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Introduction

Schools and community organizations have recently become an important focus of the 

Australian Government’s “soft” counter-terrorism strategy. Under the rubric of coun-

tering violent extremism (CVE), such programs aim to curb radicalization to violent 

extremism through social and cultural interventions. Spaces in which young people are routine-

ly engaged have been identified as key sites for CVE. Schools, for example, are seen as spaces 

where young people are observed on a daily basis, and where students become known to their 

teachers. It is thought that individuals who might be on a trajectory toward violent extremism 

can thus be identified in these spaces. While there is no recognizable or singular narrative of how 

an individual can become radicalized to violent extremism, government officials, police, and 

some scholars have identified key indicators that can provide “pieces of the puzzle” that together 

form a narrative of how an individual might radicalize to extreme violence. Some of these puzzle 

pieces include increasing isolation from friends and family members; an increasing attitude of 

aggressive certitude particularly in relation to politics, religion, or other forms of ideology; ag-

gressive intolerance for those whose opinions do not match one’s own; reduced participation in 

sports and social activities; spending long periods of time online consuming extremist materials, 

etc. (Australian Government 2015a). High school and university classrooms are seen as spaces in 

which observation and intervention of these and other behavioural indicators can take place in 

more discreet and routine ways. Generally, this approach is presented as an alternative to, but 

one that may operate in concert with more invasive policing surveillance strategies.

Responses to this form of CVE have been mixed. For some, the added responsibility of 

surveilling students is seen as being outside the role and responsibility of the teacher and risks 

compromising the important relationship of trust between a student and their teacher (Küle and 

Lindekilde 2010). On the other hand, schools and universities are seen by the authorities as being 

key sites for early intervention and education programs that can prevent the need for more seri-

ous and potentially detrimental engagements (i.e., with police—for example, see the UK Count-

er-Terrorism and Security Act 2015, Prevent duty). To this end, governments have been develop-



2 TSAS: Preventing Violent Extremism, Australia

ing handbooks, curriculum, and toolkits that support teachers and community leaders working 

with young people, to both “spot the signs” of a radicalizing young person, and to provide a 

nationally coherent, formal language for talking about extremist radicalization, violent extrem-

ism, and prevention.

Using a case study of the recent Australian Government handbook, Preventing Violent Ex-

tremism and Radicalisation in Australia (PVERA), this working paper offers some preliminary as-

sessment of the handbook itself, as well as the public and media reception it was met with upon 

its release in September 2015. Drawing on this discrete case study, I aim to think through the 

implications of “softer” approaches to counter-terrorism for State legitimacy, the discursive is-

sues related to talking about violent extremism and radicalization, and efforts to counter violent 

extremism more broadly. With this case study I specifically ask: What are some of the key chal-

lenges that emerged with the release of the PVERA handbook, and what are some of the lessons 

that can be drawn from that experience?  

Background

Countering violent extremism (CVE) is a term often used to describe a “soft” security ap-

proach to counter-terrorism (CT). CVE is the strategy, the program, and the goal of communi-

ty-oriented, state-sponsored counter-terrorism that aims to pre-empt and/or disrupt the radi-

calization process, predominantly (though not exclusively) through community development, 

education, and outreach. CVE can also encompass more targeted and disruptive policing tactics, 

however, it is often used notionally to describe a more pro-active, preventative, and softer ap-

proach to counter-terrorism. Although it has been well-established that there is no single path-

way of radicalization to violent extremism, CVE hinges on the idea that there is always a se-

quence of key “moments” at which the radicalization process can be ideologically and/or socially 

interrupted. Underpinning CVE is a commonly held understanding that violent extremism is a 

potential result of an individual’s experience of deprivation, disenfranchisement, alienation, and 

lacking sense of belonging or loyalty to one’s home or host society. CVE is usually framed as an 

approach that, through community-based outreach, can promote social cohesion (i.e., belonging, 
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national loyalty, etc.) as a way of preventing the proliferation of terrorism. 

Proponents of CVE including Canadian, Australian, and British governments (amongst oth-

ers), are generally countries that could be described as multicultural or super-diverse (Vertovec 

2010). Inherent in each of their CVE models is a particular attentiveness to this demographic, 

and socio-cultural condition. CVE models simultaneously recognize and applaud cultural and 

ethnic diversity through the promotion of social cohesion, yet the targeted way in which policies 

and programs have been implemented largely identify immigrant and second generation immi-

grant youth as vulnerable, target populations (Ragazzi 2016; Richards 2011). In so doing, CVE 

strategies, policies, and programs have been described as inherently contradictory—discursively 

promoting social cohesion, but undermining cohesion through a pervading approach of suspi-

cion (Choudhury 2010; Awan 2012; Heath-Kelly 2013; Husband and Alam 2011; Nickels, et al. 

2012). Various scholars have argued that when CVE programs make their target communities or 

participants feel like they are being rendered as suspect, their experiences of marginalization and 

disenfranchisement are amplified, potentially triggering an otherwise never realized pathway of 

radicalization to violent extremism (Eijkman 2011; Kundnani 2009; Lindekilde 2012; Spalek and 

Imtoual 2007).

