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“We are living in a dangerous world”. This is how UN Secretary General Guterres started off his 
remarks addressing the Munich Security Council in February 2017. He called for a surge in 
“diplomacy for peace” in times of increasingly interlinked conflicts and rise of global extremism and 
terrorism. As he noted, “Since the beginning of the 21st century there has been more than a nine-
fold increase in the number of deaths from violent extremism and terrorism, from 3,329 in 2000 to 
32,685 in 2014.”1  
 

In 2015, roughly 120 countries were directly affected by extremism, inspired or perpetrated by groups that 
espouse ethno-nationalistic and/or religious identities.2 The phenomenon touches both the global North 
and South. While much of the international media focused on groups claiming the mantle of Islam, such as 
Al Shabaab in Somalia, Boko Haram in Nigeria and Daesh in Syria and Iraq, other identity-based movements 
with exclusionary and extremist ideologies and violent tactics are emerging in tandem.  
 
In Canada and the United States, studies suggest that white-supremacist militias pose the greatest extremist 
security threats. In the US alone, the number of known white supremacist militias grew from 42 in 2008 to 
276 in 2017.3 Meanwhile in Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Thailand, Buddhist movements with ties to the military 
are gaining ground while in India, extreme right-wing Hindu movements are increasingly influential in society 
and the political arena.  
 
While these movements may, at first glance, seem different and at odds, their ideologies often mirror each 
other. They are based on exclusionary notions of identity, pressing people to choose one identity over 
others, such as religion over ethnicity or race. Often, extremist movements prescribe notions of masculinity 
and femininity that dictate how men and women are perceived and treated and the social roles and 
expectations they must fulfill.  
 
Extremist ideologies often project blame and hold grievances against those they perceive to be different—
be it on communal or personal level. For example, white supremacists may propagate the narrative that 
their economic and social exclusion is attributable to an influx of immigrants. Meanwhile young Muslims may 
attribute their exclusion and sense of discrimination in Europe to the plight of Syria or other countries under 
attack from external “non-Muslim,” apostate states.  
 

																																																								
1 UNDP, 2016. “Preventing violent extremism through promoting inclusive development, tolerance and respect for diversity”. 
2 Magnus Ranstorp presentation at the UNDP Global Meeting on Preventing Violent Extremism and promoting Inclusive 
Development, Tolerance and Diversity. Oslo, Norway (16 March 2016).  
3 Southern Poverty Law Center, January 2016. “Anti-government Militia Groups Grew More Than One Third Last Year.” Available 
at: https://www.splcenter.org/news/2016/01/04/antigovernment-militia-groups-grew-more-one-third-last-year. 
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Within extremist movements, victimhood, loss of status and humiliation are superseded by a sense of 
righteousness that justifies the actions of the movement’s members against “the other”. Members 
simultaneously exclude those who do not espouse the same values and beliefs, and lift themselves above 
others. In doing so, they dehumanize those they seek to marginalize, setting the stage for a normalization of 
violence. 
 
The narratives are also dynamic. Recruitment on the basis of real or perceived grievances is increasingly 
matched with messaging that taps into aspirations and the promise of dignity, belonging and purpose.  In 
other words people, especially young men and women are being drawn in with the promise of positive 
ideals related to justice, faith and even human rights. The violence that is related is thus justified as a means 
to a better end.  
 
While attention to ‘violent extremism’ is relatively new, the underlying factors that have contributed to its 
rise and proliferation throughout many societies can be dated back over three decades.4  A mix of factors 
including poor governance, the deliberate advance of a particularly intolerant sect of religious teachings, 
rigidity in educational systems and curricula to deal with rising pluralism in societies, and polarizing messages 
are contributing factors. These root causes have been further exacerbated by the military interventions and 
developments across many contexts, from the Iraq occupation to the Syrian and Yemeni conflicts. Finally, 
these sets of issues are deeply rooted in economic policies that have exacerbated inequality, and failed to 
address the employment, livelihood needs and aspirations of a growing youth population.5  
 
A growing body of research exists on the connection between economic policy—particularly 
neoliberalism—and the rise of ethno-nationalism in the West, which in turn enables the rise of extremist 
forces.6 However, little attention has been paid to the nexus of neoliberalism, nationalism and extremism in 
development contexts and their gendered implications. Moreover, while the limitations of neoliberal 
economic policy are increasingly being discussed, less attention is given to the innovative solutions 
conceptualized and practiced at the macro and micro levels. They not only prevent the spread of 
extremism, but also promote greater socio-economic justice rooted in equality, pluralism and peace. 
 
