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Introduction 

1.1  Historical and geographical  background to extremism in UK 
 
The contexts that fuel the motivation for people to join extremist groups or movements can be 
discerned at international, national and local levels. At the international level comes the wider 
impact of foreign policy and transnational conflicts, which mostly affect Islamist extremists (Savun 
and Phillips, 2009); Zhirkov et al 2014).Transnational conflicts ranging from Chechnya, Bosnia and 
Syria continue to be invoked in the political context of extremist participation in wars overseas, and 
merge with the UK’s post 9-11 military interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan. This is a key point of 
tension, and reverberates to this day in the security arena (Collard-Wexler et al 2014). Islamist 
extremists along with many in the wider public remain angered at the continuing Palestinian conflict, 
and the long-term cumulative effect is the credibility of narratives, which use these examples to 
suggest a wider global war on Muslims (Hoffman, 2003; McDonald 2012). Syria, Iraq, and the so 
called ‘Islamic State’ group are the current catalysts, and fighters from around the world as well as 
locally to the conflict areas are being successfully recruited. While the UK may not always be 
directly involved in each conflict, any actual or perceived support of other countries who are, for 
example Israel or America, fuels conspiracy theories and increases levels of anti-Americanism and 
anti-Israeli sentiment – often crossing into anti-Semitism. These narratives build on a sense of ‘us’ 
and ‘them’, and underpin justifications of counter-violence (Spalek et al 2008 & 2009). 
 
Further exacerbation continues through international social media with the swift relaying of 
messages and counter-messages, used in sophisticated ways by extremist groups as well as 
governments and their military and security services, creating a propaganda war based on 
increasingly sophisticated psychological operations otherwise known as “psyops” (Klausen 2015; 
Richey and Binz 2015). 
 
At the national and European level, economic and social change means declining economic 
opportunity for increasingly large segments of the population. For supporters of the far right, the 
trope that ‘foreigners are taking our jobs’ has returned with increasing vigour, alongside anti-
Semitism in the location of power and privilege amongst Jews. Some generations of working-class 
families who may never have been in stable work and who may rely on state benefits or remain in 
the low income bracket are vulnerable to persuasion that this is the fault of immigrants and the 
disconnected ruling classes (Atton 2006; Kehrberg 2014). A sense of political disenfranchisement 
can characterise all marginalized groups: there can be frustration with the slow pace of change 
under the normal democratic processes, and a turning to swifter, sometimes more violent ways of 
making one’s voice heard. Thus extreme Islamist and far right groups share a number of similarities 
– a strong sense of injustice and the urge to change things, of ‘us versus them’ and the hallmark of 
anti-Semitism (Pruyt and Kwakkei 2014; Meer and Noorani 2008). 
 
In the UK at the local level, these dynamics play out with challenges for particular communities, with 
racism and class conflict intersecting. Apparent competition for jobs, housing and education fuels 
social conflict and greater polarization. Ethnic minority groups are traditionally concentrated in 
particular urban areas – as a result of both historical housing policies and social, economic and 
community practicalities: these are not necessarily the most deprived or isolated areas as 
characterized by some of the ‘banlieues’ in France, but can still be perceived, especially in the 
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media and by those from outside, as inner city ‘ghettos’. In the context of economic instability and its 
associated politics, especially anti-immigration rhetoric, there can be a decline in trust, whether 
across ethnic and/or religious communities, and between communities and the police. Since 9/11, 
much focus and increasing levels of Islamophobia have been noted in discourse around Muslim 
communities, compounded by the elision between culture and religion, and continuing stereotyping 
of Muslims as homogenous and as not holding to implied ‘British’ values or multicultural concepts. 
Immigration from the Asian sub-continent is more longstanding than other parts of Europe, so that 
there are second, third or even fourth generation minority ethnic communities. This can mean 
greater ‘integration’ but also complex inter-generational conflict and disconnections over values, life-
styles and identities. 
 
Children of some East and South Asian heritage such as Chinese and Indian descent are actually 
doing better at school overall than their white working class counterparts, particularly boys, and 
other minority ethnic groups such as African Caribbean and Pakistani, illustrating the 
intersectionalities of class and economics with ethnicity. But it is a very fluid situation, and diverse 
across different parts of UK, so political mobilisers whether Islamist or far right, will always find 
ammunition. Additionally, perceptions of the government’s failure to act in instances of physical 
threat gives rise to the search for alternatives means of protecting one’s community 
(Kapoor 2014; Abbas 2007; Modood 2013). 
 

1.2  Anti-extremism policies and provisions 
 

The UK was already familiar with terrorism legislation before the 9/11 attacks in America due to its 
experience of dealing with terrorism in Northern Ireland, but the London tube bombings in 2005 
spurred the government to take a renewed approach. The Terrorism Act (TACT) 2000 consolidated 
the Prevention of Terrorism (Temporary Provisions) Act of 1989 and the Northern Ireland 
(Emergency Provisions) Act 1996, both of which were developed specifically to manage the threats 
associated with Northern Ireland, into its legislation. TACT 2000 simply consolidated laws 
specifically developed for Northern Ireland, and applied them to all of the UK, and simultaneously 
removed the provision that they were temporary or required a periodic review1 by Parliament.  
 
Likewise, there are now 6 key2 pieces of UK legislation, which underpin the response to security 
and terrorism. These are the Terrorism Act (TACT) of 20003, the Anti-Terrorism, Crime and Security 
Act 20014, the Prevention of Terrorism Act 20055, Terrorism Act 20066, Counter-Terrorism Bill 20087 
and the Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 20158. In the UK, terrorism had been defined under the 
Prevention of Terrorism (Temporary Provisions) Act 1974 (PTA 1974), as “...the use of violence for 
political ends, and includes any use of violence for the purpose of putting the public or any section 
of the public in fear”, with an expansion of the definition through the Terrorism Act 2000 to allow the 
concept of terrorism to be broadened, including that terrorism could be religiously and ideologically 
motivated, but that certain actions, even though not violent, could have a significant impact on the 

                                                
1 Weeks 2013 
2 The most important regional treaty is the European Convention of Human Rights (ECHR) 1950 which has direct effect on UK domestic 
law through the Human Rights Act 1998. 
3 https://www.gov.uk/government/policies/protecting-the-uk-against-terrorism#bills-and-legislation 
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/157975/consultation-paper.pdf 
5 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2005/2/contents 
6 ibid 
7 http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2007-08/counterterrorism.html 
8 http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2014-15/counterterrorismandsecurity.html 
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public, and therefore constituted an act of terrorism9. 
 
Britain’s core counterterrorism strategy, introduced after 9/11, is called CONTEST and it contains 
four key strands known as the “4 P’s”. These are Pursue, Prepare, Protect and Prevent10. The latter 
strand known as Preventing Violent Extremism (PVE) is the public facing part of the revised 
strategy11, which includes, amongst other things, the government funding of various community, 
police and statutory agency partnership schemes nationally - including Islamist and far right 
focussed programmes and projects12. Prevent includes one-to-one interventions for those who are 
vulnerable to being drawn into terrorism related activities as part of the “Channel” programme13 in 
the pre-criminal space, alongside similar interventions with convicted terrorism offenders who have 
served their prison sentences and who are now in the post-criminal space. Critics14 argue that the 
PVE strategy stigmatises the Muslim community and securitises their relationship with the police 
decreasing trust and confidence, whilst others argue that despite the investment and cooperation 
between communities and police and the on-going number of arrests, the evidence around whether 
all these schemes work remains unanswered as the data is not in the public domain and cannot be 
independently scrutinised. 
 
In 2015, with concern around British fighters returning from Syria to the UK, the British Parliament 
passed15 the Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015 which amongst other things will seek to ban 
returning terrorists, geographically relocate those individuals who are subject to terrorism 
intervention measures in the UK16, and place a statutory obligation on public bodies (including the 
health service, universities and councils) to prevent individuals from being drawn into terrorism. In 
addition, the UK Prime Minister recently announced a new counter-extremism strategy will be 
released in November 2015 where specific measures around tackling violent and non-violent 
ideology, addressing online messaging and developing a community engagement forum will be 
delivered (Cameron, 2015). 
 