On the other side of the counter-terrorism coin is the “hard” security approach. Under hard 

security measures—favoured, in particular, following the events of 9/11—identification and 

surveillance of “high-risk” groups are privileged, along with prosecution of individuals, racial 

profiling, stop-and-search police powers, and the targeted pursuit of known threats (Pickering 

et al., 2008). CVE has been presented as an alternative, gentler response. It has developed partly 

in response to the changing nature of the social organization of terrorism and violent extremism, 

characterized by an increased state of diffusion (Innes 2006; Jones 2006; Gunaratna and Oreg 

2010). Discriminatory implementation and alienating effects of hard counter-terrorism measures 

have also contributed to the need for a softer approach with CVE (Abbas 2007; Choudhury and 

Fenwick 2011; Nagra 2011). Coaffee and Rogers (2008) have argued that harder measures have 

produced a more generalized “atmosphere of fear and a culture of surveillance” (102) upon 

which groups such as the Islamic State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda (AQ) have been able to capitalize 
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(Gunaratna and Oreg 2010). Softer strategies therefore aim to prevent the exclusionary conditions 

that could lead an individual to be “vulnerable” to radicalizing to violent extremism (Spalek 

2012). 

While CVE strategies are seemingly favoured by Western super-diverse democracies and 

presented as the most significant development in CT over the past decade (Harris-Hogan and 

Barrelle 2016), one need only look at CT security budgets to see that financial investment is far 

greater in hard security compared to soft. In Australia, from 2015, $450 million over four years 

will be directed toward hard security CT infrastructure and measures (including strengthen-

ing intelligence capabilities, including online surveillance), while an additional $40 million has 

been allocated over four years (Australian Government 2015b) for soft CVE programs awarded 

through community grants (Australian Government 2015c). Despite the fact that less than 10 per 

cent of the CT budget has been devoted to community-oriented prevention programs, CVE has 

been presented and championed in public political discourse, often over harder measures and 

usually alongside a public commitment to maintaining and valuing multiculturalism (Turnbull 

2015).  Contradictory messaging and the reliance on already overburdened community, educa-

tion, and immigration sectors expected to implement the CVE programs poses a serious chal-

lenge. Without careful, nuanced, and well-resourced programs, the risk of unintended negative 

consequences—or as Lasse Lindekilde (2012) calls them, “iatrogenic effects”—is heightened. 

Soft security prevention strategies aspire to localise national security through partnerships 

that give agency to community organizations and institutions. These strategies embrace the idea 

of a micro-politics, of convivial encounters with security agents that are expected to breed famil-

iarity and thus trust (Spalek and Lambert 2010). In addition to this familiarity is the chance to 

hear about and negotiate local concerns that left unattended might contribute to generating hos-

tility toward the state (Pickering et al., 2008; Spalek 2012). However, so far these strategies, and 

much of the critical literature that discusses them, fail to recognize the interdependent nature of 

the various strands of counter-terrorism policy and strategy. As national security is increasingly 

becoming a mandate of social service providers (i.e., cultural, immigrant, and education service 

providers), the question of whom is best situated to do national security work also becomes 



TSAS: Nolan  5

important. The delivery of CVE programs requires careful attention: who is targeted; who is not; 

how funding is allocated (i.e., through national security or multicultural budgets); and how the 

counter-radicalization messages are delivered (i.e., language, narrative, case study selection, 

tone)—all have an impact on both the targeted communities and the broader public’s under-

standing of the threat of radicalization and violent extremism, and the subject of such threats. 

Australian policy context

Australia’s national security policy identifies ISIS, AQ and affiliated groups as the primary 

national security threat. “Terrorism based on other ideological, religious, or political beliefs—

such as right wing or left wing extremists—is also of concern, though it does not represent the 

same magnitude of threat as that posed by violent extremists claiming to act in the name of Is-

lam” (Australian Government 2015c, v-vi). Resilience is the key conceptual framework on which 

Australia’s counter-terrorism prevention strand is based. 

Resilience refers to harnessing the strengths of Australia’s inclusive and open society to challenge 
divisive violent extremist narratives. Resilience also refers to the ability of the population to 
challenge violent extremism and to recover from a potential violent extremist or terrorist attack 
(Australian Government 2015d, 27).

The prevention paradigm underpins a broad framework of counter-terrorism that aims to inter-

rupt the process and narratives of radicalization to violent extremism. Prevention can occur in 

airports (i.e., no-fly orders or passport suspension), as well as in classrooms through counter-rad-

icalization curriculum (i.e., Beyond Bali education module, see Aly, Taylor and Karnovsky 2014). 

In 2011, the Australian Federal Attorney-General’s Department began awarding Building Commu-

nity Resilience Grants that have invested in the production of community-oriented programs and 

“soft” security materials. 

One such example is the Preventing Violent Extremism and Radicalisation in Australia (PVERA) 

handbook (2015). This handbook was commissioned by the Attorney Generals’ Department, and 

was produced in collaboration with the Global Terrorism Research Centre (GTReC) at Monash 

University. Specifically, the Attorney-General’s Department drew on research and expertise pro-
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vided by scholars and practitioners working at or with GTReC. 

Media and political discourse played an important role in the way the PVERA handbook 

was both released and received. In the same month that PVERA handbook was released, Aus-

tralia saw a change in leadership. The conservative Prime Minister at the time, Tony Abbott, had 

his leadership challenged and was immediately replaced by current Prime Minister, Malcolm 

Turnbull, a member of the same conservative party. The approach and language used to talk 

about matters of national security changed dramatically with the new leadership. Under Abbott, 

the divisiveness of the discourse was significant. Abbot had relied on slogan-like statements such 

as, “we do have to be vigilant against [home-grown terrorism], and my position is that everyone 

has got to be on Team Australia” (Rajca 2015). On other occasions, Abbott used inflammatory 

language criticized for feeding propaganda of IS, for instance, while speaking at a CVE summit 

in Sydney in 2015: “Daesh is coming, if it can, for every person and for every government with 

a simple message: ‘Submit or die’” (Rajca 2015). Kuranda Seyit, the leader of the Islamic Council 

of Victoria has publicly spoken about the exclusionary and divisive language used by the Abbott 

Government, and accused Abbott of using the Muslim community as a “political football” (ABC 

2015). Seyit levelled this critique squarely at the leadership, “We’re all part of the Australian com-

munity and yet I can speak to people on the ground who don’t feel accepted and it comes down 

from the top, leadership by the Prime Minister is paramount.”