In September 2016, ICAN, the Center for Global Women’s Leadership at Rutgers, State University of New 
Jersey, and UNDP hosted a preliminary experts group meeting. At the meeting, economists, human rights 
specialists and national peace building practitioners jointly examined the nexus of macroeconomic policy – 
particularly neoliberalism – and rising extremism through a gendered lens, drawing on evidence from 
countries and communities undergoing extremist and state fomented violence.  
 
This brief provides a synthesis of the discussions held at the meeting, establishing parameters for future 
dialogue, research, analysis and policy reform.  
 
 

																																																								
4 Ayesha Imam. The Devil is in the Details: At the Nexus of Development, Women’s Rights and Religious Fundamentalisms. 
Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID). 2016. Available at: https://www.awid.org/publications/devil-details.  
5 Cassandra Balchin. Towards a Future without Fundamentalisms: Analyzing Religious Fundamentalist Strategies and Feminist 
Responses. Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID). 2011. Available at: 
https://www.awid.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/towards_a_future_2012.pdf. 
6 Nouriel Roubini. “Economic insecurity and the rise of nationalism.” The Guardian. 2014. Available at: 
https://www.theguardian.com/business/economics-blog/2014/jun/02/economic-insecurity-nationalism-on-the-rise-globalisation-
nouriel-roubini. 
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1. What is neoliberal economic policy? 

 
Neoliberalism can be defined as, “a free market economic philosophy that favors the deregulation of 
markets and industries, the diminution of taxes and tariffs, and the privatization of government functions, 
passing them over to private business”.7 
 
The basic tenets of neoliberal economic policy are deregulation or liberalization of markets with a 
preference for the private sector, and a focus on increasing international trade through exports. 
Deregulation or liberalization is believed to produce the conditions in which markets can grow and those 
market forces will serve as a self-regulating mechanism that results in higher productivity and efficiency, that 
ultimately trickle down and ensure the social needs of all are met.  
 
A key assumption of neoliberalism is that the private sector is inherently more efficient and productive. This 
preference has led to the privatization of many sectors that were previously considered to be the state’s 
responsibilities to its citizens, notably health, education and security.8  
 
Similarly, there is an assumption that increasing exports and gaining market share in the global economy that 
results in economic growth is also the pathway towards a country’s economic success.9 Thus, a country’s 
economic success is measured by growth of the market, not by the status or wellbeing of its citizenry.  
 
As noted above, one of the main tenets of neoliberal economic policy has been the deregulation of the 
private sector.  But says economist Radhika Balakrishnan, “Deregulation is actually a form of re-regulation.”  
Through deregulation the rules are changed to benefit and regulate in favor of some actors over others.  
 
Even though the assumption is that society will ultimately benefit, in practice the system is skewed in favor 
of the interests of business owners and investors over those of workers and communities. The changes in 
the regulatory framework on the financial industry are a driving force behind the economic crisis of 2008. 
Though the entire world was impacted by the financial crisis, the people at the top continued to accrue 
wealth, resulting in rising inequality. Economist Ha-Joon Chang echoes this noting, “in the last few decades, 
the rich have been increasingly protected from the market forces, while the poor have been more and 
more exposed to them”.10 
 
Finally, neoliberalist discourse has impacted human rights discourse and practice.11 The Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (UDHR) makes significant commitment to economic and social welfare rights of people. 
But with the dominance of neoliberal economics in international development policies, human rights 
discourse has became more limited to political issues such as freedom of speech and democracy, rather 
than the broader agenda that includes issues of economic and social justice and welfare.12  
																																																								