1.3 Research on the family and extremism in the context of UK 
 
Within the large body of post 9/11 literature on terrorism and violent extremism, families have been 
viewed as playing a psychological role in radicalisation concerning identity and trauma, and 
deradicalisation in relation to support and persuasion. For example, according to Baker (2012), 
second and third generation Black young people at risk of radicalisation might be viewed as 

                                                
9 Weeks 2013 
10 Pursue: to stop terrorist attacks. Prevent: to stop people becoming terrorists or supporting terrorism. Protect: to strengthen our 
protection against a terrorist attack. and Prepare: to mitigate the impact of a terrorist attack. 
https://www.gov.uk/government/policies/protecting-the-uk-against-terrorism 
11 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/97976/prevent-strategy-review.pdf 
12 Officially, the British government still sees the biggest international threat to UK interests emanating from Al Qaida and so funding is 
more heavily skewed to organisations countering the Islamist threat. 
13 The Association of Chiefs of Police (ACPO) state that a total of 3934 referrals were undertaken between April 2007 and March 31, 
2014. A year-by-year breakdown is provided though this does not indicate the categories of interventions such as far right, Islamist etc. 
Between April 2007 and the end of March 2014 Channel received a total of 1450 referrals that were under 18 years of age at the time of 
referral. http://www.acpo.police.uk/ACPOBusinessAreas/PREVENT/NationalChannelReferralFigures.aspx 
14 There is a body of research that suggests that the PVE strategy, which is part of a wider movement towards developing and 
implementing community-based approaches to counter-terrorism, stigmatizes Muslim communities (Pantazis & Pemberton, 2009; Spalek, 
El-Awa & McDonald, 2009; Kundnani, 2010; McGovern, 2010; Hickman & Silvestri, 2011; Choudhury & Fenwick, 2011). Community-
based approaches can be used for the purposes of gathering intelligence, which can reduce community trust towards the police, and 
which can also change the ways in which targeted communities experience state citizenship (Spalek, 2010; Spalek, 2013). 
15 Though the Act still requires UK Parliamentary approval of secondary legislation before March 2015 
16 Also known as Terrorism Prevention and Investigation Measures (TPIM’s) 
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searching for an identity, alienated from their parents and wider family circle. Gravitation towards 
radicalisation may therefore connect to a desire to feel part of and belonging to a secure group 
identity. According to Wiktorowicz (2005), families are relevant when individuals are radicalised out 
of ‘cognitive openings’ triggered by psychological crisis. Such ‘cognitive openings’ lead people to 
search for new ways of understanding, and relating to the world, which may involve them adopting 
radical ideologies. Wikotorowicz (2005) lists a number of crises that can instigate a cognitive 
opening through emotional distress, with a death in the family cited as one recurring trigger.  
 
Additionally, Githens-Mazer (2010) explored North African immigrant radicalisation in Britain. He 
argues that the brutalizing effects of the colonisation of North Africa, combined with harsh 
contemporary economic and political realities, including the violent state repression of Islamist 
political parties in Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia involving torture and violence, has left a devastating 
legacy. Such repression has created prolonged suffering, leading to unrelenting anxiety about the 
fate and loss of one’s family. For Githens-Mazer (2010), trauma in relation to experiencing 
prolonged anxiety about the fate of one’s family (alongside other factors) can come to form a basis 
for radicalisation. Alongside psychological factors, socialisation can also be a key mechanism 
through which families may be viewed as part of the processes underpinning radicalisation. It may 
be that family members themselves hold radical views, which influence the ideas that young people 
have (Van San et al. 2013). For example, according to a recent EU study led by Bigo et al. (2014), 
family, as well as friendship networks can play a significant role in recruiting young people to take 
part in high-risk activism, which may in some cases lead to terrorism. Some violent actors also 
experienced unstable family home structures, which may also underpin processes of radicalisation.  
 
Baker (2011) cites the case of one of the 9/11 perpetrators, Zacarias Moussaoui, who was on trial in 
March 2006 for conspiracy to commit acts of terrorism in the US on 9/11. For Baker (2011), the 
childhood of Moussaoui is significant in understanding his radicalisation. Baker (2011) highlights 
that the jury decision in Moussaoui’s case, which was handed to the trial judge, argued that a 
sentence of death should not be imposed as a majority of jurors accepted that he had had an 
unstable childhood, involving a home life without structure, with little emotional or financial support, 
and a father with a violent temper. For Baker (2011), a further family element to consider in the 
radicalisation of Moussaoui, is that he was never taught about his cultural or religious heritage at 
home, and so when then reverting to Islam as a young man Moussaoui did not build a secure adult 
revert identity, but rather was distracted by extremist rhetoric at the most vulnerable stage of his 
religious development. In Wali’s (2013) study of Hizb ut-Tahrir (HT), a radical Islamic group, families 
are seen to be one factor in understanding why young British Muslims join. For Wali (2013), it is the 
class structure of the families that HT members group up in, and the cultural gap between first and 
second generation, that can help explain the membership of HT. HT members often tend to come 
from middle class backgrounds, living in white areas even though they are predominantly of South 
Asian ethnicity. Wali (2013) argues that whilst HT members can come from stable and loving 
families, it is the differences in cultural values between parents and their children that can play a 
role in young people’s radicalisation, with young people trying to create independent value systems 
from that of their parents. 
 
Families have also been viewed as potentially comprising of a protective factor in relation to 
radicalisation, thereby playing a role in deradicalisation. Within the literature there is some 
discussion of the merits of providing violently and non-violently radicalised individuals who are 
undergoing deradicalisation with access to their families, in cases where these are supportive of 
their rehabilitation. Here, families are seen as key in helping radicals to abandon their ideologies 
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and/or violent behaviours. Programmes in Far East countries are observed in this regard, although 
US observers, for example, have cited the success of Saudi Arabian deradicalisation programmes, 
as ‘imperfect’, and not necessarily replicable elsewhere17. In Britain, a study examining a mentoring 
intervention scheme aimed at supporting individuals identified as at risk of violent radicalisation, 
refers briefly to the potentially important role that families play in supporting radicals. According to 
Spalek & Davies (2012:21), a positive sign that a mentor might look for when working with an 
individual is a re-connecting with their family, as the following quotation from a mentor illustrates: 
 

You would look for positive life decisions where they’re starting to engage perhaps with a 
community group or a project or they’re seeking work or they’re reinvesting in their family, not 
a group of friends who’ve led them astray . . . somebody taking responsibility for themselves 
and for the people and things they’re responsible for, and those are becoming more important 
than perhaps a slightly selfish politically led or extremist agenda. 

 
In the above quotation, the mentor stresses that families can provide radicals with a sense of 
responsibility, which may play some role in their deradicalisation. The role of female family 
members has also been identified by research. According to Hearn (2009 in Guru, 2012), women 
have been identified as being able to prevent violence through their potential to deradicalise men by 
creating strong family bonds, although critiques have pointed to the gendered assumptions 
underpinning this notion alongside many examples of women involved in active recruitment 
(McDonald 2012). Women are also seen as preventing their children from becoming the victims of 
predators seeking to radicalise them, through the relationships that they have with their children 
(Hearn, 2009 in Guru, 2012). Nonetheless, a recent study by Van San et al. (2013) of young 
radicals in the Netherlands would suggest that parents often take little interest in, or are not party to, 
their children’s ideas (although the authors suggest they should be). This study also found that the 
internet was a key factor in the radicalisation of the young people concerned, providing young 
people with images, words and discussion forums that shape young people’s ideas. Many of the 
young, radical, people taking part in Van San et al.’s (2013) study spent long periods of time on the 
internet. With the global reach of the internet, this study would thus be of relevance to UK as well as 
further afield. 

1.4 Theoretical framework 
 
Insights from Complexity Theory have been chosen as most useful for informing the current 
analysis. This means firstly the recognition that change is non-linear, rather the result of complex, 
intersecting junctures. Neither embracing extremism nor disengaging from it will be the result of 
some linear ‘path’. From this perspective, the family will be only one factor, with varying degrees of 
importance. However, extremist movements will have linear, often simplistic ideologies: this is their 
attraction. Complexity allows us to see processes of funnelling and also amplification. 
 
Under this analysis, fundamentalism and becoming an extremist are processes of complexity 
shutdown (Davies 2004). Issues are increasingly seen in black and white, people are either 
enemies or friends, and strategy to achieve ends is always justifiable. Generalisations are made 
and conspiracies accepted – for example, that 300 Jews are taking over the world, or that all 
Muslims are rapists. Once this begins, there is a process of amplification: only the people or the 
texts that support this view are chosen to interact with. Alternatives are ignored. Rumours feed on 
                                                
17 http://www.cfr.org/radicalization-and-extremism/saudi-deradicalizationexperiment/ 
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each other. What triggers this shutdown is hugely varied. There are usually one or more ‘critical 
junctures’, which act as a tipping point for already existing predispositions. This can be the 
experience of racism or brutality, confirming ‘us’ and ‘them’ and triggering ‘cognitive openings’ which 
can be channelled into radicalisation (see previous section). For some, there is a sense of mission 
which started early in life and had family influences (not necessarily in the same direction); and/or 
there can be the search for a family (either because the family was dysfunctional, or conversely a 
replacement is sought for a loving family or parent who is lost). Others experience a sense of 
alienation from one’s family as a result of being second or third generation and having different 
cultural values. 
 