Newly instated in office, Turnbull began to work at changing the Government’s approach, 

particularly in regards to language and community partnerships. Of particular priority were 

efforts to reach out to, and publicly change, the discourse relating to Australian Muslim commu-

nities, in an attempt to rehabilitate relationships and recognize Muslim communities as partners 

in CVE. Turnbull’s first public address that spoke to the issue of violent extremism occurred fol-

lowing a shooting incident at a Sydney Police Station where a civilian Police employee was shot 

and killed by a 15-year-old young man who had allegedly been radicalized. Turnbull assured the 

public of the high standard and capacity of Australian Police and Intelligence but added, “[It’s] 

also important to understand the critical importance of the collaboration, co-operation with the 

Muslim community. Efforts to blame or vilify the Muslim community are utterly counterproduc-
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tive” (Turnbull 2015).

Policies do not exist in isolation from the public discourse that surrounds them. In the case 

of national security and discourse around radicalization to violent extremism in Australia, na-

tional security policies and strategies under the leadership of Tony Abbott were firmly embed-

ded in a xenophobic and divisive nationalistic discourse. The effect was the alienation of import-

ant community organizations, groups, and a significant portion of the general public. This served 

to undermine and blatantly pervert the notion of Australian multiculturalism.  

Under Abbott’s leadership Muslim communities in Australia were repeatedly maligned 

and, as a group, depicted as incapable of national allegiance. The extent to which Prime Minister 

Turnbull has remained committed to the continued rehabilitation of those relationships remains 

under scrutiny, however the discursive shift at the moment of leadership change, and during the 

period in which the PVERA handbook was released was nonetheless significant.  

The Handbook, in brief

The Preventing Violent Extremism and Radicalisation in Australia handbook contains compo-

nents that describe trajectories and modes of radicalization, de-radicalization, violent extrem-

ism and the Australian context. It is a document that seeks to enlist the service of the Australian 

public—in particular individuals working in education, youth organizations, religious centres, 

NGOs and other social service providers—who might encounter those deemed to be most “at 

risk” of radicalizing to violent extremism—youth. The handbook is intended to provide a central 

and cohesive language and understanding of what the Government sees as violent extremism, 

and the process of radicalization to violent extremism. In summary, the PVERA handbook in-

cludes: 

• Guidance for intervention that incorporates a description of the counter-terrorism legal land-
scape, referral process, and a list of support providers. 

• Short case studies to illustrate a variety of types and processes of radicalization to extrem-
ism, as well as de-radicalization. Radicalization itself is described as a potentially social, 
ideological, and/or criminal phenomenon. 
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• A typology of radicalization is introduced to distinguish between ideological violence, is-
sue-based violence, and ethno-nationalist or separatist violence. 

• The internet is highlighted as a space in which careful monitoring for signs of radicalization 
to extremism is needed. 

• Processes of disengagement from extremism or violent radicalization are also explored in 
the handbook, demonstrating the possibility of successful intervention and prevention. 

• The legal infrastructure relating to counter-terrorism is outlined in brief, providing an acces-

sible entry point to how terrorism/anti-terrorism law fits within the Criminal Code. 

Figure 1: Preventing Violent Extremism and Radicalisation in Australia hand-
book 

Australian Government, 2015 https://www.livingsafetogether.gov.au/informationadvice/Documents/preventing-violent-extrem-
ism-and-radicalisation-in-australia.pdf 

https://www.livingsafetogether.gov.au/informationadvice/Documents/preventing-violent-extremism-and-radicalisation-in-australia.pdf
https://www.livingsafetogether.gov.au/informationadvice/Documents/preventing-violent-extremism-and-radicalisation-in-australia.pdf
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The handbook has been made available online, and has received significant attention from 

news media outlets as well as wide commentary on social media (i.e., Twitter and Facebook). The 

handbook has not been officially introduced into schools, NGOs, or any specific agency: it exists 

as a Government resource to support those who are looking for guidance. At present the New 

South Wales State Government is in the process of developing its own handbook—choosing not 

to adopt the Commonwealth’s handbook—that is intended to be widely circulated in schools 

across the state. 

 Method

This working paper follows a method of critical discourse analysis (CDA), outlined by Blom-

maert and Bulcaen (2000). They explain that “discourse is socially constitutive as well as condi-

tioned…[it] is an opaque power object in modem societies and CDA aims to make it more visible 

and transparent” (448). As such, they approach CDA through a three-dimensional framework: 1) 

discourse-as-text; 2) discourse-as-discursive-practice; and 3) discourse-as-social practice. These 

three dimensions encourage a close reading of the PVERA handbook as a linguistic text, a more 

contextual consideration of the PVERA handbook as it is circulated and consumed in the public 

domain, and also analyzed as an object that has social effects of ordering and arranging, for ex-

ample, the problem of violent extremism and the justification of particular kinds of responses.  

The analysis is undertaken in two parts. First, an analysis of the PVERA handbook itself, and 

secondly, a brief account and discourse analysis of the social media response to the handbook 

is outlined. This qualitative approach allows for critical theorizing that considers the politics of 

representation; connecting textual production, social processes and impacts. In other words, the 

first part of this analysis is concerned with the choices made and assembling of the PVERA hand-

book, which under closer inspection reveal motives, positioning, and socio-political processes 

relating to CVE governance. The PVERA handbook is examined through the discursive composi-

tions, assumptions, narratives, inferences, hypotheticals, and arguments it deploys. 