7 Daily Kos, 2011. What is Neoliberalism? Available at: https://www.dailykos.com/story/2011/8/16/1007496/-/. 
8 “Neoliberalism.” New Dictionary of the History of Ideas. 2005. The Gale Group, Inc. Available at: 
http://www.encyclopedia.com/philosophy-and-religion/other-religious-beliefs-and-general-terms/miscellaneous-religion-9. 
9 Jan Aart Scholte. “The Sources of Neoliberal Globalization.” United Nations Research Institute for Social Development. October 
2005. Available at: http://www.unrisd.org/80256B3C005BCCF9/search/9E1C54CEEB19A314C12570B4004D0881. 
10 Truth Out, February 2017. Exposing the Myths of Neoliberal Capitalism: An Interview With Ha-Joon Chang. Available at: 
http://www.truth-out.org/opinion/item/39393-exposing-the-myths-of-neoliberal-capitalism-an-interview-with-ha-joon-chang. 
11https://brownschool.wustl.edu/sites/DevPractice/Human%20Rights%20Reports/Gender%20and%20Access%20to%20Human%20Ri
ghts%20in%20Chile.pdf 
12 Sanam Naraghi-Anderlini and Madeline Koch. Extremism in the Mainstream: Implications for and Actions by Women. January 
2015. Available at: http://www.icanpeacework.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/Extremism-in-the-Mainstream-UNW.pdf. 
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2. Gendered implications for women and men  

 
The notion that free trade and ‘’growing the pie” benefits all, has also been disproven. Free trade creates 
winners and losers. While the theory suggests that the winners would compensate the losers as Dr. 
Balakrishnan states, “people are still waiting.” The losers in trade are often smaller firms who cannot 
compete with the influx of cheap imports from other countries. The closure of small businesses has led to 
greater unemployment, pushing workers into the informal labor market, where there are even fewer 
protections.  
 
Moreover, trade goals determine where investment is directed. In recent years, foreign direct investment 
has been aimed at manufacturing in the Global South focusing on the production of low added-value goods 
or ‘low margin’ industries. Value-added refers to the increase in value of a product after the cost of 
production. In theory, the additional value accrued should be shared between capital owners (business 
owners and investors) as profit and workers in the form of wages and benefits. But when the value added in 
production is low, there is less to share, thus the competition between labor and capital increases. Here, 
again, regulation is key. In some instances, workers’ protection and rights are so significant that businesses 
prefer not to hire additional staff and carry their costs. In other instances, regulation such as enabling trade 
unions to operate to protect workers is weakened, thus reducing their bargaining power in the face of 
investors and business owners.  
 
Free-marketeers would argue that investment in low margin industries (e.g. clothing and textiles) creates 
many new jobs. While that may be true, the jobs created are often low paying and offer limited or no 
benefits. This, in turn, has resulted in the feminization of labor: where the proportion of women workers has 
risen because there is greater tolerance for lower wages and limited benefits for women relative to men. 
This process which has occurred widely across South, East, and Southeast Asia, South and Central America, 
and the Caribbean, creates two key problems: 1) wages remain low, resulting in reduced purchasing power 
and wellbeing; and 2) women remain segmented in these sectors, with limited access to higher paid jobs. As 
early as 1989 a report by the Commonwealth Secretariat called the structural adjustment programs of the 
1980s a failure for half of the recipient countries’ peoples13. 
 
Meanwhile as the Idle Minds, Empty Pockets, Thwarted Futures14 report produced by UNDP (2017) 
reveals, young men—particularly those from poorer communities and urban slums—are being left behind. 
Particularly across fragile and conflict affected countries worldwide, young men are under pressure to live up 
to societal norms regarding ‘manhood’ that are rooted in their ability to provide for families, procreate, have 
social prestige and be capable of protecting their family and community. Yet living in times of accelerating 
change and transition, that limits their ability to provide. As noted in the forthcoming report: 

“In many Fragile and conflict affected societies (FCS) young men feel caught between a 
gerontocracy that traps them in a ‘prolonged’ youth and a militarized masculinity, with no 
alternatives for shaping their own identity and livelihood…From Africa to the Middle East and 
beyond…autocratic leadership styles, political ideologies forged on identity and exclusion, and 
entrenched patriarchal structures sustained through patronage and violence, are inherent 