Gangs and movements can act as a new family, with their support and apparent care again 
amplifying the incipient ideology and sense of being with ‘good’ people. Self-definitional uncertainty 
is strongly associated with wanting to identify with groups that are highly orthodox, simple and 
consensual. These provide certainty and resolve the ambivalence of competing values in a 
globalised world. Dogmatism, authoritarianism, the inability to engage in trade-offs and ‘low 
integrative complexity’ (Liht and Savage 2013) all seem to be underpinned by similar cognitive 
processes in which either freezing or seizing on to certain outcomes makes thinking rigid. It is 
important to note, however, that other research suggests that in relation to Islam, young people may 
challenge the cultural understandings of their parents and seek even more complex ways of 
understanding Islam (Khan, 2015)18. However, a participant’s increasing degree of commitment to 
violent action, Suedfeld, Cross & Logan’s study shows, is attended by an increasing and significant 
lowering of integrative complexity.  
 
Similarly, when an individual starts to renounce extremism, this takes different and complex shapes 
– deradicalisation, disengagement, desistence or debiasing (Spalek and Davies 2012). The family 
may or may not be directly involved. Their influence may be dormant or latent, but re-invoked. What 
appears common is increasing or re-establishing value complexity. From intervention programmes, 
it has been found that participants can be encouraged to maximise a wider range of their own 
values in order to increase the complexity of their thinking (Liht and Savage 2013). Rather than 
focusing on the content of ideology or beliefs, the focus is on the structure of thinking. Espousal of 
value complexity or pluralism means seeing concepts such as ‘justice’ or ‘liberty’ not as an either/ or, 
as a magnetic pull in only one direction, but as compatible. Becoming a ‘former’ often involves a 
new range of reading, particularly within sociology or philosophy, which would give complex and 
nuanced views of the world. The theory then is that deradicalisation is associated with acceptance 
of value pluralism, the discovery of realistic but value-complex solutions to moral and social issues. 
Liht and Savage argue that,  
 

‘It is value-complex solutions that protect both sacred and secular values of different groups, 
and it is this protection of sacred and secular values that enables peaceful and stable 
resolutions for intergroup conflict in the context of globalisation, thus protecting people from 
the lure of value-monist radical discourses’. (pp.50) 

 
The promotion of value pluralism would support the range of prevention initiatives that explore new 
narratives, engage in exchanges, develop empathy for victims of extremist violence or hear 

                                                
18 In this context perhaps it is important to distinguish between extremism and radicalisation. Extremism might relate to complexity 
shutdown, but radicalisation may actually point to a search for complexity, where radicalization is defined as ‘a collectively defined though 
individually held moral obligation to participate in direct action, often textually defined’ (Githens- Mazer: 2012: 563). 
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cautionary tales from ex-radicals – all of which involve seeing the world through others’ eyes and in 
more complex ways. It must be stressed that in the UK context, this is not the same as the simplistic 
promotion of ‘British values’. Not only is there no agreement on what these are, but they can act to 
exclude certain groups. Holding complex values on the other hand permit people to hold values that 
others may tell them are contradictory: diversity and Britishness, Islam and democracy, freedom of 
speech and respect for dignity, being British and celebrating religious diversity. In terms of 
understanding extremism, the framework of complexity facilitates methodology and analysis, as well 
as future recommendations and action. 
 

 
Methods 

The methodologies used in this study to interview former extremists in the UK were discussed in the 
development of a research plan. Two research teams were established, one based in Birmingham 
and another in London. 

2.1 Sampling and recruitment 
 
The goal was to develop ten case studies comprising of one former violent extremist and at least 
one other person who knew the individual well enough to assess his or her path through extremism. 
Sometimes that was a family member and other times not. Ethnically, economically and culturally, 
there was a mix of backgrounds within the whole cohort, although all ex-far right participants 
identified as ‘white’, with variations of religious or cultural affiliation. The case studies included a 
mixture of both former ‘Islamist’ as well as former ‘far-right’ violent extremists. Of the ten case 
studies developed, seven are categorised thematically as Islamist and three are thematically far-
right. Additional interviews were also completed with individuals who knew the ‘formers’ well enough 
to assess their journey through extremism. Those interviews included two parents, three spouses, 
two children and four close friends. Access to individuals was gained through trusted contacts and 
specialist organisations working in this field, with the exception of one 
individual who was identified using social media. Of the ten participants that were interviewed, nine 
were male and one was female. One far right participant was living in Canada, and he and his 
brother were interviewed through Skype. 

2.2 Interview specifics 
 
All the interviews were conducted face to face whenever possible. However, out of the twenty 
interviews conducted, for logistical reasons or because individuals were uncomfortable with face to 
face meetings, three interviews were conducted via Skype, one filled out a questionnaire and 
another spoke on the telephone. Face to face interviews took place in a variety of public spaces 
ranging from coffee shops, offices and at the former’s home. Interviewees were given the 
opportunity to choose the location to ensure their comfort and privacy. Interviews with the formers 
were generally the longest and lasted between one to three hours. Family interviews generally 
lasted between forty-five minutes and one and a half hours. All interviews were recorded and 
transcribed with the exception of three. In those cases, the individuals objected to being recorded 
and would only consent to the interview if notes were taken. 
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In all cases, full disclosure of why the research was being completed, who was funding the project, 
and how the data would be used was provided to those interviewed in advance. An information 
sheet that contained that information as well as the full contact details of the entire team was 
provided to all interviewees. A guarantee of anonymity was also provided to all participants. This 
was particularly important to Muslim interviewees against the backdrop of the current Syrian conflict 
and rise of the Islamic State where there is a genuine fear of implication with British authorities. 
Data storage was facilitated through a secure, fully encrypted portal whereby only members of the 
research team had access. To ensure confidentiality and anonymity, recordings were not shared 
even amongst team members and all identifying information was redacted before being shared on 
the information portal. Furthermore, no external organisation or body was provided access to any of 
the recordings or transcribed interviews. The analytic framework for the data was carefully 
considered with the team agreeing to utilise narrative analysis and capture ethnographic experience, 
with the concept of narratives as the stories we tell.  
 
Some participants had clearly rehearsed narratives, appearing in previously written accounts or 
websites; other accounts appeared more spontaneous. Our stance is that of ‘believing’ whilst 
acknowledging the participants’ own interpretive standpoint regarding their lived experience. We 
also consider these narratives as reflective of a participants’ ongoing life journey. Interviews were 
conversational, often deviating from the set thematic questions, non-leading and non-judgmental. 
Analysis of transcripts was conducted through repeated immersion in text and by trying to establish 
patterns (or lack of them). 
 
 
Case Study: Kevin 
 
Kevin had been a member of the National Front, graduating to the British Movement and later an early 
member of Combat 18, active in demonstrations and the accompanying violence. He was radicalised at the 
age of about 15, by the National Front who were leafleting outside his school. He was recruited into the Young 
National Front (YNF). His family was political, but left wing, with both parents trade unionists and shop 
stewards, organising strike action. Key left wing figures visited their house. Kevin’s parents left the Labour 
party in the 1980s, and the father was in the Northern Ireland Independent Orange Order (a split from the 
main Orange Order, supporting Protestantism but promoting Liberty of Conscience and the right to think 
independently). His parents later joined the Communist party.  
 
They were mortified when Kevin joined the YNF, and thought he had been brainwashed. Kevin became a 
skinhead and part of a band, rehearsing in the garage at his home. At school he used to wind up ‘red’ 
teachers and the religious education teachers, contesting their views and bringing in other ‘facts’. His parents 
would however go through publications with him, pointing out it was the Nazis who killed the communists. 
Home was ‘chaotic’ for a number of years in terms of political argument. Kevin, with a keen sense of irony, 
blamed his parents for making him militant. Kevin’s mother died when he was 18, and the right wing 
movement he belonged to were very good at looking after him, acting as an extra parent. There were about 
30-50 in the group, with a drinking culture after the political meeting, swapping books about nationalist history, 
Aryan nations and the New Order. He was told the Jews were taking over the world. He found it difficult to 
understand white poverty, and blamed the government. He recounted turning to violence because of 
frustration at the democratic political process, which he had been brought up to believe in. With being drawn 
into violence, Kevin then had experience of the brutality of the police. The NF was a very male environment, 
with drinking and football; however part of the strategy was to look after women, children and old people, 
giving them hampers together with recruiting leaflets. 
 
