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Abstract

Policies on preventing radicalization and recruitment to violent Islamist organizations

have been widely criticized for reinforcing negative stereotypes of Muslims as a group.

Sweden has stood out by international comparison by announcing an approach built on

inclusion and participation, especially with regard to Muslim civil society. But what does

it mean to make a policy process inclusive and participatory? How can values of inclu-

sion and participation be combined with efficient implementation and realization of

policy goals, especially in a policy area where discourse and practice have tended to

reinforce patterns of exclusion and discrimination? This article develops a framework

that puts the roles of participants at the center: what expectations, boundaries and

capacities come with an invitation to participate? Based on interviews with actors

involved in the Swedish policy process, including Muslim civil society leaders, the

study suggests that participation, in this case, meant primarily being present, thereby

confirming commitment and stakeholder status and contributing legitimacy, and pro-

viding instrumental knowledge and communication networks. While Muslim represen-

tatives were often not expected to be more involved, some indicated that they them-

selves hesitated to go beyond these roles for several reasons. They expressed a
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concern that merely having opinions or critique could be interpreted as ‘radical’ and as

not accepting the idea that Muslims as a group should have special responsibilities for

preventing radicalism. One way of overcoming such obstacles is through subtle, indirect

exercises of influence that allow policy-makers and administrators to anticipate the

concerns and interests of affected groups without requiring their direct participation.

Keywords

Radicalization, inclusion, democracy, Islam, civil society

Introduction

The question of how state institutions should handle tensions between democratic

values and efficient management has become increasingly central to scholarly dis-

cussions on strategies of preventing radicalization (see Esposito and Iner, 2018;

Jacoby, 2016; Jenkins, 2016). A one-sided focus on efficient counter-radicalization

and counter-terrorism risks leading to states setting aside human rights and the

democratic values of inclusion and responsiveness to citizens’ views. In many

Western countries, governments have been criticized for doing precisely this

(Baker-Beall et al., 2014; Heath-Kelly et al., 2017). On the other hand, efficiently

preventing recruitment to violent extremist organizations is part of a democratic

state’s responsibility toward its citizens, a responsibility that requires methods that

often cannot themselves be subject to democratic deliberation (Jacoby, 2016;

Schwarzenbach, 2020). However, is there always a trade-off between efficiency

and democratic legitimacy? The apparent tension between these two values has

been the subject of debates in a growing literature in public administration

research (e.g. Ansell and Gash, 2018; Fung, 2015; Holdo, 2016a, 2016b;

Nabatchi, 2010a, 2010b; Nabatchi et al., 2017; €Oberg, 2016; Schafer, 2019;

Torfing, 2019). Increasingly, scholars are rediscovering ‘the public in public admin-

istration’ (Nabatchi, 2010a: 309), arguing that classic management objectives

could, and should, be combined with citizen participation through new modes of

interaction and collaboration. An important part of their argument is that partic-

ipation may generate legitimacy and cooperation that, in turn, help improve

administrative efficiency (Fung, 2009, 2015; Holdo, 2019; Torfing, 2019).
This paper aims to explore what inclusion and participation come to mean, and

what they could mean, in recent policies of counter-radicalization. The stakes are

high in the context of such policies precisely because they bring to the fore the

tension between two important values involved in all public administration: on

the one hand, efficiency, since preventing radicalization is necessary to avoid losses

of life and personal tragedy and, on the other hand, democratic inclusion and

participation, because counter-radicalization risks reproducing and reinforcing

patterns of social and political exclusion and discrimination, specifically the
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exclusion and discrimination of Muslim minority groups. While democratic theo-
rists and public administration scholars claim that inclusion and participation can,
in fact, contribute positively also to efficiency—by proving important knowledge
and legitimacy—this seems more difficult in policy-making where histories of
racism and exclusion may, on the hand, make people reluctant to participate,
and, on the other hand, make such participation undesirable in the eyes of both
state authorities and parts of public opinion. This paper brings these arguments to
bear on a critical context of public management by examining practices of collab-
oration in one case of counter-radicalization: Sweden. Building on previous
research on Sweden’s particular policy orientation with regard to multiculturalism
and state-civil society cooperation, this paper suggests that Sweden is a critical case
due to its comparably far-going rhetoric of inclusion and appreciation of the par-
ticipation of minority groups in civil society. Compared to other countries that
lack this rhetoric, Sweden appears as a most likely case for being inclusive and
participatory in work on counter-radicalization. In other words, if values of dem-
ocratic legitimacy and inclusion are anywhere brought to bear on the management
of terrorist threats and recruitment to radicalized groups, Sweden would be the
place to look. The purpose of this paper is to use this case to ask: what does it even
mean, and what could it mean to be inclusive and participatory in the context of
counter-radicalization?