																																																								
13 Commonwealth Secretariat. (1989). Engendering Adjustment for the 1990s: Report 
of a Commonwealth Expert Group on Women and Structural Adjustment. London: Commonwealth Secretariat. 
14 UNDP (forthcoming 2017), Idle Minds, Empty Pockets, Thwarted Futures 
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characteristics of the political arena. Particularly for young men, affiliation with political leaders can 
provide a sense of access to power from which they otherwise feel excluded.  
Trapped in prolonged ‘youth’ status and unable to live up to their own aspirations, young men can 
become easy targets for recruitment as ‘foot soldiers’ by the ‘big men’ of political elites, who fight 
their political battles using their young proxies to repress dissent and coerce allegiance. Affiliation 
with political leaders or membership in parties can provide a sense of belonging and prestige, as 
well as a key source of income for many young men who eke out daily subsistence. Such findings 
echo…research amongst male youth recruited by the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (United 
National Movement, MQM), Pakistan’s ethno-nationalist Mohajir party in the violent conflict that 
wracked Karachi in the 1980s and 1990s. [Research] notes the role played by MQM elders and 
leaders in the political manipulation of boys and their recruitment as killers. For one such recruit 
‘[k]illings […] represented a risky, exciting means to access the trust and approval of a select elite, as 
well as a powerful new self-image—a privilege’”. 

 
 
3. Implications for Social Welfare  

 
As governments receded from providing social welfare, whether through privatization, deregulation, or 
austerity policies, a vacuum emerged. Because people and communities still need health, education, justice 
and security services, other actors (from gangs and cartels, to churches, temples and mosques) emerged to 
fill the vacuum. Across the world, religious organizations have been the first to step into these spaces. While 
many provide necessary services, they also espouse their own ideologies, and invariably foment social 
fragmentation, as there is less focus on notions of shared national or civic identity, and more emphasis on 
distinct ethnic or religious ones.  
 
The education sector is a key example of the capture of social welfare by actors with ideological agendas. 
The implementation of neoliberal economic policies and the imposition of structural adjustment policies 
forced many countries to lower spending on public education. The unintended consequences are complex 
and deep-seated: 
 
• The cost of schooling shifted from the government to the individual and family through the imposition 

of fees. This in turn meant that poorer families are often forced to choose which child attends and how 
long they can access education. Inevitably it created significant gender disparities. In some contexts, such 
as the Middle East and the Caribbean, the pressure to earn incomes and care for their families has 
forced young men to drop out of education—especially at the tertiary level. Thus, universities have 
some 60-80% female students across countries. This gender imbalance creates significant social tensions 
and mismatched expectations and entitlements, which can result in violence. In other contexts, notably 
South Asia, families often show preference for boys’ education, thus reducing their daughters’ life 
opportunities.  
 

• The reduction in budgets has also made the public education sector vulnerable to, and in need of 
private sector funding and assistance. While in principle the concept of public/private partnership may 
seem to bring the best of all worlds together, in practice, it has made public education more beholden 
to private interests. In some contexts, as in Pakistan, it has also led to significant shifts in national 



	
1779 Massachusetts Ave NW, Suite 605 | Washington, DC 20036 | info@icanpeacework.org | icanpeacework.org 

6 

curricula, with civic education being diminished and single identity concepts and religion taking 
precedence.15  

 
• The budget cuts have also meant limited resources to build new schools or sustain higher standards of 

education and development of the curricula. Austerity has resulted in a reduction in the teaching of arts, 
culture, philosophy and civics, each vital to nurturing pluralistic understandings of contemporary society, 
and providing students with diverse outlets to express themselves, flourish, and be valued.  

 
• The failure of official curricula to deal with historical grievances more effectively and address complex 

identities—particularly in terms of religion—has also led to a demand for alternative information and 
knowledge including from online sources. However, this “democratization of information” is 
accompanied by a dearth of critical thinking and lack of effective means of verifying fact from fiction and 
fringe from mainstream. At its best, it enables youth to question assumptions and understand historic 
events from multiple perspectives. But at its worst, it has emboldened unverified sources and 
movements pursuing specific political agendas to gain global audiences and platforms that bring them far 
greater influence than previously possible. Simultaneously, in many Muslim majority contexts, the main 
source of religious education are the mosques and religious schools which have long been funded and 
led by often self-styled Imams trained in Saudi Arabia and particularly exclusionary and harsh versions of 
the religion.16 The spread of satellite television stations has also become a source of religious 
instruction—one that is equally dominated by the most regressive voices.  
 