Kevin thought the NYF were not going to achieve much so he joined the British Movement, which was all 
about race and eugenics, British and anti Irish Republican Army (IRA). One aim was to establish white 
enclaves in various parts of Britain. There was an intense grooming process for new members. His reading 
then was on strategy – from IRA manuals, how to disable people and on urban survival. As well as survival 
courses, he went to Ulster and met prisoners. He then switched to Combat 18. He told how on joining Combat 



 

Copyright © 2015 ConnectJustice 12 

18 you have to take an oath, on a copy of Mein Kampf, the oath being that you either end up in prison, killed 
or would have to kill.  
 
He got married: his wife knew his political views, but after two years she said gave him the ultimatum of either 
Combat 18 or her; he said ‘this is life or death. If I don’t stand up, nobody else is going to’; so they got 
divorced. In terms of deradicalisation, this divorce was one trigger; others were events such as when his 
group wanted to attack a black family at a bus stop who had done nothing. He told the group these were 
economic immigrants, as much victims as they were, and he had to physically defend them. He thought one 
could learn from hardworking Asian families; his view was that it was those in power – government, judges – 
who should be the focus of attack. Community politics was the way forward. So he ‘walked away’. He read for 
over ten years – from Mao, Marx, and environmental literature. His heroes were Robert Owen and William 
Morris – the philosophers.  
 
His life now appears a complete turnaround: his partner of twelve years is mixed race, and he is bringing his 
daughters up as Muslim to reflect his partner’s faith. He now describes himself as a democratic socialist – and 
thinks his parents would be very happy. He has said to his partner’s father if he had had sons he would have 
wanted them to join the Independent Orange Order because of his own father. It would seem that underneath 
the violent nationalist period the family influence, while dormant, could reassert itself later.  
 

 
Results 
In this results section, we often separate the findings according to the strand of violent extremism, 
but the analysis section will draw out underlying similarities in aspects of peoples’ – albeit very 
personal, individual and unique – journeys that point to human experience more broadly. In our 
sample, on the Islamist side some had been involved in fighting abroad, going to known war zones, 
whilst another was convicted of terror offences. On the far right side, there were those who had 
been involved in groups who were involved with violence, or were part of groups wanting to create 
“white enclaves”. The age that a former got involved in extremist ideologies ranged from eight to 
twenty five years with the median age being nineteen. The average age that each desisted varied 
significantly, and two people indicated that whilst they were formers, they still retained their previous 
beliefs or would make the same decisions that they had previously taken of going abroad to fight for 
their cause. 

3.1 Family cl imate prior to radicalisation 
 
With the Muslim participants, neither clear patterns nor causal connections can be deduced. The 
majority had well-functioning, stable, close childhood families with loving parents. A minority had 
dysfunctional family relations, including abuse or feeling rejected by parents, and one came from a 
stressful broken home. All had siblings who did not become involved in violence. This matches 
Christmann’s extensive survey (from the London Youth Justice Board 2012), which found little on 
family influence, except to confirm that Muslim extremists and terrorists – violent or otherwise – 
came from a wide range of family background. 
 
Of the far right participants, a common feature would be a ‘political’ family in the sense that politics 
and social issues were discussed in the home. Interestingly, in the two UK families, the parents 
were left-wing – for example they were trade unionists, supporting miners’ strikes and with 
discussion of Northern Ireland taking place in the home. These parents were politicised Labour 
voters. ‘By the time I was old enough to vote, my Dad said, “you’re voting Labour”’. The climate 
therefore would be one of wanting to see change and seeing socialism as the way forward. Joining 
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a far right group might have been some sort of rebellious reaction to this, and was therefore a shock 
to those parents. Joining a far right group might also be about the individual searching for different 
social, political or religious values from that of their parents, and so there may be similarities here 
with Islamist extremists. In two families, the father had been in the army, one being ‘very Queen and 
country’. Both these participants insisted they had not been brought up racist. There were no 
discernible patterns with regard to violence in the home – at one extreme was a severely violent 
family, with physical and sexual abuse, drug taking, and a mentally ill mother who was also 
extremely violent. 
 
Others, as with the Muslim participants, were from close, stable families. One did admit to seeing 
fighting as normal – he was the youngest of 11, 
 

‘so when you’re growing up with a lot of guys you tend to get slapped about a bit and you grow 
up without much fear…So that’s how I grew up. You deal with your arguments… If somebody 
wanted to get rude and disrespect you, then they got a smack in the mouth’. 

 
Having one’s own children could go either way: for one far right participant, the desire to protect his 
own children against Muslims was instrumental in joining a group; for another, it was the experience 
of becoming a father that led him to question violence, and not wanting this for his own children. 

3.2 Influence of the upbringing on the radicalisation 
 
Some of the Muslim participants highlighted the focus on being decent, to care for and protect 
people, and to have a social conscience. Most were brought up conscious of politics and/or religion 
and the injustice in the world – all had and still have a strong sense of justice and responsibility 
towards both free thought, questioning societal norms, idealism and action. However, there are no 
apparent causal links to the relevance of family upbringing. Three explicitly stated that their family 
had no influence on their journey. Only one was possibly direct, where the mother of one participant 
had, from the age of seven, shown him violent videos of babies being blown up, executions and 
tortures, in order to show him the pain of the world and to bring him up as a ‘soldier’ to defend 
injustice. Yet this was unusual. In the case of Muslim participants, their external, non-familial factors 
appear to have been more likely to have triggered stages of radicalisation: shocking or transition 
incidents such as violence, or questioning others’ lifestyles (drug use, crime, materialism) that 
reawakened or underscored political-religious awakenings and inclinations. Bosnia provoked a 
‘calling’ in two of the Muslim participants, and the events in Palestine and Gaza as well as 
Chechnya were also a trigger. 
 
For one person, protecting other Muslims generated a feeling of justified hatred towards non-
Muslims: 
 

...you should be able to show your hatred and your enmity towards the non-Muslims. If you 
cannot do that then you are not showing your Islam. 

 
More locally, in the same cities, we see cases where extremist acts appear to have exacerbated 
others, for example far-right attacks increasing a sense of otherness and reactive violence amongst 
Muslim participants, while far-right participants describe their concern with immigration and ‘the 
Other’ more generally, particularly as scapegoats for the economic deprivation around them. 
Parental influence is in fact now seen as worse, because of generations of unemployment in the 
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white working class: 
They’re born into a benefit system. They don’t want to work, but the excuses, drill it into their 
kids, reason why your grandparents never got a job and so on, is because all these foreigners 
have come and taken our jobs. 

 
This may relate to specific communities, especially when perceived as – or literally – ‘under attack’, 
contributing to a sense of duty to protect and defend communal interests. Far right participants 
wanted to protect their community – from excessive immigration and from those who they were told 
were violent rapists from Pakistan. It was interesting how two of the far right men were involved in 
initiatives to establish white enclaves - with parallels to the caliphate in the sense of preserving sets 
of values and perceived traditions. Their international network and efforts to build a new state 
became part of their lives. Joining a (violent) gang was common across many participants: 
 

Then I got involved with street gangs, which is a natural progression because now, I’m not 
going to school, what’s the next step? 

 
The period of violence appears accompanied by a sense of purpose, group belonging, adventure, 
and in most cases the thrill of danger. The intense bonds forged by tight knit groups - brotherhood – 
and shared sense of destiny may have replicated the ‘family’ but in most cases not ‘replaced’ it. A 
female Islamist who had suffered childhood trauma said she had used the Islamist groups that she 
had previously joined as a way of cutting off her ties with family and mainstream community,  
 

We were actually cutting ties off with our families, we were actually breaking our tie with the 
mainstream Muslim community because we were like creating problems everywhere. 

 
This cutting off of family ties is perhaps more easily done within a context where the young person 
is questioning the value systems of their family members. The quotation above is from a female who 
had experienced abuse within her own family, and so it is unsurprising that she would seek to break 
contact with her family and indeed from the wider community that her family belonged to, and to 
create problems for them. 
 
Gang life for the males was often associated with drug use, and leaving extremism was equally 
sometimes associated with leaving drugs (in one case helped by a family member). Gangs and 
fighting support the normalisation of violence, a complexity shutdown which sees no alternative to 
violence as a solution to a problem. Violence was also exciting: one Muslim travelled to India and 
Pakistan, where he met the Taliban:  
 

I saw them sitting on the wall, armed: weapons, turbans, beards. I’m immediately enamoured 
by them… So the one guy says yes [the true way for justice] is Jihad, and he held up his AK47. 
And I just thought ‘Man, this guy is the coolest guy I’ve ever seen in my life’. 