The study develops an analytical framework for assessing the roles that civil
society may play in work of preventing radicalization. Civil society actors, this
framework suggests, may be included and participate as ‘objects’ that perform
their roles (e.g. generating legitimacy, showing interest and commitment) by
merely showing up, listening, and going home; they may participate as ‘instru-
ments’, by carrying out tasks such as informing the public and bringing local
knowledge to the awareness of state authorities; they may act as ‘actors’ whose
participation add value by representing interests of citizens, including an interest in
prevention; and finally, they may become ‘agents’, who voice their own views
about their roles, question pre-existing assumptions, and seek to influence, or
co-produce, processes of decision-making according to their views, interests, and
experiences. Applying this framework is applied to the context of Sweden’s policy
of counter-radicalization, this study examines what spaces exist for citizens to play
active roles in work to prevent radicalization? Interviews with administrators and
civil society actors show that citizens were involved as objects, instruments, and
sometimes actors, but not as agents. On the one hand, these results suggest that
counter-radicalization, like many other policy areas, can be more inclusive and
participatory than has been acknowledged in academic and political discussions.
On the other hand, the results suggest that policies of counter-radicalization face
particular obstacles to becoming inclusive and participatory, obstacles that are due
to features of ‘radicalization’ discourses and wider and more longstanding patterns
of social and political exclusion. For example, Muslim leaders might have taken
more active roles, thereby sharing more of their experiences and influencing policy-
making and concrete implementation, had not their actions been constrained by a
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reasonable fear that their engagement might actrually be seen as ‘radical’.

Moreover, Muslim leaders have also expressed the view that taking more a

active role might signal that they accept the false assumption that they have a

responsibility for people being recruited to violent Islamist groups. In the conclud-

ing discussion, I suggest that one way of overcoming these obstacles is by allowing

Muslim civil society subtle, indirect exercises of influence through which they can

help policy-makers and administrators to anticipate their concerns and interests

without directly participating.

Previous research

Counter-radicalization policies have come to take up more and more of the dis-

course previously referred to as ‘counter-terrorism’. While some researchers trace

the term back to the 1990s, policy-makers, ‘terror experts’, and other practitioners,

came to adopt this term increasingly after the UK’s adoption of ‘Prevent’ as one of

its counter-terrorism strategies (along with Pursue, Protect and Prepare). Shifting

to ‘radicalization’ meant focusing on an imagined process of gradual attitudinal

change rather than the actual act of committing a crime (Heath-Kelly et al., 2014).

The term ‘counter-radicalization’ is thus used to refer to measures taken to prevent

people from gradually becoming willing to commit, or support acts of terrorism.
As noted by several researchers, discussions, and policies of counter-

radicalization, like counter-terrorism, have involved assumptions (often with

shaky or non-existing empirical support) about how people come to decide to

join a violent violent group (Baker-Beall et al., 2014; Heath-Kelly et al., 2017).

More important for present purposes, they have also focused almost exclusively on

the question of what ‘works’ in the sense of what the most efficient way is to stop

the apparent wave of recruitment to terrorist groups. However, states’ efforts to

efficiently prevent radicalization and recruitment to such groups also raise ques-

tions concerning an apparent trade-off between efficiency and democratic legiti-

macy. Indeed, ‘the war on terror’ has been a divisive discourse that has led, directly

or indirectly, to the portrayal of Muslim citizens as a domestic threat to a liberal

democratic society (Baker-Beall et al., 2014; Heath-Kelly et al., 2017). Counter-

radicalization discussions thus risk generating the sense that the issue is how to

protect some groups of citizens (‘natives’) from the perceived risks coming from the

presence of a deprived Muslim minority. Research from Europe (e.g. O’Brien,

2016), in particular the UK (Klausen, 2009; Thomas, 2017), Germany and

France (Mucha, 2017; Schwarzenbach, 2020) and Denmark (Lindekilde, 2014),

indicates a widespread tendency that democratic states, in significant ways, have

set democratic values aside in order to make counter-terrorism and recruitment

prevention more efficient. For example, in the UK, as part of the Terrorism Act

2000, police officers were given the authority to stop and search people without the

requirement of reasonable suspicion. As Alpa Parmar comments, the threat of

terror thereby ‘provided an increased legitimacy to the justification for state
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intervention despite the fact that the police practices contravened democratic

values’ (2011: 378).
Counter-radicalization and counter-terrorism policies that fail to consider the

consequences for groups of citizens that become objects of fear and suspicion reflect

the view that democratic values cannot be allowed to stand in the way for efficient

management (see Jenkins, 2016; Tsoukala, 2006). Critical analyses of radicalization

policies have generally focused on this tendency to give priority to efficient manage-

ment at the expense of democratic legitimacy. They have also questioned the empir-

ical basis for framing recruitment to extremist groups in terms of a ‘radicalization

process’ (Baker-Beall et al., 2014). Several scholars have suggested, moreover, that

the one-sided focus on efficiency may be problematic not only from a democratic

perspective, but also strategically mistaken. The aim has been to ‘upset the easy

rhetoric of simplistic, reductionist and often counter-productive counter-terrorism

policies’ (Heath-Kelly et al., 2014: 2; see also Parmar, 2011: 377). The view that

existing, flawed counter-terrorism policies have often been counter-productive

implies, much in line with participatory arguments in public policy and administra-

tion, that a less excluding and discriminatory approach, which would give equal

recognition and respect to all citizens, would, apart from being ethically preferable,

also be more productive (see also Arshad-Ayaz and Naseem, 2017).
This study does not test whether inclusive and participatory approaches to

counter-radicalization actually are more efficient. Instead, it examines what citizens’

participation can come to mean in practice in the context of counter-radicalization.