• The lack of effective formative training for teachers and privatized tutoring is an additional consequence. 
Without the effective training and monitoring of standards, teachers have greater freedom to infuse 
their own personal beliefs and ideologies in to the curricula and the classroom.  

 
With the demand for education always high, the “market” has been opened to and exploited by private 
educational institutions. Religious movements—from the Catholic Church in Latin America to the Muslim 
Brotherhood and various offshoots of Wahhabism—have filled the vacuum in the Middle East, Asia and 
Africa. In many instances they have co-opted the discourse and delivery17 of human rights by highlighting and 
addressing issues of social and economic injustice.18 But alongside these services, they are also promulgating 
ideology and doctrine, which is by definition exclusionary as it elevates one religious group and set of values 
and practices over others. Meanwhile from Uganda to Syria, the collapse or inaccessibility of public schools 
has forced parents to entrust their children to informal religious schools simply because it is the only option 
or because they are promised a free education.  
 
Since the funding and management of private educational institutions is also less transparent, the curricula 
they develop and teach are not as scrutinized as the content taught in state schools. In some cases, in 
Pakistani schools, this has proven to be positive as private schools are teaching pluralism and respect for 

																																																								
15 The 1979 National Education Policy and Implementation Program outlined the educational priorities and the role of Islam. See 
Talbani, Aziz “Pedagogy, Power and Discourse: Transformation of Islamic Education” in Comparative Education Review, v 40, n1. 
16 Sanam Naraghi-Anderlini. “Stealth Sectarianism.” Lobe Log foreign policy. 12 September 2016. Available at: 
http://lobelog.com/stealth-sectarianism/. 
17 Barbara F. Walters. “Why Extremists Thrive During Civil Wars”. Political Violence at a Glance. 2013. Available at: 
http://politicalviolenceataglance.org/2013/08/16/why-extremists-thrive-during-civil-wars/. 
18 Estevez, Ariadne, “Myth and Reality, The Catholic Church and Human Rights in Latin America.” Open Democracy. Sept. 2014. 
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diversity. But for the most part, there has been an exponential growth in religious schools (madrassas), 
particularly for girls.19  
 
Funding from the Arab Gulf states helped spread private religious schools and became common among elite 
philanthropists and diaspora groups, there is no independent oversight of the materials or ideology that is 
taught. Invariably, the emphasis on particular texts and interpretations of Islamic texts resulted in the spread 
and normalization of bigotry, intolerance and accepted violence towards minority sects such as the Shias and 
Jafaris, as well as other religions.  
 
 
4. Implications for the Health Sector  

 
The drive to privatize has been extended deep into national health care provision. Its impact in developing 
countries where national health infrastructure was nascent at best has been profound. Moreover, the focus 
on financial efficiency fails to consider the burden that is placed on family members, particularly women 
whose labor is unpaid and undervalued, but who care for the sick when no other services are available, 
accessible and/or affordable. 
 
Because the burden of cost is put on private individuals, health care has become a question of luxury with 
risks of disparate quality because it is based on a person’s ability to pay, instead of being the responsibility of 
the state to its people.  
 
Not surprisingly, non-state organizations—particularly religious entities—have entered this space as well. At 
its most benign, this is a matter of social justice, and the provision of care is framed as a religious or moral 
duty. In post-revolution Tunisia, for example, the Muslim Brotherhood offered free community clinical 
services, while the state clinics either charged fees or were not present. Rural or poor urban populations 
cannot be blamed for seeking the free care. 
 
Similarly, Iraqis who have long lost their health infrastructure, or find the local services too costly, are 
traveling to Iran to receive better quality care at an affordable price. In Lebanon, Hezbollah provides some 
of the best health services available, while in the Americas it is largely the Catholic Church that has filled the 
gap resulting from the reduction in public health services. 
 