 
Low self-esteem from a fragmented childhood could be compensated for by the gang: 
 

I met these other people, Muslims, and for some reason they saw something in me that I 
couldn’t see. They basically believed in me and they said that, ‘You can do more with yourself’. 

 
The perception of feeling ‘different’ appears within a number of the narratives, whether as minorities, 
or personally, and the subsequent desire to ‘man up’ and ‘step up’ against challenges. The 
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experience of seeing racist violence was recounted:  
‘Am I just going to allow this to carry on, or am I going to fight back?’ 

 
 A sense of mission was apparent, that someone has to take the lead and provide security for 
others: ‘if I don’t stand up, nobody else is going to’. There was frustration at the status quo and 
perceived stagnated democratic political process, with a desire to act more swiftly and with more 
impact. Studying was not enough: 
 

‘I wanted a bit more political activism.’ 
 
Of the far right and Muslim participants a common thread in radicalisation but also deradicalisation 
was reading: they mentioned influential nationalist or religiously extreme books and tracts, and then 
how they switched to other authors or philosophers, building up or replacing collections of books 
and papers. While being members of the far right groups they had discussed leaders and writers, 
and these habits of self-education and exploration continued. One ex-far right participant mentioned 
how his wife was ‘on the periphery’ of his studying, that,  
 

…she made me feel intelligent, things I was reading, reinforced my feeling of power.  
 
The subsequent impact of wide reading underscores the importance of value complexity signalled in 
the theoretical section. Of the ‘families’ we interviewed, these were not always parents, but wives or 
those who were part of the close brotherhood. For the far right, wives in this study did not support 
the radicalisation and would have preferred their husbands not to be involved. One thought it was 
just a phase he was going through, like buying a piano. Another told her husband it was either the 
extreme Combat 18 movement or her, and he chose Combat 18, leading to their subsequent 
divorce. The church as a ‘family’ played an ambivalent role. One far right participant was attracted 
into extreme Catholicism and took religious instruction, linking with networks in Northern Ireland and 
anti-abortion tactics. Later, seeing black people in the pews made him question his racism and he 
became a more liberal Catholic before abandoning religion altogether.  
 
One ex-far right extremist was involved with Final Solution skinheads, who were members of Aryan 
Nations or the Church of Jesus Christ Christian, a white supremacist church founded by a member 
of the Klu Klux Klan. For the far right, religion did not seem to play a protective role. One member’s 
wife talked of going to a church meeting where the talk was all of supporting one’s husband, that he 
should be in charge and should have the final word; she was the only person who put her hand up 
to say no.  
 
For the Islamist participants, any influence of the mosque, still less a particular mosque, was not 
apparent. Three were converts to Islam, and while one participant had a father who was an imam, 
only four out of the seven had parents who were both Muslim, and one of those said he was in fact 
‘nominally Muslim’. Rather than talking of childhood experiences of the mosque, there was far more 
mention of joining different groups for discussion in later years or after conversion. For each 
participant, there seemed to be exposure to a range of Islamic and Islamist groups, in UK and 
overseas, with participants mentioning study circles and street groups. Only one specifically 
mentioned listening to a radical preacher; for another it was HT that was identified as significant.  
 
Coming out of extremism, as mentioned later, was far more to do with self-study and an intellectual 
journey supported by religious teachers than the influence of the mosque specifically. For some, the 
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negative experiences of racism or Islamophobia, locally or internationally, seemed to trigger a 
search (perhaps even for some form of identity) where answers could be found in some of those 
Muslim groupings who talked about these issues in public forums - rather than the mosque itself 
initiating indoctrination, as is sometimes portrayed. 
 
Of significance also was the absent or negative mention of formal schooling as part of the former’s 
upbringing. One far right member told of the racism in his school, which he joined in, but that the 
teachers were equally racist: ‘so to us that wasn’t a bad thing; it was just run of the mill, this 
happens, and you get on with it’. Racism became normalised. At college or University level, the 
influence was even more direct: one Islamist participant mentioned how on campus, invited 
speakers would inform the young Muslims on the Bosnian conflict alongside showing powerful front 
line videos of the atrocities committed, creating powerful emotions. He asked, “how could we go 
back to our studies?” as he felt this was a turning point. 

3.3 Influence of parents/family/very important persons on 
deradicalisation 
 
While some Muslim participants described key figures in supporting and facilitating their journeys 
away from deradicalisation, they were not ‘triggers’. Rather, they were available to support the 
change that came from the individuals themselves. All specified that family members were not 
influential (or were powerless) in their decision making either prior, during and after the journey into 
and out of violence. Wives or partners might have been a source of support, but they did not 
actively try to direct, as one Islamist former recounted: 
 

she had her views but she said, ‘Look, if that’s what you want to do, that’s up to you. I’m not 
going to say, ‘Don’t do this; don’t do that’ because you’ll do it anyway no matter what, because 
you make your own decisions’.  

 
For the female Islamist, her husband was not influential in her joining particular groups, nor in her 
leaving them. The father of one ex ‘jihadist’ who had been to Syria stated that,  
 

I could only support him [yeah], I could love him, I would respect his views but the main thing 
that I could do is ask God, saying that, ‘Oh God, help him’ …., because it’s only God who can 
guide the people... 

 
One far right participant found that his divorce after his wife had left him because of his politics 
made him think and question his beliefs. But this was after the event, and she was not a supporting 
figure during his involvement in the far right movement. All the far right participants said they initially 
had to do it on their own, even if they then got support from neighbour’s or friends. For one ex-far 
right extremist, the birth of his son was a catalyst. It generated a flashback of his mother being 
beaten and raped by her partner. He started to feel scared of himself, for example when he 
punched his wife’s boss when holding his own daughter in his arms when she was 18 months old. 
Exposing his own children to violence and hatred was a sort of ‘epiphany’.  
 
One ex-Islamist found a different route: 
 

‘Okay, I can be active; I can do things in another way. And that allows me to be a good father to 
my kids as well. It allows me to do all these other things and have a life... 
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There was a difference in terms of whether there had been political discussion in the home; it is 
possible that although the family were not directly involved in the deradicalisation process, the 
history of such argument and debate would have made an imprint, and surfaced at later times of 
questioning. Participants did not necessarily have a coherent set of causes, and realised the 
inconsistencies. One far right former returned to his second family, and started attending their 
cultural healing and remembering their culture, so from that point of view, a family may have a latent 
effect. 

3.4 Other factors that may have impacted deradicalisation 
 
For all participants, the journey away from violence appears complex and individualised. Muslim 
participants describe a range of factors including disillusionment in simplistic ideologies or the 
behaviour’s and actions of figures around them who did not live up to the ideals. They also describe 
internal processes of aging and ‘growing up’, and noticing the complexities and realities around 
them that did not match the group ideas they had aligned with, breaking down the previous sense of 
‘us and them’. A far right fundamentalist racist Christian registered black people in the pews when 
he went to church; an Islamist worked with Jews who were good to him and trusted him, and he had 
difficulty reconciling this with his anti-Semitism. Extreme violence itself was often a trigger, for 
example the realities of terrorist attacks on civilian populations in which they did not wish to 
participate or support. A mixture of long term unease and moments of clarity were described, as 
part of a process of disengagement. All stated that external pressure or persuasion would not have 
changed them – the change came from within. Thinking about their faith was key for some: one 
recounted the brutality and racism of the police during a demonstration: 
 

I was struggling and he goes to me, the copper, ‘You f***ing part-time Muslim’, you know, he 
goes, ‘We’ll soon sort you out when we shove a pork sandwich down your throat’. 

 
Yet while this insult added to his aggression at the time, it was also eventually part of a transition to 
Islamic awareness, wondering why he had been called a ‘part-time Muslim’, and needing to move 
towards Islam. Far right participants also spoke of disillusionment: one got sick of being a martyr, 
and having no money; he felt that his organisation, while having very wealthy, key personnel, did 
not look after him. They were hypocrites. For another, there was also a sense of betrayal that the 
group involved was not as solid as he thought, and they were not willing to back up what their belief 
was. He felt more alone. 
 
As mentioned above, the power of reading permeated most accounts. This included researching the 
‘facts’ peddled by far right movements and realising their lies. 
 

If I hadn’t researched, I’d have been a hardened nationalist member, if I hadn’t the intelligence 
to think, this is wrong’. 