Attention to public discourse around the handbook matters because the handbook is more 

than a descriptive and CVE intervention resource. The discourse that has developed around the 
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handbook—responses to the case studies it contains, as well as what is says and what it does not 

say—provides opportunities for understanding public sentiment, response to the Government’s 

CT strategy, and the handbook’s legitimacy as a public resource. Moreover, it speaks to the social 

and political context from which the handbook was produced outlined above.

To be clear, this working paper is not an evaluation of the handbook or its effectiveness as a 

tool for teaching or countering violent extremism. Such a project would be valuable for its capac-

ity to inform and propel CVE forward in a productive way. However, at this early stage an eval-

uation of the handbook’s effectiveness as a teaching and intervention tool would be limited due 

to its relatively recent publication. Instead, this working paper begins to consider the content of 

the handbook in light of critical terrorism academic literature, and in light of the public reception 

between September−October 2015, following its release. 

CVE with nuance, or tokenism?

National security policies and publications are commonly critiqued for their narrow focus 

on what is often and problematically labeled “Islamist extremism” (Aly 2013; Pickering et al., 

2008; Spalek and Lambert 2007). Such a critique could easily be levelled at the Australian CT 

Strategy (2015b), which states at its outset that, 

Globally, ISIL, AQ and associated groups represent the most significant threat…Terrorism based 
on other ideological, religious, or political beliefs – such as right wing or left wing extremism – is 
also of concern, though it does not represent the same magnitude of threat as that posed by vio-
lent extremists claiming to act in the name of Islam (v-vi).

 Additional examples are not difficult to find. The European Union’s TerRa Toolkit (2016) 

includes a module for religious leaders that is explicitly and uncritically directed at Sheiks and 

Imams, despite a broader remit to prevent all kinds of violent extremism and terrorism. Another 

example can be found in the US’s introduction of CVE that largely targets Muslim communities 

and schools (Dizard 2015). In the US, as has been seen elsewhere, criticism has been levelled at 

the Government and policing agencies who have resisted naming incidents of violent White 

Supremacy as terrorism (for example, Charleston shooting, 2015), instead calling them “hate 
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crimes” (Gladstone 2015). These examples illustrate just a couple of reasons why the validity and 

political application of the term terrorism continues to be debated (see also Gunning 2007; Jack-

son 2012; Richards 2011; Stampnitzky 2013). Persistent characterization, conflation, or inference 

of a singular “terrorist profile” is claimed by other scholars to cause the amplification of feelings 

of marginalization and oppression by the communities associated with this profile; some argu-

ing that it directly contributes to the very conditions that can lead one to radicalize to violence 

(Lindekilde 2012; Richards 2011).

Despite the fact that the Australian CT strategy does single out so-called “Islamist Extrem-

ists” as the primary target of CT policy and interventions, the PVERA handbook goes to signif-

icant lengths to describe diverse forms of radicalization to extremist violence. Four main case 

studies are presented in the handbook: 1) Erin radicalizes with a politics or ideology based on 

anti-immigration and white supremacy; 2) Karen is an environmentalist involved in anti-logging 

campaigns; 3) Khazaal published an online booklet outlining methods to assassinate members of 

Western governments; and 4) Jay became radicalized through the religious teachings of a charis-

matic Muslim leader. 

The radicalization trajectories of Erin, Karen, and Jay each end with a description of their 

de-radicalization and disengagement. All three are arrested at some point in their radicalization 

trajectories, Erin is imprisoned for a short period while Jay’s story begins in prison. Karen is 

arrested for trespassing, damaging property, assault and obstructing police; Erin for hate crimes; 

and Jay’s initial imprisonment is the result of having knowingly being a member of a terrorist 

organization. Erin and Karen begin to de-radicalize as a result of disillusionment associated with 

in-group fighting, weak politics, and a lack of long-term strategy short-term a sense of disillu-

sionment. Jay on the other hand, is de-radicalized in prison as he reconnects with his family, 

starts playing sports, and is exposed to individuals with less extreme political views. All three 

are described as finding ways to participate politically or ideologically through more “moder-

ate” and legal means. In the case of Khazaal, however, the act of disseminating material inciting 

terrorist activity was sufficient for his imprisonment in 2008, and though the conviction was 

appealed in 2012, it was unanimously upheld, re-confirming the illegality of the propagation of 
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terrorist materials and incitement to violence. 

It is important that these case studies represented different kinds of radicalization to vio-

lent extremism and different outcomes. In part, this is important in order to avoid the notion 

that there could be a singular narrative of radicalization and a single vision of what constitutes 

violent extremism. However, despite the intention of showing a diverse set of examples that 

generalize violent extremism and radicalization (as opposed to an exclusive focus on “Islamist” 

extremism), it is the two cases of religious-inspired radicalization (“Islamist”) that are specifically 

labelled as “terrorism.” Erin and Karen are arrested on general criminal charges, while Khazaal 

and Jay are prosecuted under terrorism laws. At no point in the handbook are the distinctions 

between these case studies made, between those that invoke the Criminal Code versus those that 

more specifically invoke the Criminal Code Amendment (Terrorism) Act (2003) (Cth). In other 

words, these case studies demonstrate what constitutes violent extremism, but fail to clarify for 

readers why two of the case studies can also be associated with terrorism, and not the others. 

Despite apparent efforts to show diversity in forms of violent extremism, the handbook con-

tinues to reinforce the problematic association between Islam and terrorism. Australian scholar, 

Anne Aly, has shown how an implicit and explicit identification “of Australian Muslims as ‘oth-

er’” in Australian public discourse has effectively inculcated “fear of Muslims among the broader 

community by equating Muslims with the threat of terrorism” (2007, 33). With the continuing 

legacy of Abbott’s “Team Australia” discourse, in which Muslims were asked to “pick sides” in 

the war against “Daesh” and terrorism, much work is needed to extinguish the automatic asso-

ciations between Muslims and terrorism, and the discriminatory vision of this association. The 

PVERA handbook is a missed opportunity to challenge this damaging discourse, instead it but-

tresses this harmful association. 