These are not overtly political decisions, but they do explain why and how communities can have allegiances 
towards ideological movements, and mistrust the state. But in each case the free services come with 
invisible strings. In predominantly Catholic contexts this means severe restrictions on women’s reproductive 
health services. The same restrictions emergence from the prevalence of Christian organizations providing 
humanitarian relief in Africa and elsewhere.20 
 
In many post-conflict or humanitarian settings, multilateral organizations also contribute and fill the gap. But 
their reliance on community and religious leaders can inadvertently contribute to conflict or reinforce 
harmful social norms. In the early years after the fall of the Taliban in Afghanistan, for example the UN 

																																																								
19 ICAN, 2014, Reclaiming the Progressive Past: Pakistani Women’s Struggle Against Violence and Extremism 
20 Mariz Tadros. Faith-Based Organizations and Service Delivery: Gender Conundrums. United Nations Research Institute for Social 
Development. Available at: http://www.unrisd.org/80256B3C005BCCF9/search/592137C50475F6A8C12577BD004FB5A0. 
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sought a fatwa (religious edict or opinion) from religious leaders to support child spacing (family planning). 
The UN invited some 300 clerics to a consultation. But instead of endorsing child spacing, they produced a 
fatwa condoning child marriage.  
 
Because extremist movements vilify the ‘other’ and sew fear by claiming that health services such as routine 
vaccinations are ways to control or destroy the population, they create a narrative to validate their violence 
against healthcare providers and centers. As a result, in Pakistan, for example, local health workers providing 
polio vaccinations have been targeted.  
 
 
5. Implications for the Security Sector  

 
The security sector is equally subject to the same privatizing trends discussed above. However, the state’s 
role has not decreased in parallel as it has with social services such as health care. In many cases government 
spending on security has shifted as states maintain their own forces while also purchasing the services of 
private firms, resulting in an expansion of the sector. There are three interrelated areas in which changes are 
most evident.21  
 
First, the reduction of social service has also weakened effective community policing. That vacuum has been 
filled with vigilantism and it has emboldened militias, cartels and gangs, particularly in poor neighborhoods, to 
provide security and informal but often harsh and illegal “justice” in exchange for “taxes” or extortion. This 
has further eroded the state’s authority and legitimacy in affected communities. Moreover, even when the 
police are present—particularly in post conflict or crisis affected settings—they are often ill-trained, badly 
paid and/or predatory towards local communities. The oppressive and violent actions of the state’s security 
sector towards its own population is a key trigger for prompting radicalization and sympathy for militias and 
vigilantes that claim to represent or offer justice and security.22 
  
These conditions are relevant to the second set of challenges. Since 9/11 in particular, there has been a 
significant increase in international resources targeting the security sector in countries like Afghanistan and 
Iraq, but donors have circumscribed how those resources are allocated. This limitation coupled with 
problems of corruption at the state and local levels have had profound implications in terms of state and 
societal security.  
 
In Afghanistan, the US government’s own audit of the Afghan Local Police (ALP) found that despite the 
hundreds of millions of dollars spent, the force was ineffective.23 The US formed the ALP as a mechanism 
for demobilizing thousands of Afghan militias and reintegrating them into a cohesive force to “defend their 
communities against insurgents and other illegally armed groups.” Its members were nominated by 
prominent villagers to protect their communities against Taliban attacks, guard facilities and checkpoints, and 
conduct local counterinsurgency missions. The force was designed as a separate entity to the existing 
Afghan National Police.  
																																																								
21 In the US defense spending increased by 50% since 9/11 compared to 13% in other sectors  
22 Sanam Naraghi-Anderlini. Uncomfortable Truths, Unconventional Wisdoms: Women’s Perspectives on Violent Extremism and 
Security Interventions. Women’s Alliance for Security Leadership (WASL) Brief on Policy and Practice. March 2016. Available at: 
http://www.icanpeacework.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/WASL-Brief-No.1-Full.pdf. 
23 Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR). Afghan Local Police: A Critical Rural Security Initiative Lacks 
Adequate Logistics Support, Oversight, and Direction. SIGAR 16-3 Audit Report. October 2015. Available at: 
 https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/audits/SIGAR-16-3-AR.pdf. 



