement in certain communities. 

A starting point for the series is to consider what we understand the connotation of radicalisation to be. In the context of this series the most basic connotation of radicalisation is the process whereby attitudes, beliefs and behaviours become re-orientated.  But re-orientated towards what?

The problem of definition has become more acute over the past fifty years. Previously, at least in the West, ‘radical’ change has implied political change towards the ‘left’ of the political spectrum. But with the near-universal triumph of market forces, the connotation of ‘radical’ has come to embrace fundamental change across the political spectrum c.f. the radical Right in the USA and the self-described ‘radicalism’ of Thatcherism in Britain.

A further complicating factor is the fact that radicalisation no longer operates in an exclusively political domain. The term is now applied to change in culture and in religion – and, of course, in the domain in which politics, culture and religion interact.

There have, of course, always been radical components of the major religions and there is a substantial literature on chiliastic and millenarian movements in Christianity (with Christianity itself as originally a ‘radical’ movement) but Islamic radicalism has now become a global factor – not least in the attempt to render political institutions subservient to religious institutions (and laws).   The paradox which now complicates the connotation of radicalisation is that its project is to change the status quo not in the direction of new goals but in the direction of goals that are alleged to have been abandoned and the project is therefore orientated to the status quo ante.

In this context, how do we see the relationship between education and radicalisation?

Speakers

19th January
Prof Lynn Davies, University of Birmingham: Prevent, protect or pillory? Strategies to counter extremism

26th January
Dr David Johnson, Oxford:  Schools and the citizenship curriculum – to ‘wishy-washy’ to combat radicalisation?  

2nd February
Prof Tariq Ramadan, Oxford

9th February
Tania Saeed, Oxford: The subversive youth – radicalisation in higher education institutions in Britain 

16th February
Dr David Tyrer, Liverpool John Moores University: Countering Muslim student radicalisation: beyond political governance in the multicultural university

23rd February
Mr Maajid Nawaz, Quilliam Foundation: 

2nd March
Dr Masooda Bana, Oxford: Radicalising or de-radicalising: role of madrassa education in South Asia

9th March 
Dr Tahir Abbas, University of Exeter
: Radical politics and Islamic extremism: intersections of conflicting identities among British Muslims

Conveners: David Johnson, Steve Tsang, and Tania Saeed

All enquiries to Tania Saeed  or David Johnson: tania.saeed@sant.ox.ac.uk; david.johnson@education.ox.ac.uk