The study focuses, moreover, on a case that may perhaps be best described as ‘medi-

ocre’ with regard to efficiency, that is, neither particularly successful nor particularly

unsuccessful, but that stands out, instead, with regard to its rhetoric of inclusion and

participation. This case allows us to examine in what ways can citizens actually par-

ticipate in counter-radicalization. Previous research on counter-radicalization in other

countries suggests that citizens may often be merely used instrumentally by the state,

on the assumption that they have a ‘moral duty to assist the government in providing

services to the public—including security from terrorist threats—in the most efficient

way’ (Ragazzi, 2014: 167; see also Lindekilde, 2014). In other words, citizens may be

expected to contribute to efficient policing by providing information and other forms

of cooperation, while having no influence on practices of counter-radicalization to

which they and other members of their communities are subject (see also Grossman,

2019; Thomas et al., 2017). However, the public administration literature suggests a

number of ways that citizens can be involved, some of which go far beyond this

instrumental perspective (Nabatchi et al., 2017; Torfing, 2019).

A framework for analyzing citizen participation in

counter-radicalization

This study uses a framework that builds in particular on the work of Fung (2003)

and Cornwall (2002, 2003, 2004). Both Fung and Cornwall offer conceptual tools
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for understanding citizen participation in general. Fung, focusing on the demo-
cratic roles of civil society actors, lists six ways that associations contribute to a
democratic society. Four of these are of particular relevance to counter-
radicalization policies: (1) teaching democratic values and practices, (2) contribut-
ing to public deliberation (3) representing citizens’ interests, and (4) expanding
ways for citizens to participate in decision-making.1 For analyzing participation
in counter-radicalization, Fung’s framework has some significant limitations, how-
ever, because it takes the perspective of the government as opposed to the perspec-
tive of participants. In other words, it treats associations as instrumental for a
democratic government as opposed to seeing social activism as a service to a
group, community or civil society as a whole. By contrast, Cornwall (2003,
2004) suggests a typology that focuses on the roles that spaces of participation
allow citizens to take.2

People, Cornwall suggests, may play the roles of mere ‘objects’, in cases where
government representatives value their presence but not their active participation.
In counter-radicalization work, leaders of Muslim associations, in particular, may
often be invited to events where strategies and principles are announced. If they are
only there to provide passive support and show commitment, their participation
may be little more than an appearance without actual participation: they are invit-
ed to show their support for a common effort and get some minimal recognition of
their status as community leaders in return. A slightly more active role is that of
the ‘instrument’, which can perform a pre-defined function, such as providing
information about tendencies and sentiments among community members and
helping to spread government messages. For leaders of associations, this type of
exchange may be appealing, even if it seems insignificant, because it means a form
of mutual recognition. Neither ‘objects’ nor ‘instruments’ are given opportunities
to influence decision-making, however, since their contact with authorities is lim-
ited to specific government needs.

In contrast to ‘objects’ and ‘instruments’, citizens take the role of ‘actors’ when
they are allowed to contribute to a process of management and decision-making by
representing their groups’ interests. Actors may demand to get something in return
for their participation. Muslim associations may, for example, get additional fund-
ing and resources in return for their contribution to counter-radicalization pro-
grams. Or they may subtly influence policy-making by making their views known.
Beyond these indirect ways of affecting public administrators and decision-makers,
citizens may also be ‘agents’ in the sense of using spaces of participation for their
own purposes. For example, by participating in counter-radicalization efforts,
Muslim associations may, in theory, build relations and create leverage that ca
be used to gain wider recognition and expanded possibilities for active citizenship.
As Cornwall stresses, this classification of modes of participating helps to ask
specific questions that are critical to understanding whether citizens are empow-
ered or disempowered by participation, whether they are included or dominated
within a certain space of interaction. And they may help to examine questions of
citizens’ actions, such as: which forms of cooperation help ‘turn spaces for
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consultation into opportunities for deliberation, inclusion and accountability?’
(Cornwall, 2002: 24).

This study’s framework, summarized in Figure 1, combines Cornwall’s classifi-
cation of types of participatory roles with specific participatory ‘functions’ outlined
by Fung (2003) as well as other functions (‘being present’, ‘informing’) that are
more specific to the context of counter-radicalization (see Lindekilde, 2014;
Ragazzi, 2014; Thomas et al., 2017). As this image suggests, spaces are not neces-
sarily static with regard to the roles given to citizens. Instead, they may move
between different modes of participation. Moreover, these four modes can be
seen as degrees of participation in the sense that moving from objects to instru-
ments to actors to agents gradually increases the scope and intensity of participa-
tion. Agency, the most expansive form of participation, includes the possibility of
acting upon, that is, in ways that affect, the assumptions and boundaries involved in
participation (see also Hayward, 2000). In other words, it means being able to
affect the role one is assigned to play, which should be seen as a more participative
and inclusive than other modes and, from a democratic perspective, a more desir-
able mode (although practical, social, political and other, considerations may
mean that it is not always the most appropriate form.

• Contribu�ng to public 
delibera�on 

• Represen�ng ci�zens’ 
interests.

•Expanding ways for 
ci�zens to par�cipate 
in delibera�on and 
decision-making

•Teaching democra�c 
values and prac�ces

•Informing

•Being present
•Agreeing to be listed 

as a partner without 
ac�vely par�cipa�ng.