Between pre-emption and criminalization

Producing a handbook like this is no easy task. Like prevention itself, the line between 

pre-emptive criminalization (Heath-Kelly 2013; McCulloch and Pickering 2009; Richards 2011) 

and the prevention of an imminent violent event is difficult. Prevention of violent extremism 
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and/or terrorism has been framed through a practice of pre-emption that seeks to interrupt the 

process of radicalization that is seen to produce violent extremism or terrorism. In other words, 

pre-emptive criminalization describes the process by which “criminal justice responses take on 

an anticipatory form” (Fitzgibbon 2007). When radicalization trajectories are sketched out or 

prescribed with indicators or signals, a new space is created that allows for pre-emptive crim-

inalization. For instance, in the PVERA handbook, Jay is originally imprisoned for knowingly 

being a member of a terrorist organization, and for his association with others who were prepar-

ing for an act of violence combined with his apparent of enthusiasm for a public act of violence. 

Although Jay himself is not described as being involved in planning or preparing for this violent 

act, the case study describes his intention—by association—to be involved in future as rendering 

him guilty under Australian terrorism laws. 

The definitions of different states of criminality in relation to violent extremism and terror-

ism are notoriously hard to pin down, and definitional struggles have had direct impacts on the 

quality of preventative interventions. Richards (2011) has argued that a focus on soft programs to 

counter radicalization has been a largely ineffective approach to preventing terrorism and violent 

extremism, in part because of the convoluted nature of the term “radicalization.” Heath-Kelly 

also challenges the opacity of the concept of “radicalization”, and posits that the pre-emptive log-

ic of a program to counter violent extremism through countering radicalization in fact increases 

the likelihood of mistakes in policing, and the increased production of false positives:

Explicit focus on pre-emption in the policy of the contemporary era could potentially escalate 
the numbers of ‘false positives’ and the practice of making ‘mistakes’ with violence, because the 
framing of individuals in terms of pre-terrorist stages within the policy deploys a more substan-
tial regime of knowledge than in previous eras. The more knowledge that is produced about 
‘pre-terrorist’ behaviours and risks, the greater the uncertainty about the ‘tipping point’ where a 
suspect subjectivity morphs into the figure of the terrorist. (Heath-Kelly 2013, 70).

Indeed, UK researchers at Demos have noted the possibility of non-violent radicals (Bartlett 

et al. 2012). They also describe the scenario of (non-violent) radicalization as a very normal part 

of being young—testing out ideas and identities while growing up. Following long-standing 

debates over conflicting definitions and interpretations of “terrorism,” radicalization and coun-
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tering radicalization have received greater scrutiny more recently (Harris-Horgan et al., 2016). 

Despite a lack of agreement over these terms, or perhaps because of it, the PVERA handbook 

attempts to outline some formalized and common definitions of radicalization and violent ex-

tremism. 

Radicalization is described in the PVERA as a spectrum, along which an individual’s beliefs 

can shift from being moderate or conventional to radical or extreme (2015, 4). The handbook 

states that “this is not necessarily a bad thing and does not mean these people will become vi-

olent.” Those who have reached a point of extremism where they will use or endorse violence 

to enforce or communicate their ideological position, it is explained, will always go through a 

process of radicalization. One could be forgiven for understanding this to mean that violence is 

the inevitable outcome of radicalization. By focusing more—and often in more abstract terms—

on the process of radicalization, rather than what constitutes violent extremism or terrorism, the 

possibility of disentangling the nuances associated with the concept of “radical” is compromised. 

The distinction between positive, progressive social change, as opposed to that which is seen as 

a detrimental radical movement remains unclear. The suffragettes are used to provide a counter-

point example of the possibility of positive radicalization, distinctive for their non-violent ap-

proach. Unfortunately, indicators associated with the radicalization of a suffragette, dissenting in 

the name of women’s rights, are not explored. 

The definition of radicalization that is presented in the handbook becomes particularly dif-

ficult to discern when the authors try to explain what radicalization means in relation to crimi-

nality. Three connections are made: 1) criminal behaviour may occur during the radicalization 

process, as a person begins to “‘act up’ to draw attention to their beliefs or send a message to a 

specific group”, with examples including vandalism, trespassing, or violent protest; 2) threats 

to government are treated as criminal, and might come about as an individual is becoming in-

creasingly radicalized; and 3) the transition from radicalization to violence is described as being 

potentially very fast, and according to the handbook, tell-tale signs might include suspicion or 

nervousness toward government, security, intelligence and law enforcement. The first two ex-

pressions of criminality are relatively clear examples of criminal acts, but the third sits squarely 
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in the realm of pre-emptive criminality and is more difficult to comprehend, particularly for a lay 

audience. It is this third warning sign of radicalization that causes the most concern in the aca-

demic literature and which is also most difficult to unpack in a brief handbook. 