 
Another did have a role model of a skinhead for 18 months, but she was imprisoned for murder; he 
then ‘started reading the literature, looking up to martyrs like Robert Owen and others who were 
willing to die for a principle’. The idealism is still there, but the reading helped turn it to different 
directions. The notion of ‘former’ was also questioned – all remain politically conscious, but in 
different and more constructive ways, and are keen to retell their stories and learning. This feature 
is returned to in the analysis section below. 
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Case study: Sami 
Sami was involved in recruitment and fighting in a number of war zones and insurgencies under the banner of 
jihad. He has served time in prison abroad for alleged terrorist activities against the state, which he denied 
and for which he was released after 5 years. Born and brought up in a large, diverse city in the UK, Sami had 
a cohesive family life with several siblings. His father worked long hours out of the home, while his mother 
focused on her children’s upbringing. Family is very important to him, and while both parents have now 
passed away, his own wife, children, siblings and their children live near to one another – he is an active 
parent, husband and brother.  
 
Sami has a very clear and detailed narrative of his journey. Describing himself as innocent as a child, he 
recalls several ‘rude awakenings’ to the world and its violence: at the age of eleven, having never been in a 
fight or hit in the face, he was beaten unconscious by skinheads on the way to school. He describes high 
levels of violent racism experienced by his community, including regular verbal abuse to and from school, and 
racist gangs regularly attacking people and places within his locality. He recalls a sense of ‘them and us’, and 
an understanding that white people were hostile. His response to being personally attacked was initially shock 
and then strategy, deciding to learn self-defense and martial arts, which he loved and built his confidence. 
However, his parents became increasingly concerned as he began to get involved in fights and his focus on 
school decreased sharply. They banned him from attending formal classes at the dojo (karate) in an attempt 
to refocus him on education. However, he carried on training himself, and felt empowered doing so, continuing 
to defend himself and friends from attacks. Sami later rejoined formal training and became well-known and 
successful at competition level. Sami describes this early shock and transition as the beginning of his 
involvement in street gangs, founding one with friends as a way of organised response to racism, and 
guarding the locality.  
 
However, his own gang along with others quickly became notorious, involved with wider crime and violence, 
and the dynamics of gang wars within the city. His lifestyle included recreational drug use and other activities 
he describes as hedonistic. His formal education was by this point over, and his worried parents had no 
influence over his street lifestyle, although he remained within his family unit and tight knit community. He 
believes his parents had little idea about his lifestyle, other than they knew he was ‘getting into trouble’. More 
widely he was well respected and in some cases feared. He describes himself at this time as nominally 
Muslim, in that he identified with the faith and his community, but knew very little about Islam and did not 
practice its tenets. It is in this context that Sami identifies a second turning point in his life, in which he joined a 
protest regarding a Muslim issue, travelling with fellow Muslim gang members. He was arrested during the 
demonstration, and treated roughly by police officers. During the period of this arrest, a police officer referred 
to him as a ‘part-time Muslim’ and threatened to force him to eat pork. The racism was not a new experience, 
but the comment regarding his faith and relationship to it provoked a great deal of reflection and he decided to 
learn more about his religion. Not long afterwards, he volunteered to help with repairs at a mosque – a 
building accident occurred in which he narrowly escaped death – and this reaffirmed his sense of faith, 
sparking a spiritual search in which he encountered many differently orientated groups, looking for one in 
which he felt he fitted. He grew distant to his former gang and friends, and found a new expression of his 
lifestyle – groups who debated and promoted faith in the street. Sami began to educate himself, immersing in 
classical Islamic texts and learning rhetoric from television preachers. His engagement in street debates with 
people of different faiths grew stronger and more confident – despite feeling a ‘ruffian’ he realised he could 
talk to other young men on the streets, in pool halls, in cafes, and raise their religious consciousness.  
 
The sense of being the Other also remained with him, and conflicts abroad in which Muslims were being 
attacked in some ways echoed his life experiences. At this time, he happened to buy a video documenting the 
ethnic cleansing of Muslims in Bosnia and deeply moved by the horrific images shown on video, especially the 
violence against women and children, he decided to join an aid convoy. Sami defines a third turning point on 
passing a silent queue of women and children traumatised and destitute by the war, which left him in tears. 
‘That’s when I made that decision in my heart: that I haven’t got any food to give you; I’ve got no money, but I 
can fight and I’ll stay and I’ll fight. I’ll fight for you and I’ll help you.’ Despite his convoys’ attempt to discourage 
him, Sami decided to set out on his own, with little preparation or knowledge of the area. He soon chanced 
upon several large four wheel vehicles which he flagged down, and once more felt his destiny was fulfilled: 
they were mujahideen. Training, fighting and returning regularly to the UK to visit his family, raise funds and 
recruit, Sami entered a long and active period of participation in the theatre, attending more sophisticated 
training camps in areas including Afghanistan. His active jihad ended after a period in jail under alleged 
terrorism charges in the Middle East, but was eventually released. He returned to the UK and settled back 
down with his family.  
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Sami still views his actions as righteous and necessary, and praised his comrades as pious heroes. He is, 
however, scathing of current atrocities in Syria carried out in the name of jihad, especially the targeting of 
civilians. He believes violence is sometimes necessary but must be carried out within clear ethical boundaries. 
His family are proud of his history, and state that they understand his actions and motivation to ‘help people’. 
They also highlight his gentle nature and commitment to family, and especially his devotion to the children in 
his family. He sees no connection between family and his journey, highlighting his independent nature and 
determination. Similarly his family over the years have been both accepting and broadly unaware of the 
specifics of his activities, despite their closeness. He has withdrawn from active participation in his community, 
and now leads ‘a quiet life’. 

 
Analysis 

4.1 What do the findings tel l  us? 
 
Within this study, the family appears less important in radicalization than other triggers or influences. 
We have only one family that directly tried to radicalise their children; the others were not influential 
or indeed had opposite views to those espoused by their children.  
 

I would just do my own thing and that’s how I was in Islam, when I first became a Muslim. I 
didn’t tell my family at all; not until a couple of years later... They cut all ties with me… 

 
Parents were again rarely actively influential in deradicalisation, although for some participants, their 
upbringing remained a latent force in terms of a questioning approach to politics and social issues, 
and/or in experience of loving care. Narratives revealed acknowledgement of the childhood family 
as a resource in this way. The later families of the formers (spouses/partners) again had varied 
roles, whether in radicalisation, in continuing involvement or in deradicalisation. There could be 
active support for the racism or group membership, or simply an acknowledgement of 
powerlessness, accepting that their spouse would make their own decisions. 
 
On the other hand, partners would be sometimes persuasive in deradicalisation, by being uneasy 
about the violence or racism or the narratives of the movement. The experience of having children 
of one’s own, and not wanting them to experience the violence or racism that they had was also 
influential for formers. However, the notion that women, especially wives and mothers are ‘powerful 
preventers’ of violence and extremism (Hedayah 2013) is not fully upheld by this research. It is 
difficult to establish whether the choice of a partner was part of deradicalisation and of new 
perspectives, or whether the new partners then acted to influence world views, as in the example of 
the far right former who married a woman with mixed-heritage and is bringing his children up as 
Muslims. Again, there is no common linear path in and out, and individuals make unique choices 
about whether to be influenced by a family member. 
 
While a significant majority of respondents do not mention family as an important factor in their 
radicalisation or deradicalisation, we do see the occurrence of particular events in the family related 
to loss, illness, divorce etc. Witnessing or experiencing violence may be influential, with Bob being a 
case in point: Bob recounts that there had been some domestic violence between his father and 
mother, with Bob saying that although his father was quite abusive to his mother, particularly when 
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he had been drinking, his father was alright with him and his siblings. In the above case, Bob is 
likely to have been a witness to domestic violence as a child and this may have provoked deep 
anxiety and fear in him as he was growing up. However, to acknowledge and to explore this would 
take more than one interview. 
 
There is a possibility that the role of such family factors was slightly downplayed in some of the 
interviews. Drawing upon the Transtheoretical Model of psychosocial change, potential reasons why 
respondents are downplaying events that have occurred within the family may be that many 
respondents are at ‘pre-contemplation stage’ regarding their family dynamics, meaning that they are 
not consciously aware of some of these dynamics (Prochaska & Norcross, 2010). This may be 
because they have never considered the impacts of their family life upon their journeys into and out 
from extremism, particularly when research in this field tends to focus upon the social and political, 
with family often only tangentially mentioned when referring to generational and cultural differences 
within families. Participants may also downplay the role of their families because of the significant 
emotions family memories may trigger. Psychoanalytical frameworks of understanding might be 
used here to explore participants as ‘defended subjects’ (Hollway & Jefferson, 2009). Participants 
may subconsciously be protecting themselves from uncomfortable emotions like anger or fear by 
underplaying the role of family members in their journeys. Participants may also be fearful of 
deconstructing any stories that they have constructed for themselves regarding their journeys as 
this may be anxiety-provoking for them. If we as researchers were to probe further into family 
histories and dynamics, therefore, we would need to spend a lot of time building a strong 
relationships with our participants in order to be able to do this, something not possible within the 
time limit of this project. 