Objects Instruments

ActorsAgents

Figure 1. Four ways of participating in counter-radicalization work: as objects, instruments,
actors or agents.
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Case selection and methods

As in other Western countries, the debates about Sweden’s way of approaching radi-
calization focused, during and after the observable wave of recruitment of Swedish
citizens in 2012–2014, on its efficiency. Some actors involved in these debates claimed
that Sweden lagged years behind the neighboring country Denmark, for example.3

However, assessments of efficiency are difficult to support empirically (partly because,
in terms of comparative analysis, the number of independent variables far exceeds the
number of cases). Compared to Denmark, however, it can at least be said that Sweden
has had a similar trend. Both countries were taken by surprise as large groups of youths
joined the Islamic State (IS) between 2012 and 2014. According to official reports, the
numbers of people recruited to the IS have remained stable from 2016: Sweden has had
among 30,9 people permillion inhabitants joining the IS, andDenmark 22,3, according
to a report from terrorist experts that ranks Sweden as the 19th and Denmark 22nd

among the countries with most recruits (Benmelech and Klor, 2018).4 This suggests, at
least, that it is hard to support the claim that Sweden performs far worse than a com-
parable, neighboring country, but it also does not perform better.

Where these countries differ, however, is in the values emphasized in policy-making.
Traditionally, Sweden and Denmark have developed different approaches to integra-
tion, which is also reflected in the rhetoric on counter-radicalization. Denmark, repre-
senting an ‘assimilationist’ policy, is often regarded as ‘tougher’ than Sweden on
radicalization (see Lindekilde, 2014 for an assessment of Denmark). Sweden, by con-
trast, represents a multiculturalist approach in which ethnic minorities are encouraged
and financially supported by the state to develop their distinct cultures within Swedish
society and thereby help integrate minorities into Swedish civil society (Larsson and
Lindekilde, 2009). Sweden’s counter-radicalization policy is similar to Denmark’s but
differs in its emphasis on the participation of civil society groups. In different local
contexts, specific Islamic organizations have become significant partners in strategic
and practical work with Muslim youths (Holdo, 2020a) Denmark, where religious
associations are often less independent of the state, has not to the same degrees used
Muslim civil society groups as partners (for more on the Danish case, see Lindekilde,
2014; Nielsen and Kühle, 2011).

While Muslim associations have played crucial parts in many countries’
counter-radicalization efforts, Sweden stands out because of how it articulated
this collaborative approach from the start as the government created a new posi-
tion, and agency, with the task of leading the work of preventing radicalization.
The National Coordinator to safeguard democracy against violent extremism (or
‘National Coordinator’ for short), was to:

engage and involve concerned actors on local levels, such as social services, schools,

police, leisure activity providers, and associations within civil society, including reli-

gious communities, and facilitate the development of local forms of collaboration

between actors with the purpose of supporting democracy against violent extremism.

(Swedish Government, 2014: 5)

484 Ethnicities 21(3)



The strategy involved inviting civil society groups to events where Islamist, as
well as Right-wing and Left-wing, violent extremism would be discussed and sup-
porting municipalities in the work of developing strategic plans. An important part
of the focus in this work was, as the final report of the agency states, to involve
many different sectors in society. ‘It means that a variety of agencies, organiza-
tions, religious associations, and all municipalities are needed in this work and that
all the different actors contribute with their distinct competence and within the
framework of their specific tasks’ (Swedish Government, 2017: 110). It is this
emphasis on collaboration and participation that makes Sweden a critical
case to examine what citizens’ involvement in counter-radicalization can mean
in practice.5

Fourteen interviews were conducted for this study.6 They include interviews
with the previous Secretary (2014–2016) and temporary head (2016) of the national
coordination agency against violent extremism, as well as local coordinators of
preventive efforts and police in Malm€o and Stockholm. They also include eight
interviews with local Muslim associations in Malm€o and Stockholm, and other
associations involved in this work in these cities, as well as Gothenburg and
Borl€ange.7 By interviewing both representatives of government agencies and
municipalities and people representing Muslim civil society, this study provides
perspectives from ‘both sides’ on the roles given and performed by civil society in
the Swedish work on counter-radicalization.

Complementing these interviews, I also participated in two public meetings
initiated by the National Coordinator and in two local meetings initiated by
Muslim associations on the theme of democracy and violent extremism. In addi-
tion, the larger project of which this study is part involved the examination of
newspaper articles published on radicalization as well as work to prevent it from
2012 to 2018. Finally, the study also uses official documents, such as the
directive to create the position of a National Coordinator and the final report
from that agency.

The interviews provide accounts that necessarily subjective, but they give a quite
coherent image of the modes of participation available to citizens. They show that
a few associations were able to participate more actively and that the projects of
counter-radicalization generated competition among local organizations that
hoped to benefit and contribute to this work. Together they paint the image of a
state policy of counter-radicalization that welcomes participation but firmly main-
tains the authority of state representatives to control processes of decision-making
and interpretation of the problems that ‘radicalization’ refers to.

Analysis

The analysis is structured in four parts. It examines the different roles that asso-
ciations’ representatives can, in theory, play in the government’s work on radical-
ization (objects, instruments, actors, and agents). As this analysis shows, it is
important to acknowledge that Muslim associations do not see themselves
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merely as potential targets of preventive work. Nor do they see themselves only as
potential targets of stereotyping and Islamophobic views connected to discourses
of radical Islam. Rather, the actors interviewed see themselves as stakeholders in a
broader sense: they are directly affected both by the recruitment efforts of extrem-
ist groups that target members of their community and by consequences of how the
government chooses to manage the problems that they approach as part of radi-
calization, such as, potentially, increased Islamophobia. This broad sense of being
stakeholders is reflected in how associations see themselves participating in collab-
orative efforts. To participate is partly a way to contribute to solving a problem
that affects Muslim communities and partly a way to represent Muslims as a group
that is part of Swedish society and not a threat to that society. As one interviewee
put it: ‘We, as Muslims in Sweden, suffer more from radicalization that you
Swedes, so to speak, or other non-Muslims. Let us be honest. It hurts when
I am walking on the street and people generalize and say that “he is Muslim, he
is probably radical”. [. . .] This happens because there is misinterpretation, too little
knowledge, too much ignorance.’8

The interviews also demonstrate that the actors involved see the work against
violent extremism as a top-down effort, where the state and the municipalities need
to define the objectives and local associations can contribute. However, there are
also context-dependent reasons for why Muslim associations hesitate to take a
more active role in this work as agents that can shape forms of collaboration to
suit their own interests, such as a sense that, as Muslims, they need to be extra
cautious to not be seen as subversive or critical due to the risk of being associated
with ‘radicalism’.