	
1779 Massachusetts Ave NW, Suite 605 | Washington, DC 20036 | info@icanpeacework.org | icanpeacework.org 

9 

 
By April 2015, the US government had spent $469.7 million to fund the ALP through the Afghan Ministry of 
Interior, and estimated that the annual running costs would be some $121 million. Yet by the US’s own 
assessment the structures put in place were inadequate. As a result, the ALP was not adequately equipped, 
its personnel were used for alternative purposes such as acting as bodyguards to government officials, and 
there was insufficient oversight and accountability of salary disbursement so funds were misappropriated. 
Local communities, particularly women’s organizations also reported on the abusive behavior of ALP 
members among local communities.24  
 
This raises the third question: who benefits from such significant allocation of resources and related 
government contracts? It draws in another set of issues: namely that in promoting privatization, neoliberal 
policies have also created opportunities for vast revenue generation among private security companies, who 
now offer their services to governments. Across Asia, Africa, and Central America, multinational security 
companies—many of whom are de facto mercenaries—have gained power and influence.   
 
The linkages between private security and multilateral corporations involved in resource extraction are also 
evident.  The Great Lakes region of Africa illustrates this phenomenon. The region has been plagued with 
violence since the 1990s and the Rwandan genocide of 1994. Uganda in particular has emerged as the 
region’s peacekeeper with the international community pour resources into the ever-expanding Ugandan 
military for its role in leading the peacekeeping forces in Somalia. While the security sector has grown in 
each country, it has not brought greater security to local population. Instead the region is awash with cheap 
weapons and related crimes. This in turn has prompted companies to hire private security companies to 
protect their sites and assets. Yet, says a women peacebuilder from the region, the foot soldiers and the 
security guards are paid too little to make ends meet, as a result they use their weapons to rob local 
communities and even the companies they are charged to protect.25 
 
Local populations are also angered by the perception that companies present in Uganda do not pay 
adequate taxes, and that many are protected by the state even though they are involved in taking over 
communal lands. The state’s logic has been that since the war devastated livestock populations, the land lays 
idle and it should be used for crops like sugarcane. But it has failed to consult the communities to which the 
land belongs, when allocating fields to private companies. The expropriated properties are also heavily 
protected by the army, generating greater resentment within communities,, which sets the stage for conflict 
and violence.26  

 

6. Militarism, Extremism and Economics: A Negative Self-Perpetuating Cycle  

The combination of increased security expenditure, proliferation of security actors—state, non-state, 
international and transnational—and reduction in socio-economic spending, not only generates greater 
insecurity, but also prompts a negative reinforcing cycle.  

																																																								
24 Human Rights Watch. “Just Don’t Call It a Militia”: Impunity, Militias, and the “Afghan Local Police”. Sept. 2011. Available at: 
https://www.hrw.org/report/2011/09/12/just-dont-call-it-militia/impunity-militias-and-afghan-local-police. 
25 Testimony of a Ugandan women’s rights activist and peacebuilder. 2016. 
26 Ibid 
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Pakistan has long been at the forefront of this experience. Between 2001 and 2011, due to heightened 
insecurity exacerbated by foreign interventions, direct economic costs to the country were estimated at 
$67.93 billion, in addition to the destruction of infrastructure. 27 The cost estimate covers damage done to 
the military, social and development infrastructure, reduction in foreign direct investment, capital flight, 
closure of industries and its impact on the broader economy and job market, the added costs associated 
with caring for displaced populations, loss in tourism and social capital due to loss of education, skills and job 
opportunities.28 In addition,  

“many people—particularly among the educated classes—are leaving the country. The 
industrialists and businessmen in KPK have migrated to Islamabad or other cities in Punjab. 
Thousands have lost jobs due to reduced investment and the downturn in tourism—which 
was historically a source of income for the SWAT Valley, and there is lack of support for 
displaced populations. The resultant increase in unemployment and poverty has made 
young men more vulnerable to radicalization and recruitment by militias and criminal 
gangs.”29  

Instead of allocating existing resources to developing social and economic opportunities for young people 
and affected populations, most resources that flow in are allocated to the security sector which exacerbates 
the insecurities illustrated by the Pakistan case. It also suggests that much of the available resources are 
directed toward a minority of individuals among the youth and communities that are involved in 
perpetrating violence through extremist movements. In doing so, exacerbating the harm done.  