4.2 Relevant insights that have come up during the research 
 
a) Self-initiation. Many participants talked of directing their own journey into extremism: there were 
influences, and trigger points, but their narratives insist on a personal, and at that time, rational 
choice. Similarly, leaving extremism is portrayed as self-initiated:  
 

In 2009, I….came back to England. By that time, I feel a lot of my ideology had changed. I’ve 
not spoken to anybody. Just through self-discovery, it changed. 

 
b) Complexity shutdown. The idea that there is a lowering of integrative complexity in the process of 
radicalisation is upheld by this study. The extremist rejects any competing views:  
 

…when I was with the brothers and stuff, I was a bit hardcore and I wouldn’t listen to anybody... 
What I thought – what I studied and what I was being taught – I thought that was 100% 
correct. I didn’t want to listen to anybody else because I thought, ‘No, everybody else is wrong’. 
he does get angry... politically and Islamically he was very divisive at that stage. And very two 
tone; black and white, right and wrong, and Islam, tawhid and shirk. And there’s nothing in the 
grey. There’s no middle ground there. 

 
There is selectivity even in searching for ‘facts’: 
 

I decided to seek knowledge in order to soothe my conscience [about the bombing in Kenya] 
and the justification for it. My heart still wasn’t convinced and I still wasn’t certain with it. In 
the end, I managed to convince myself it was a good thing. They’re killing Muslims around the 
world as well by the central spy agency.  
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In contrast, the reality and complexity of a war zone was influential in broadening out: 
 

…so I stopped buying into the black and white narratives....it took me Bosnia to recognise this. 
It wouldn’t have happened otherwise. We were in group think. Read and thought the 
same..speak the same’. 
 

c) Romanticism, idealism and emotions. While the mission seemed sometimes romanticised or 
basically unachievable, emotions were deeply held: most participants we spoke to are deeply caring 
about people, and the causes they joined appear reflective of that – even though the expression of 
care for one group was usually at the expense of others in society. Where many had happy stable 
families which love and respect them and (in some cases) their choices, the ones that did not have 
such families are obviously pained by that, and perhaps that made them more vulnerable to 
violence, while the ones with loving families had still been through difficult periods of their lives or 
transitions. It is important not to see extremists as cold, hard or unfeeling.  Self-study is no 
guarantee of enlightenment: 
 

Everything that came to him from the scholars, from what he would hear …… unlike many of 
the other individuals who took it carte blanche, he went and studied it further himself. So when 
he became rooted in that particular belief he then felt strong enough and equipped enough - 
able enough... to start preaching that violent Jihadi or I’d rather say violent extremist or takfiri 
rhetoric. 

 
d) Gangs and gang violence. Once entering the more radical phases participants witnessed further 
violence and suffering confirming their ideas - this is certainly the case for those who were involved 
in street gangs and/or jihad and have seen death and brutality close up. The gang is important in 
terms of providing security against other gangs and in being a substitute family to give support when 
vulnerable. Leadership of a gang, squad or cell was also important for some, giving self-esteem and 
a feeling of power. Gangs, with their names, rituals and symbols also gave a strong identity to 
members. 
 
e) Interconnections: it was revealed how far right and Islamist extremist attacks are feeding off each 
other. Both sides have experience of being attacked by gangs, or feelings and actual experiences of 
persecution and racism. Muslim participants talked of being brutally attacked by skinhead gangs, 
before and during their radical phases, and the converse was also recounted. This then moves from 
local to national levels, with intersecting motivations for conflict and revenge because of publicized 
attacks. How escalation and amplification of conflict occurs is important to understand in attempting 
to break cycles of retribution and hatred. 
 
f ) Perspective taking: the process of coming out of extremism or violence includes a sudden insight 
into oneself as actor in relation to others: 
 

I met one Sheikh in Ireland and he said, ‘There’s certain things that you shouldn’t do in Islam, 
like cause harm to Muslims by doing certain things and certain actions’. I thought, ‘Hang on, 
this is what we do. It’s not right’. I had my last violent incident and I kind of felt guilt in a new 
way, it was a different experience at that point which I attribute to being connected to a 
realisation I had which was that I was hating a bunch of people who were like me. 
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g) Catharsis. Having come out of the extremist phases, perhaps the willingness to retell stories for 
some is cathartic, and allows a sense that people can learn from the journeys, and is perhaps a 
form of atonement. For some, this honest retelling is manifested in active participation in 
educational work in schools or youth contexts, to ensure that others do not go down these routes. It 
is important to emphasise that although there is self-identification as a ‘former’, these are unfinished 
journeys. It is by no means clear that their goals have changed, even though they may have left 
certain movements or renounced violence. All are still political. 
 
 
Case study: Gemma 
 
Gemma is 38 years old, married, with three daughters. She describes herself as of mixed Asian race. Gemma 
describes the ideology that she followed as, “something that was like political activism in Islam”. Her main 
reason for this is 
“it was to create something like a structure and then establish an Islamic state which would then eventually 
establish all the systems according to Islam and that could be the judicial, the financial, the social, the political, 
so this was one of the aims that I was planning to do”. Gemma began attending various study circles where 
issues of social injustice were discussed, and ways in which Islam could provide protection from harm and an 
equal distribution of wealth. Within the study circles that Gemma took part in, a Golden Era of Islam was 
discussed, when Jews, Muslims and Christians lived together, and when science was established as a 
significant discipline.  
 
For Gemma, having left school with few qualifications, the focus on acquiring knowledge was important, and 
gaining new knowledge was an important motivation for Gemma. Gemma was particularly attracted to a group 
within Islamist thought that stressed the need for acquiring knowledge, with there being many university 
students belonging to this group. After a while, however, Gemma left this group and joined another Islamist 
group, this new group being more concerned with direct activism, “I wanted a bit more political activism”. 
Gemma talks about having low self-esteem as a result of being brought up by a foster family where she 
experienced mental, sexual, physical and emotional abuse. This is partly why Gemma left school and did not 
retake her exams. Gemma did not know who her real parents were until the age of 10 because until that age 
she thought that her foster family was her biological family. Gemma describes her family life as, “Awful, I 
prefer the outside world .. I hated my inside world so I’d always want to be out…I had a very, very bad 
childhood experience”. At the age of 15 Gemma began to become interested in religion, although not Islam 
itself, “I think it was the concept of God, I wanted to be spiritual because it was like my coping mechanism”. 
Gemma went to live with her biological father at age 15 and got in touch with her biological mother at the age 
of 17. Gemma got married at the age of 16. At the age of 18 she went on holiday abroad (to her husband’s 
place of birth) and that is where she began to study Islam. After having her first child at 18, this is when 
Gemma began meeting with other women who were part of an Islamist study circle at college where she was 
retaking her GCSEs. What Gemma valued was the social status of a Muslim woman in Islam, the centrality of 
the wife in relation to the household. This gave Gemma an important insight into women’s empowerment, and 
ways of dealing with her in-laws. The case against Gemma’s childhood abuser was dropped by the Crown 
Prosecution Service and so Gemma reasoned that she could work towards creating an Islamic state and that 
through this she would be able to gain justice. Gemma was also aware of wider injustices taking place in 
Palestine and Gaza. Gemma’s husband also had a difficult childhood, coming from a broken home, with his 
parents having divorced and him having been brought up by his grandmother. Gemma’s husband was also 
actively involved in Islamist groups. Gemma’s husband did not influence her decision in joining the groups that 
she joined, and he did not influence her decision to leave those groups. Gemma argues that the reason why 
she left her last group was, they never emphasised on about creating, strengthening your relationship with 
God like improving your prayers or learning you know like just literally your relationship with the creator is 
always political, the Islamic faith, so we felt spiritually empty. At the same time, there were power struggles 
within the group that Gemma disliked. Gemma created her own, spiritually focussed, group for Muslim women, 
and this journey helped Gemma to become more warm and emotional. She feels that her childhood traumas 
had impacted on her substantially, and that she had used the Islamist groups that she had previously joined 
as a way of cutting off her ties with family and mainstream community, “we were actually cutting ties off with 
our families, we were actually our tie with the mainstream Muslim community because we were like creating 
problems everywhere”. On leaving the Islamist groups Gemma spent many years re-connecting with her 
biological father and mother. Gemma argues that it took her about ten years to develop the understanding she 
now has of Islam, based on actual evidence. 
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4.3 Recommendations from respondents on how to deal with 
radicalisation 
 
In this section we relate the various recommendations that formers have made regarding a strategy 
for the future. Some are already starting to happen, and in this sense the research becomes 
longitudinal in scope. Others are more aspirational. 
 