Citizens as objects of participation

To be an ‘object’ of participation means to invited to take part and that once
presence is appreciated. However, active participation in the sense of sharing views
and experiences is neither expected nor encouraged. While this mode of participa-
tion does not involve being able to influence decisions or discussions, it can still be
a meaningful act for civil society actors. To be present rather than absent can at
least give a sense of gaining a minimum of recognition. Being there, and having
been asked to be there, shows that one is not invisible and not unimportant.
Representatives of Muslim associations and municipalities from all over the coun-
try took part in the meetings of the National Coordinator. However, often a few
invited experts did most of the talking. Other participants were asked to disuss the
topics raised by the experts with persons sitting next to them. The idea was that
these representatives would gain knowledge and insights that they could bring
back to their local context. Participating at these meetings thus meant being
involved in important strategic government work, even if one did not actively
participate in the formulation of that strategy.

The general perception is that these meetings were appreciated by participants
both as a forum to mutually recognize each other as partners in work on
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radicalization and as a way of networking. Thus, the purpose in some ways went
beyond treating participants as ‘objects’, since they also exchanged knowledge,
problems, doubts, and experiences. However, these meetings are nevertheless the
form of participation that best approximates the ‘object’ mode of participation.
None of the interviewees for this study explicitly embraced this limited mode of
participation. Instead, confirming that these big meetings to which a large number
of associations and institutions are invited have a tendency to result in a passive
mode of participation. One of the interviewed association leaders expressed a sense
of not being interested in this form of collaboration: ‘We fight against everything
that threatens to destroy this society. So it is good that they work on this. We do
not work with the Coordinator, but we think it is good that [others] do.’9 Another
association suggested that it would have liked to be included in more meetings, but
that the actors already involved did not recognize it as important enough to
include it in the networks.10

Instruments of participation

To be ‘instruments’ of participation is to play a more active role than objects.
‘Instruments’ serve a function; they help get a task done. In this context, being an
instrument means helping the government achieve its objectives. The National
Coordinator’s work was primarily to support local efforts to prevent radicalization
by creating networks and bringing people together nationally and supporting
municipalities’ work to develop their own strategic plans. In the media, the govern-
ment’s success or failure was repeatedly measured in terms of how many munic-
ipalities were still lacking a local strategic plan. The National Coordinator, too,
criticized the municipalities that, in the coordinator’s view, seemed to lack ambi-
tion in this regard.11 Thus, an important instrumental role for civil society, as well
as other actors participating, was to contribute to the creation of a local strategic
plan and to serve as local partners to the municipality in work to strengthen
democracy and preventing radicalization. Islamic associations were also instru-
mentally valuable for their capacity to spread information and awareness of the
problem of radicalization. Associations that, for example, initiated their own
meetings and lectures for their members on this topic, were praised. Conversely,
associations that did not accept the view of the government, or did not show as
much will to cooperate on the terms set by the government, were criticized by the
National Coordinator.

One important way that Muslim associations contribute to work against
extremism is by organizing meetings for their members where they spread infor-
mation about the problem and the work of the government. These meetings, says a
representative of one Muslim organization, serve to inform people of how they can
handle a situation where a family member or friend is showing signs of radicali-
zation. Another Muslim leader says that they have special ‘cultural evenings’ where
they combine, for example, music and discussions about problems of extremism.
Especially during the time immediately after the first reports of youths from
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Sweden traveling to Syria and Iraq, Muslim civil society leaders felt that their
communities’ concerns over radicalization were being ignored by decision-
makers. Ibrahim Bouraleh, the president of a prominent, Stockholm-based asso-
ciation, points out during the interview that he was among the first to publicly
address the problem of radicalization and call for more organized efforts to stop
the recruitment of youths.12 Muslim leaders acknowledge in different ways that
one way that they become instrumentally important in work against radicalization
is by increasing the awareness of the issue. A local police officer based in a
Stockholm suburb adds to these aspects that Muslim associations often perform
crucial social work that they rarely get credit for. When families are concerned
about their youths, they may feel more confident in Muslim leaders than for state
institutions such as social services or police.13 Similarly, a Malm€o-based associa-
tion stresses that ‘social work is key to stop radicalization. Some people
have problems at home, but they do not want to tell anyone. They are ashamed,
they are scared.’