It is for these kinds of reasons that Richards (2011) is apprehensive about the use of count-

er-radicalization as a framework for countering violent extremism and counter-terrorism. The 

relationships between pre-crime and crime, radicalization and violent extremism or terrorism 

continue to be debated and processed by scholars and governments alike. Given the lack of 

consensus and understanding of these issues, the authors of the handbook quite correctly re-

peatedly qualify their indicators and signals of violent radicalization. For example, in relation 

to online behaviours as indicators of extremist radicalization, it is stated that “It is important to 

remember that some of these problematic online behaviours in isolation may not be cause for 

concern” (2015, 14), and in respect to early intervention that “It is important not to assume that 

any one of these problems will lead a person to radicalise” (22). Yet in both cases the qualifica-

tions are followed by direct instruction. In the case of the former: “However, if accompanied with 

other ‘offline’ signs of potential radicalisation, it would be a good idea for family and others to 

seek help” (14); and the latter: “However, dealing with such issues early may prevent this from 

becoming a possible trigger for this pathway for them” (22). The authors of the handbook navi-

gate the complex processes that can lead to violent extremism in almost dialogical ways, begging 

the question of whether government documents and toolkits can ever effectively communicate 

and address these kinds of grey areas. We might also ask then, to what extent can the public be 

expected to navigate this complexity, and to what extent can teachers, community workers, and 

other youth-facing professionals navigate the difficult terrain of preventing violent extremism 

versus potentially causing the marginalization and disenfranchisement of the youth in their care. 

Empowerment through rights education?

A promising component of the handbook is found in the section outlining Australia’s crim-

inal and anti-terrorism legal infrastructure. This includes a short description of the Australian 

Security Intelligence Organisation’s (ASIO) powers and the Criminal Code relating to terrorism. 
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Given the rapid pace of change to the Criminal Code as it relates to terrorism, and the often 

opaque legal language and articulation of rights, this is a valuable resource, even though it will 

require regular updating. While the definition of criminal “intention” can be difficult to decode, 

an example makes the case more tangible. The handbook states that,  

For example, legal evidence presented in Melbourne in the case of the Holsworthy Barracks plot 
demonstrated that several of the men involved had violent intentions, most importantly, carried 
out actions to further those intentions. This included seeking to buy weapons, travelling overseas 
to train in paramilitary camps, conducting reconnaissance of Holsworthy Army Barracks and 
sourcing permission from senior leaders of a banned international violent extremist organization 
in Somalia to attack Australian targets (25-26).

Later in this section of the handbook, the authors go on to describe legislation that was 

passed following the London bombings of 2005, explaining that new powers had been intro-

duced allowing for more preventative policing. These included preventative detention orders, 

control orders, stop and question powers, as well as seizing items and documents of use to ter-

rorism and serious crime investigations. It is then explained that further amendments were made 

in 2014, to allow for easier prosecution of foreign fighters. However, these interventions are not 

expanded upon by the authors, despite the fact that they are powers most likely to impact young 

people seen to be most at risk of radicalizing to violent extremism. Choudhury and Fenwick 

(2011) have studied extensively the impact of counter-terrorism policies on minoritized commu-

nities in the UK. In particular, they found that “for many Muslims in [their] focus groups, par-

ticularly young men, being stopped and searched in the street by the police was one of the most 

common encounters with counter-terrorism policing” (2011, 34). One non-Muslim young woman 

is quoted in their study, saying that, 

My experience of stop and search will stay with me. It won’t stop me from doing anything, as I 
wasn’t doing anything wrong, but it will create a little bit of ill feeling towards the police (34). 

Explaining the specifics of how the law operates, the deliberate rationalization of legal infrastruc-

ture, and a discussion of its potential impacts, particularly on in minoritized communities, would 

be a crucial addition to the handbook to demonstrate greater transparency, reflexivity, and in 

support of more critical engagement and learning. 
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When CVE becomes a joke: #freekaren and lost legitimacy

The public and media response to the PVERA might best be described as mocking. In the 

days following the handbook’s release the Twitterverse erupted with thousands of “#freekaren” 

and “#savekaren” tweets. The hypothetical case study of Karen, the environmentalist, tells the 

story of a young woman “from a loving family” who begins university, starts to listen to alterna-

tive music, develops an interest in environmental issues and left-wing student politics, and ends 

up relocating to a logging site where she and others sabotage logging machinery before encoun-

tering intra-group conflict that leads to her de-radicalization, move back to the city and employ-

ment in a legal, environmental NGO (Figure 2).

Figure 2: “Case Study: Karen” 

Preventing Violent Extremism and Radicalisation in Australia, September 2015, https://www.livingsafetogether.gov.au/informationadvice/
Documents/preventing-violent-extremism-and-radicalisation-in-australia.pdf 
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In Australia there are a small number of extreme 
nationalist groups, some of which promote  
Neo-Nazi type beliefs. They are sometimes called 
‘hate’ groups because of their negative racist 
propaganda, and their beliefs which are often  
anti-immigration, anti-Semitic or anti-Islamic. 
While their beliefs are offensive to many, their 
words and actions are not necessarily unlawful. 
Using or advocating violence to promote these or 
other beliefs, however, is always against the law.

Ideologically-based violent extremism can also 
be motivated by religious beliefs. In such cases 
the underlying motivation is usually political, 
but is justified using interpretations of religious 
texts and teachings, or following guidance from 
influential people both here and overseas.

In Australia, acts of violence have been committed 
in the name of many different religions. Some 
have been planned by small groups or individuals 
acting alone, and others have been inspired by 
overseas organisations such as al-Qaeda. 

Christian fundamentalist and anti-abortionist 
Peter James Knight, who killed one person in 
an attack on an abortion clinic in Melbourne in 
2001 is an example of how an individual can be 
motivated to violence by their religious beliefs.

Case Study: Karen
Karen grew up in a loving family who never 
participated in activism of any sort. When she moved 
out of home to attend university Karen became 
involved in the alternative music scene, student 
politics and left-wing activism. In hindsight she thinks 
this was just “typical teenage rebellion” that went 
further than most. One afternoon Karen attended an 
environmental protest with some of her friends. It 
was exhilarating, fun and she felt like she was doing 
the ‘right thing’ for society. She enjoyed spending 
time with this crowd. Over the next six months 
Karen progressively dropped out of university in 
order to live full-time in a forest camp, where she 
remained for a year. Her family were confused and 
disappointed and stopped supporting her financially. 