• It was recommended that there should be more work with young people to tell them what it 
is like to be in a movement: how you are manipulated, told lies, how you will be used and 
incited to violence; also what the effect will be on family, future and work. Participants were 
often bitter about ‘lost years’ they had given to movements, with little reward or negative 
impact. Rather than moralising to the young, they felt it was better to show them the harsh 
realities of what is essentially cult involvement. Videos, school packs and personal visits by 
formers could explain the journeys, and the consequences of imprisonment or being killed. 
 

• Participants recognised that joining a political party is too slow for many in terms of creating 
the change they want to see. A recommendation from this is that the idealism should be 
tapped into, but young people should be given skills to organize politically in a ‘good’ local 
cause – for example, saving your library or swimming pool. This matches the 
recommendations by Davies (2014), particularly around critical or constructive idealism. 
Interventions with young (or even older) people would be more than just mentoring and 
attempts at disengagement and be more about diversions of passion. The desire to preserve 
and protect community, which was part of the radicalisation, can be channeled into a 
positive community activity. 

 
• In terms of families, there were a range of views. Families were seen as influential when 

someone is thinking of leaving a group, but one far right former felt the families would need a 
good education themselves around what movements stand for, to have some answers to 
questions straight away, before an uncertain extremist reverts to his or her original views. 
Others felt there should be direct family intervention, in that some of the wives and girlfriends 
of extremists were just as extreme or racist if not more so; or that their children would learn 
from them. 

 
• Hence in terms of school-based work, if students were expressing extremist views, there 

should be intervention with their families, not to warn of expulsion, or highly negative 
implications, but to point out that such views were not acceptable in the school. The key was 
to say that the school wanted to work with the children, so that the family did not feel picked 
on for their views but could be part of a dialogue. It was important for schools not to involve 
authorities too soon, and not to criminalise behavior. Anti-racist work in general was also 
supported, as were relevant projects in citizenship education. Anti-extremist work should be 
knit into the curriculum. Participants regretted not having such issues introduced when they 
were at school. 

 
• There should be much more official support for extremists wanting to leave groups, and for 

their families where relevant (see also Guru 2012 on the neglected needs of families of 
suspected extremists). Participants felt let down by different authorities, such as the police. 
There could be a perception that they had brought difficulties on themselves and did not 
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deserve sympathy or protection. There were not so many official avenues for support as 
could be found in other parts of Europe. 

 
• The recommendation for families whose children, spouses or partners had been drawn into 

extremism against their wishes was to try to remain a source of help. They should give the 
message that they are always there when needed, and should not distance themselves, 
however unsavoury or inexplicable they saw the activities. 

 
• From far right participants, there was a clear recommendation that government and others 

needed to understand the power and reach of far right organisations. It was felt that with 
concentration on Islamic terrorism, the far right groups and what they were planning were 
receiving less attention. The former far right extremists had considerable experience of the 
sophisticated functioning of the various movements (command structures, military 
knowledge from ex-soldiers and from manuals, strategising, recruitment and grooming, 
training camps etc). Increasing and more horrific IS activities were giving them legitimacy 
and helping recruitment, particularly from those liking violence and liking the idea of revenge. 

 
• There was a recommendation about the use of the internet as a tool of radicalisation or 

deradicalisation: while this may or may not have been central to the formers in this study, 
they now acknowledge this as increasingly important in radicalisation. ‘Live’ chats with real 
extremists could be more powerful than just reading about them. It was felt there should be 
more control on content readily available, but more so, a need to support people to develop 
tools of resilience, so as not to be taken in or radicalize negatively in response to internet 
content. 

 

 
Discussion 

5.1 Strengths and pitfal ls of this research 
 

• One potential pitfall of the research is the assumption in the whole research rationale that 
families are relevant and important in radicalisation and deradicalisation. This meant a 
potential predisposition in questions asked: both interviewers and respondents were 
searching for elements, which may have both given extra salience to such features as well 
as ignoring or downplaying other influences. 
 

• Linked to this is the issue of interpreting the narratives and connections. Some participants 
had narratives, which had been told and rehearsed before, whether to others or just to 
themselves; others were searching for meanings as they spoke. In either case, there are 
limitations and selectivity in hindsight. Given the complexity of identities and different 
environments over years, it is very difficult to make causal connections. 

 
• For Islamist extremists, there was a difficult backdrop of the current war in Syria. This meant 

it was sometimes hard to get people to talk, or to identify family members who would be 
willing to be interviewed. 
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• The relatively small scale of the research makes it difficult to draw positive conclusions. 

5.2 Recommendations for further research 

• More in-depth case studies could be conducted to broaden the research and draw more 
concrete conclusions. 

• Focus groups between formers could generate more practice orientated analyses, and help 
draw out parallels between individual experiences. 

• Greater policy and practice orientated research could be undertaken, to include community 
input and interaction with formers, developing grassroots-led responses to radicalisation. 

• Evaluation and action research on the impact of the work of former extremists in schools or 
communities- online and offline- in mentoring and prevention. 

• Research on initiatives with individuals and in schools or prison settings to increase value 
complexity and restore or embed a broad worldview. 

5.3 Conclusions 
 
As pointed out in the Analysis section, a key conclusion is that it is not possible to derive strong 
conclusions about family influence from this sample of former extremists and their families. There 
are almost as many types of influence (or apparent lack of it) as there are participants: the pathway 
into and out of extremism remains sui generis and that the influences remain as unique as the 
individuals themselves. It is certainly not possible to derive firm policy implications with regard to 
interventions in families and family life. While the original thrust of the research revolved around 
childhood family, our sample reveals the importance also of later family – whether spouses, 
partners or the experience of having one’s own children. Hence radicalisation cannot be traced 
directly back to a single trigger event in childhood family. Normalisation of violence in the home may 
predispose an individual to use violence later but it does not determine an extremist route, as 
opposed to a gang or criminal venture, or simply to engage in more domestic violence. 
 
While it would be better if families were not violent, violence is not a single cause of extremism. 
Upbringing – how a child is ‘brought up’ - interacts in complex ways with other aspects of childhood 
– schooling, peers, community or religious learning. Later comes the influence of other significant 
adults. A key conclusion – and stress – is therefore that families cannot be held responsible. This 
research is not about apportioning blame, or even situating childhood family as absolutely central. 
Nonetheless, a mass of interesting and significant insights for work in other arenas have emerged, 
as detailed in section 4.2. Comparing the Islamist and far right formers reveals some similarities and 
differences. Both groups had a sense of mission together with an identifiable ‘enemy’ or ‘enemies’ 
which had to be (violently) opposed to achieve this mission. Both would have liked the 
establishment of some sort of purer state – whether a caliphate or a white enclave. For both, neither 
religion nor schooling acted to protect them against their embracing of extremist ideals. And for both, 
self-initiation and self-study was often claimed as a prime mover in and out of extremism. Contrasts 
appeared in the underpinning to extremism, which for Islamists was obviously religion and, for some, 
the influence of radical preachers. The shocking sudden events where Muslims were targeted (in 
Bosnia or Chechnya) did act as a catalyst for Islamist extremists compared to the more gradual 
perception of erosion of national values and lifestyles for the far right. Overall, for political extremism 
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(as opposed to cults) any family influences cannot be seen in isolation from the political and social 
context in which individuals come to situate themselves. 
 
The key lesson for policy is to learn from formers and use their expertise to inform practice and 
policy, including greater levels of engagement with formers, who may be viewed as ‘risky’ 
individuals to politicians and/or policy makers. That so-called formers may still be politically active 
should be seen as a strength, and not as a threat. Their involvement and continuing journeys 
provide valuable understandings of either psychological or ideological persuasions, but also of 
current networks and the strategies of existing movements. There is no evidence that formers are 
now using conventional party political processes to try to create social change: the implication is 
that new (non-violent) ways of working towards social or ideological goals need to be built upon. 
 
We are grateful to all our participants for the learning that has been possible from their frank and 
important narratives. Their recommendations for future work to challenge extremism have the 
greatest credibility in the mass of official proposals. It has been a privilege listening to their journeys. 
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