Another instrumental function that several associations emphasize is to educate
their members about democracy and ways to participate in a democratic society.
Part of the reason this becomes an important function is that many members of
Muslim associations are immigrants from non-democratic countries. Several asso-
ciations say that they talk about democratic values. They also encourage members
to participate in elections. A representative of one association says: ‘We want to
teach our members, and those who are not members, that Islam is peace. [. . .] and
that we can become more included and integrated in the society.’14

There are some associations that are not as included as instruments of partic-
ipation, however. Some of these feel that their capacity to contribute is not
acknowledged. One association asked if it could join an existing local project
against radicalization but did not receive an answer. Other associations felt that
the idea of participating without being able to affect the terms was too limiting.
The interviewee compares to associations in the UK that, according to him, ‘have
the courage to stand up for their members, be part of the societal debates, criticize
when needed. But we are very anxious and scared [of doing this]’.15

Actors in participation

To be an ‘actor’ in participation is to be recognized as being able to add value to
discussions, planning, and processes of decision-making beyond being present (as
objects) or helping the government achieve its predefined tasks (as instruments).
An ‘actor’ brings their own experiences and views to bear on the issues being
managed. Moreover, actors are watchful of how views may differ and how the
interests of their communities may differ from the interests of the government or
other actors involved. Thus, being actors in participation may often mean advo-
cating for the views, experiences and interests of their communities. In the context
of work against violent extremism, civil society actors have often played an active
role in local agenda-setting. In Malm€o, for example, the leader of the Islamic
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Academy (Islamakademin), Salahuddin Barakat, has been an important actor in
several projects of collaboration with the municipality as well as other religious
associations. The coordinator of safety and security says in an interview that the
work against extremism has been shaped by the particular individuals that take
leadership on the issue, including Barakat, who ‘has become a crucial partner that
does a lot of important work’.16 This work is both directed toward members,
whom Barakat’s organization involves in discussions about various societal prob-
lems and questions about how to live true to one’s beliefs in Swedish society, as
well as directed toward the broader society that often lacks the knowledge needed
to understand the perspectives of Muslim communities.

A similar role is taken by Ibrahim Bouraleh’s organization in Stockholm. As a
Muslim leader, Bouraleh frequently participates in public meetings and in the
media, and he also engages members of his organization in discussions about
societal issues. A local police officer says that his own understanding of the debates
about radicalization was shaped by exchanges with leaders like Bouraleh, who
made him understand that:

one can look at [the issue of how Muslim leaders handle radicalization] in different

ways. One can either think that it is important that they distance themselves [from

violent extremism], but on the other hand, a person who is not a terrorist, or an al-

Qaeda sympathizer, why should that person have to distance themselves, should one

distance oneself because one is Muslim? But nevertheless, many Muslims feel this

pressure to distance themselves.17

Likewise, through interactions with families of youths recruited to extremist
groups, he hopes that the police can adjust their understanding based on the
new knowledge and information.

The interviews indicate, however, that the Muslim associations included in this
study do not generally feel that they can contribute in these more active ways to
work against extremism and radicalization. On the one hand, there are existing
networks of cooperation that can be difficult to be included in. On the other hand,
projects of counter-radicalization themselves create a sense of competition between
Muslim leaders and associations, since municipalities and government agencies
provide limited space, and may have limited patience and interest, for Muslim
associations to participate. That some were repeatedly not invited or not listened
to, while others were, seems to have been a cause of resentment among those not
included, or those included only to a limited extent. One interviewee criticized a
local project of collaboration between youth associations and Muslim associations
and Malm€o Municipality. According to the interviewee, the project was widely
discredited. ‘Those who were included in this project lack knowledge and experi-
ence and this is a sensitive issue since it’s about preventing extremism. They did not
listen to us.’ At one meeting, the interviewee said they had been told that there
were ‘no extremists in Malm€o’, but only a few weeks later, a young man from
Malm€o was arrested in Brussels. ‘If they had listened to us, this would not have
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happened. Because we have knowledge and experience and have worked locally,
we know these youths.’18

Agents of participation

In contrast to ‘actors’, ‘agents’ of participation act to influence not only the out-
comes of collaboration but also its form, its terms, and its objectives. For the
associations involved in counter-radicalization work, expressing agency in this
sense would mean to have a say about the understanding of ‘radicalization’, the
goals set for collective efforts, and how the collaboration needs to succeed in order
for it to serve the interests of all actors involved. Government policies aimed at
preventing the growth of extremism are typically based on a top-down model of
decision-making and implementation. The Swedish government does, however,
claim that the best way to deal with problems of radicalization is to work with
civil society and bring together all experts and practitioners affected and form
networks of knowledge and information exchange.

None of the Muslim leaders interviewed for this study indicated that they felt
that they had played a part in shaping the policy process as such. One reason for
this may be that preventing extremism is perceived as naturally a top-down process
that needs to be shaped by the government to serve the national interests.
The integrity of this work may, in other words, require full government control.
As several associations interviewed in this study suggested, they also do not want
to be seen as confrontational by challenging the approach chosen by the state.
Acting as agents that aim to affect the boundaries of their participation may, in
this context, come with the risk of being seen as ‘radical’ or as trouble-makers.19

One interviewer suggested that it is a general phenomenon that Muslims keep
quiet. Apart from a couple of outspoken and well-connected individuals,
Muslim leaders are generally quiet in public debates. ‘Unfortunately, many keep
quiet out of fear’, he said. There is a tendency that people feel that they need to
constrain themselves to not be perceived as ‘radical Muslims’.