The goal of the forest camp was to disrupt logging 
activities by barricading areas that were being 
logged, spiking trees, and sabotaging machinery. 
There was no intent to harm people but inevitably 
fighting broke out between protesters and loggers. 
Sometimes the locals and the police became involved 
in these incidents. Karen was arrested on numerous 
occasions for trespass, damaging property, assault 
and obstructing police. She said at the time she 
felt like she was a “soldier for the environment 
so breaking the law didn’t matter”. It became all-
consuming for Karen and she became totally cut 
off from her family and previous set of friends. 

After years of participating in direct-action 
campaigns, Karen finally became disillusioned 
by persistent in-group fighting. She also began 
to question the effectiveness of the protesting 
methods used by the group. It seemed they 
might make short-term gains but that there was 
no sustainable change unless it was translated 
into wider community support and government 
policies. She took a paid job with a mainstream 
environmentalist organisation and was subsequently 
rejected by her group who felt completely betrayed. 

This was the beginning of a painful transition out of 
radical activism, where Karen struggled to recover, 
define her identity and her role in society. Over the 
course of a number of years she began making new 
friends, trying out new interests and hobbies and 
eventually made contact with her family and non-
activist friends again. She completed her university 
studies and now works broadly in the environmental 
field. Karen also explored her beliefs and adopted 
a more moderate eco-philosophy. She now thinks 
illegal or aggressive direct-action campaigns only 
produce short-term solutions, and she is much 
more interested in working towards developing 
a sustainable solution using the legal system.

https://www.livingsafetogether.gov.au/informationadvice/Documents/preventing-violent-extremism-and-radicalisation-in-australia.pdf
https://www.livingsafetogether.gov.au/informationadvice/Documents/preventing-violent-extremism-and-radicalisation-in-australia.pdf
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 Those who were outraged and those who mocked the narrative of Karen took aim at the 

notion that an interest in student politics, non-mainstream music and environmental activism 

could lead to violence equivalent to that of a group such as ISIS. Greens party leader, Richard Di 

Natale said “To imply that exercising a legitimate democratic right and calling for environmental 

protection is a gateway to violent extremism is breathtaking” (Hall 2015). Jonathan La Nauze of 

the Australian Conservation Foundation explained that,

I have to admit, at first it was funny, because I think it was just absurd…And then I realised this 
kit is going out to thousands of school kids around the country, and this is the view they’re being 
given of campaigns to save the Great Barrier Reef, and the Franklin Dam and other things which 
benefit us all...and to associate that with something violent and anti-social and to give that to our 
school kids is very disturbing (Hall 2015). 

Incensed, Greenpeace released a photograph of their staff, with the statement “We are all 

Karen”, and tagged “#freekaren” (Figure 3).

 Lentini, one of the authors of the handbook, was frustrated by the response, explaining that 

“[detail about alternative music] was taken from an interview and [the research subject] would 

have included that because she felt that it was relevant to her story. So the view that we’re link-

ing alternative music and terrorism is preposterous. I love that sort of music myself” (Hall 2015). 

Lentini explained that the writing team had always anticipated the possibility of a negative pub-

lic response to one or more of the case studies, but explained that the research subjects had been 

extensive and diverse. Lentini explained that,

in total, members of the team would have conducted something like three dozen interviews with 
former radicals and terrorists…The research was comprehensive and didn’t focus on one form of 
violence or one social group, so there was always the possibility that somebody was going to get 
upset about something.
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Figure 3: #freekaren tweets following release of PVERA Handbook, September 
2015.

 

 http://www.commondreams.org/news/2015/09/24/freekaren-hysterical-campaign-free-australias-hypothetical-eco-terrorist  

The “#savekaren” and “#freekaren” hashtags and the mocking they represent likely am-

plified the scale, awareness, and impact of the PVERA handbook. While it may have increased 

conversations about countering extremist radicalization and trajectories of radicalization to vio-

lence, the satirical response also derailed the intentions of the handbook—to establish a common 

language around, and understanding of countering violent extremism. The Australian Strategic 

Policy Institute (ASPI) has acknowledged the value of the PVERA, despite its social media lam-

pooning, stating that “it isn’t a bad resource to assist schools in understanding radicalisation 

and how it could affect students” (Bergin 2016). ASPI recognize the Government’s progress in 

realizing that a broad-based approach to CVE is required, yet they insist that those for whom this 

handbook is intended (i.e., teachers, community workers, etc.) will need comprehensive training 

in order to pick up on signs and make referrals to the appropriate professionals. In other words, 

this handbook does not constitute a complete program for prevention and intervention. Howev-

http://www.commondreams.org/news/2015/09/24/freekaren-hysterical-campaign-free-australias-hypothetical-eco-terrorist
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er, it is possible that ASPI’s positive review now carries less weight, given the handbook has been 

ridiculed by so many. 

Given that the Government has acknowledged that their counter-radicalization strategy is 

primarily focused on “Islamist” extremism, the decision to include the case study of Karen in 

the section of the section of the handbook exploring “Violent Extremism” is not totally clear. The 

Minister for Justice and Assisting the Prime Minister for Counter-Terrorism, Michael Keenan, 

explained that the main targets of the handbook are youth at risk of radicalization to “Islamist” 

extremism, including groups such as IS (ABC 2015). More recently, Minister Keenan has re-

sponded to the #freekaren debate conceding that “perhaps, in hindsight, we might have been 

able to choose better examples” (ABC 2016). He goes on to explain that the intention of the hand-

book was never to compare different kinds of extremism, rather to recognize that “people can be 

radicalised for different causes,” making a point that this material was not targeting any par-

ticular community, “we were trying to broaden it wider.” However, considering the comments 

about the Government’s main targets and the CT strategy itself, statements such as these appear 

contradictory.  