Another important reason is perhaps that Muslim associations may be reluctant
to take the roles as agents in the policy process because they do not want to signal
accepting the notion that they, based on religious identity, have a special respon-
sibility for preventing radicalization. Several representatives of Muslim associa-
tions criticized the view expressed by the National Coordinator, Mona Sahlin, who
argued that Muslim organizations should have been more outspoken in distancing
themselves from violent extremism. Noting that Muslim associations were already
doing important work for integration and democracy, they argued that being
Muslim did not oblige them to distance themselves any more than any other
association or citizen.20 Likewise, they could similarly argue that they are no
more obliged to contribute to work against radicalization than any other part of
civil society.

These aspects make it complicated to imagine Muslim associations playing the
role of agents that not only participate but also shape policy processes, even if this
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could facilitate a more inclusive approach that considers diverse interests.

However, the Swedish approach suggests a more subtle, indirect way that citizens

can be involved without actively taking part. By anticipating concerns and interests

of affected groups earlier in the policy process, when the work is planned and

organized, they can be influential without directly participating. The Swedish

approach seems in many ways, in fact, already adjusted to the interests of civil

society groups, even if they rarely exert influence over the procedures. The govern-

ment’s interest in adjusting to the interests of Muslim (and other) associations may

help in motivating them to participate in other roles—as objects that confirm their

commitment and status as stakeholders and help give a sense of democratic legit-

imacy to the process, as instruments that provide crucial knowledge and commu-

nication networks, and, possibly, as actors that alert decision-makers about

concerns that they may have overlooked. The Secretary of the National

Coordinator suggested that what makes the Swedish approach different from

countries such as Denmark and the UK is this focus on inclusion and participa-

tion. Another difference is the sensitivity to issues concerning Islamophobia, which

is much more underlined in the Swedish approach. For example, in contrast to the

work conducted by other countries, the Swedish government opted for an

approach that targets three types of violent extremism at once and within the

same program and agency (apart from Islamist extremism, also violent right-

wing and left-wing extremism). Part of the rationale was to avoid the impression

that the government only acknowledges extremism in which Muslim citizens are

involved. This consideration for the interests of Muslim associations does not

mean that they have a say about the forms of collaboration, however, although

it does suggest that the forms have been adjusted to motivate them to participate.

Concluding discussion

Arguments for making public administration and policy-making more inclusive

and participatory have not generally been applied to contexts that bring the ten-

sions between efficiency and democracy most to the fore. Counter-radicalization is,

more than most policy-issues, such a context. This study of Sweden’s approach

suggests, on the one hand, that far more significant roles can be played, and have

been played, played by Muslim civil society actors in preventive work than has

generally been acknowledged in the literature. On the other hand, there are

obstacles particular to this context of policymaking. Muslim representatives

were often not expected to be involved beyond the roles of ‘objects’ and ‘instru-

ments’. Moreover, some of the Muslim leaders interviewed indicated that they

themselves hesitated to go beyond these roles for various reasons. They expressed

a concern that merely having opinions or critique could be interpreted as ‘radical’.

There is also a perceived risk that more active participation could be interpreted as

accepting the idea that Muslims as a group should have special responsibilities for

preventing radicalism.
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From a democratic perspective, there is often much to gain from giving more
significant roles in policymaking and implementation to those most affected by
their consequences. It is important to acknowledge that Muslim communities are
doubly affected by policies of counter-radicalization. First, while empirical research
suggests that there is no connection between levels of religious devotion and the
likelihood of participation in terrorist acts (conversation seems in this context to be
an effect of recruitment, rather than the opposite, see Roy, 2017), the fear of youths
being recruited is often more widespread in Muslim communities, as Muslim youths
are more exposed to recruitment attempts. Second, discourses of radicalization have
often played a part in reproducing and reinforcing prejudices toward Muslims, and
people with immigrant backgrounds in Muslim-majority countries. For these reasons,
inclusion and participation can serve important democratic purposes beyond being
present and providing knowledge. It can be regarded as a democratic right to also be
able to defend one’s interests in areas where one is significantly affected. Overcoming
obstacles to inclusion and participation is thus an important challenge. Confronting it
may require that people are given the opportunity to act upon (in ways that affect)
assumptions and boundaries in policy processes (see Holdo, 2020b).

However, representatives of minority groups should also not be treated as if they
had a special responsibility to contribute to preventive work. For this reason, it is
equally important to examine how policy processes can become more sensitive to
diverse interests without those interests being directly represented by stake-holders.
This may require, for example, that civil society groups are able to subtle and indi-
rectly influence policy processes in ways that allow decision-makers to anticipate
their concerns and interests. Such ‘action at a distance’ is often associated with more
influential groups (see Hayward, 2000), but can be extended to adjust to the needs
of groups that would otherwise be marginalized in decisions that affect them.
This article has sought to contribute to thinking about not only what inclusion
and participation come to mean in a policy process but also what it could mean.
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Notes

1. I have changed the order and wording to fit the purpose of this article. In Fung’s own
terms, associations may ‘enhance democracy in at least six ways: through the intrinsic

value of associative life, fostering civic virtues and teaching political skills, offering

resistance to power and checking government, improving the quality and equality of
representation, facilitating public deliberation, and creating opportunities for citizens

and groups to participate directly in governance’ (Fung, 2003: 515). The four functions I
focus on here correspond to the five last of these, and I choose to collapse ‘offering

resistance to power and checking government’ and ‘creating opportunities for citizens
and groups to participate directly in governance’, because in this context it appears that

resistance would mean a rejection of pre-defined terms of collaboration in favor of
expanded participation and influence.

2. This typology takes into consideration how people classify others based on identity-
makers and how such classification assigns roles to people. Similarly, Althusser used the

term ‘interpellation’ to describe the ways that people are ‘recruited’ into certain roles
(2001: 118). These roles come with boundaries of action. Actions available to some

people are unavailable to others, and what is ‘not my place to say’ for some is someone
else’s right to speak (see also Hay, 1995: 203 and Holdo and €Ohrn Sagrelius, 2019).

3. These are primarily political debates, frequently initiated by ‘terror experts’, and rarely

based on actual research that could support either side. See, for example, Mederyd

Hårdh and Svensson, 12 August 2015.
4. About 135 recruits of the Islamic State have come from Denmark and 300 from Sweden.

In both countries, the numbers are higher than in the United Kingdom and Germany,

but lower than in Belgium.
5. However, a study by Thomas et al. (2017) found that Prevent practitioners in the

UK believed that people ‘within familiar, trusted and localised networks’ were seen

as crucial assets in their work by performing the roles of ‘known faces in known
places’ (2017: 58).

6. These interviews lasted between one and two and half hours and focused on the inter-

viewees’ perspectives on challenges of collaboration and the different roles and forms of

participation outlined in the previous section. These interviews were conducted in two
rounds. The first of these consisted in open, relatively unstructured interviews to encour-

age interviewees to share their experiences freely. The second round of interviews were
more strictly structured to test the generality of findings from the first round.

They included more specific questions to see which forms of participation the interview-
er had experienced. More specifically, the interview included several questions for

each of the forms of participation outlined by Fung (2003), as discussed above.

By asking several questions about the types of participation, we get a coherent image
also of the roles (object, instrument, actor, agent), without explicitly addressing them as

such. This approach has the advantage that it does not lead the interviewees to exag-
gerate the extent of their active participation to fulfill the criteria of a more positively

value-laden mode of participation (e.g. actor or agent instead of ‘merely’ object
or instrument).
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7. Eight representatives of Muslim associations were interviewed. For the sake of ano-

nymity, I only name those representatives and associations that clearly are public figures

and publicly outspoken about their roles in work against radicalization, such as the

Islamic Academy (Islamakademin) in Malm€o and The Islamic Association in J€arva

(Islamska f€orbundet i J€arva), both of which have regularly appeared in the media and

were brought up by several interviewees as important actors in Sweden’s preventive

work. Only the second of these was interviewed in this study, as the first did not respond

to a request for interview. The eight associations are based Malm€o (4), Stockholm (2),

Gothenburg (1), and Borl€ange (1). One of these associations was not religious in name

but defines as part of its focus to practice the Islamic faith.
8. Interview with representative of Malm€o association, 3 May 2016.
9. Interview with association leader, 7 January 2016.
10. Interview with association leader, 6 April 2016.
11. The National Coordinator stated in a debate article that only seven percent of the

municipalities had a plan for how to deal with extremism (Sahlin, 20 April 2016).

This criticism was repeated by several media outlets at different times, sometimes focus-

ing on particular municipalities or regions (see, for example, Stj€arnered, 19 July 2016).

In particular, Malm€o Municipality was repeatedly claimed to not recognize the problem

at all since they ‘lacked a plan’. A ‘terror expert’ claimed that Malm€o ‘denies the

problem’ with radicalization. Malm€o did not have a ‘local coordinator’ specifically

for problems of radicalization. However, as the Coordinator of safety and security

told me in an interview, Malm€o Municipality had been working with similar problems

years before there was a National Coordinator ordering all municipalities to write ‘a

strategic plan’. The coordinator felt that the absence of this particular document was

unfairly treated as an indicator of lack of ambition by actors that were more politically

motivated than acting on their actual expertise.
12. Interview, Ibrahim Bouraleh, president of the Islamic Association in J€arva, 22

September 2015.
13. The police officers emphasize that this makes it crucial for the police to work together

with local Muslim associations. Some of these associations also have significant capacity

to mobilize members when their help is needed to deal with difficult situations in mar-

ginalized residential areas, for example when there is tension between the police and

local youths. ‘I can come to the Friday prayer and say[. . .] that tonight, there will be

disturbances, so we need to get many parents out [. . .] and people come, basically the

whole mosque comes out after the Friday prayer and they help out and calm down these

aggressive youths. They do night-walks without any payment.’ (Interview with local

police officer 10 February 2017).
14. Interview with a representative of Muslim association, 7 January 2017.
15. Interview with representative of Muslim association, 27 April 2017.
16. Interview with safety and security coordinator, Malm€o Municipality, 18 February 2016.
17. Interview with local police officer 10 February 2017.
18. Interview with representative of Muslim association, 6 April 2017.
19. Larsson and Lindekilde (2009) suggest that the Swedish government developed a dis-

tinct way of collaborating with Muslim civil society after the Danish ‘cartoon contro-

versy’ in 2005 when the publication of caricatures of the prophet Muhammed in a

Danish newspaper eventually ended in an international political crisis as Danish flags

were burned on the streets of Damascus and other Arab capitals. After being ignored by
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the Danish government, Muslim leaders in Denmark played an important part in rais-

ing awareness of the cartoons among Islamic organizations and governments in the

Middle East. The Swedish government, by contrast, avoided such a crisis after their

own cartoon controversy two years later by inviting leaders of all major Muslim organ-

izations and mosques to a meeting to form a common view and policy on the contro-

versy. Muslim organizations similarly drew lessons from these cases, opting for a more

cooperative and less confrontational approach to government policies.

20. See, for example, Thurfjell, 20 February 2015.
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