It’s still not altogether understood why the mockery following the release of the handbook 

was so widespread (Figure 4). Perhaps the public saw through what could be interpreted as a 

tokenistic gesture to dilute the focus on so-called “Islamist” extremism. Or perhaps it reveals 

a sense of there being a distinction between different “kinds” of extremism, and criticism over 

the notion of an alarmist versus proportionate response. On the other hand, it could speak to 

this distinction in affirmation of the Government’s focus on “Islamist” extremism, as outlined in 

the national CT Strategy. Another possibility is that the satire of #freekaren could be seen as the 

result of a more cynical interpretation of the Karen case study—exposing fear-mongering tactics, 

part of a broader project by the federal Government to shut down political activism, protest, and 

dissent. 

Ultimately I would argue that a lack of continuity of focus between the national CT strategy, 

the popular discourse around terrorism, and the handbook itself renders the inclusion of Karen 

and even Erin (the anti-immigration radical) as politically tokenistic. The absence of equivalent 
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social and public media outrage over the inclusion of two “Islamist” extremist case studies as 

terrorism, effectively reinforcing the exclusive association between Islam and terrorism, provokes 

the questions of: how are the distinctions between radicalization, violent extremism, and ter-

rorism understood by the general public? How well has the PVERA handbook addressed these 

important distinctions? And what can we glean from social and public media silence over the 

content of the other case studies, and the assembling of the PVERA handbook as a whole? These 

are questions that would require further investigation. 

The effect of apparent lacking continuity between policy and handbook, broad brush-stroke 

case studies, and the resulting public reception may directly impact the perceived utility of the 

handbook. What could have been an opportunity to add nuance and a coherent vocabulary to 

counter-terrorism discourse, public education over legal rights and functions of security agen-

cies, and a framework for community support, was essentially undermined, and the uptake and 

positive impact of the handbook limited.

Figure 4: “Terrifying Radicalisation Scenario #1: Karen,” 

The Hobart Mercury, 26 September 2015, http://www.kudelka.com.au/2015/09/kids-these-days/  

http://www.kudelka.com.au/2015/09/kids-these-days/
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Conclusions

In her comments on the PVERA handbook, Tanya Plibersek, Deputy Leader of the Labour Party, stat-

ed that,

 what matters is the quality of the materials and, as you’ve said, the quality of the training [of 
those who will be using them]. If you do expect community members, parents, teachers and so on 
to pick up changes in behaviour, you’ve got to have, you know, good information about what to 
look for and then you have to have somewhere to refer to, somewhere effective to refer to (ABC 
2016). 

The idea of a handbook that could deliver nuanced, critical, questioning opportunities for youth 

to engage the topics of radicalization, violent extremism, and terrorism is not realized with the 

PVERA handbook. The handbook fails to clearly define the limits and boundaries of radicaliza-

tion, extremism and terrorism in both social and legal terms. 

At this point the utility of the PVERA handbook may best be derived as a critical teaching 

device in the context of the public discourse and criticism that surrounds it. It reinforces the 

damaging association of Islam and terrorism both by its failure to distinguish between terms and 

concepts, and through a potentially tokenistic assemblage of case studies. In so doing, the PVE-

RA handbook contributes to the further alienation of Muslim communities as articulated by Aly 

(2007). The public attention that the handbook received, particularly via twitter #savekaren and 

#freekaren tags, exposed serious concerns over the loose definition of what constitutes radical 

and extreme thinking, signalling fears over pre-emptive governance and criminalization. The 

mockery that the PVERA was exposed to also directly impacted its legitimacy and potential use 

by the audience for whom it was intended.

The utility of the PVERA handbook is not, however, entirely lost. Following a more com-

prehensive approach, these points of criticism can become useful and provocative content in, for 

instance, a rights-based education model. Lynn Davies (2009), as well as Anne Aly and her col-

leagues (2014) at Curtin University, have all outlined the utility of critical learning in classrooms 

and other youth education spaces as having the potential to, as Aly et al., put it, “activate stu-

dents’ self-regulatory mechanisms of moral agency” (2014, 383). Davies argues that in a secular 
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education system there is a need for a responsive framework that acknowledges value pluralism. 

She argues that this can best be met by a human rights framework. She suggests that “a strong 

civil society is one that is not afraid to critique, but at the same time has people with the skills 

and dispositions to do so without recourse to violence” (Davies 2009, 198). 

How we talk about violent extremism and radicalization matters, and who gets to talk about 

it matters too. The language of radicalization has already been coopted by political and media 

discourse around “Islamist” extremism such that its use here renders non-Islamist extremist 

examples as tokenistic, and a distraction from what the public recognize is the Government’s 

primary focus (as outlined in policy and strategy documents). Policy, strategy, and education 

materials need to work in “conversation” with one another, and critical public discourse encour-

aged. The #savekaren and #freekaren tweets, in particular, provoke questions about language—

what do governments mean by violent extremism and radicalization, and what does the public 

understand them to mean? When the public’s definitions don’t match the governments, what do 

these fissures reveal? Can, and if so, how can nuance be introduced into these conversations in a 

meaningful and effective way? 

The PVERA handbook is a problematic and potentially harmful document that could po-

tentially be rendered valuable, in part by the critical public response and a plan for its dialogical 

engagement. What could be seen in some ways as a failure, harmful, a joke, or as the loss of Gov-

ernment leadership and legitimacy could, I suggest, be reframed as an opportunity for young 

people to engage actively, critically and politically with programs that directly target them as “at 

risk” and “vulnerable.” 
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