Furthermore, the myth that militarization is about protection and security needs to be debunked if we are 
to radically address the gendered aspect of militarism and increase women’s security. According to SIPRI, 
world military expenditure is estimated to have been $1676 billion in 2015. This represents 2.3 per cent of 
global gross domestic product or $228 per person. Total global expenditure in 2015 was about 1.0 per cent 
higher in real terms than in 2014.30 In fact, apart from globalization—which has been characterized by 
neoliberalism—militarization is the second of the world’s two most potent trends.31 Militarization of a 
society and more specifically gun culture correlates with notions of masculinity, including men as protectors 
and as warriors.32 As such, (increasing) militarization disproportionately leads to a drastic decrease of 
women’s security. The Global Study on UN SC Resolution 1325 adds: “[M]ilitarism serves to uphold and 
perpetuate structural inequalities that in turn operate to disenfranchise women and girls from public goods, 
entrench exclusion and marginalization, and create the ingredients for a platform of broader inequalities that 
increase the potential for violent conflict to occur”.33  

																																																								
27 Tariq Khan. The Social, Political and Economic Effects of the War on Terror: Pakistan 2009 To 2011. ISSRA Papers. 2013. 
Available at: http://www.ndu.edu.pk/issra/issra_pub/articles/issra-paper/ISSRA_Papers_Vol5_IssueI_2013/04-Policy-Paper-Tariq-
Khan.pdf. 
28 Center for Research & Security Studies. The Cost of Conflict in Pakistan. 2014. Available at:  
 http://www.humanitarianlibrary.org/sites/default/files/2014/02/Cost-of-Conflict-in-Pakistan.pdf  
29 International Civil Society Action Network (ICAN). “Reclaiming the Progressive Past: Pakistani women’s struggle against violence 
& extremism”. What the Women Say Brief 10. 2014. Available at: http://www.icanpeacework.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/01/ICAN-Pakistan-Brief.pdf. 
30 SIPRI. SIPRI Yearbook 2016: Armaments, Disarmament, International Security. Available at: 
https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/YB16-Summary-ENG.pdf. 
31 Cynthia Enloe. Gender and Militarism. Analyzing the Links to Strategize for Peace. 2014. Available at: http://www2.kobe-
u.ac.jp/~alexroni/IPD 2015 readings/IPD 2015_9/Gender and Militarism May-Pack-2014-web.pdf. 
32 Ray Acheson. Money, Masculinities, and Militarism. 2014. Available at: http://www2.kobe-u.ac.jp/~alexroni/IPD 2015 readings/IPD 
2015_9/Gender and Militarism May-Pack-2014-web.pdf. 
33 UNWomen. Preventing Conflict, Transforming Justice, Securing Peace: A Global Study on the Implementation of UN Security 
Council Resolution 1325. 2015. Available at:  http://reliefweb.int/report/world/preventing-conflict-transforming-justice-securing-
peace-global-study-implementation. 
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7. Extremism on the Rise: Austerity, Anger, Insecurity and Intolerance  

 
In industrialized countries, economic disparity coupled with austerity measures, which have done little to 
alleviate the pressures on working and middle class families, have paved the way for a populist attack on 
globalization and the loss of jobs to cheaper developing countries. Populism also drew attention to 
migration from developing countries into industrialized states, enabling extreme nationalist movements to 
mobilize around the messages of protectionism and xenophobia.  
 
Instead of directing public ire at the economic policies that have resulted in the loss of education, social 
welfare and job opportunities at home, right wing political movements have directed the blame onto 
minority populations, suggesting that they are “taking the jobs” at home or abroad.  
 
In developing countries, observed one participant, the horizontal connectivity of people that enables social 
cohesion and national identity is challenged by increased affinity to transnational ethnic or religious identity. 
It has also shred vertical connectivity between classes in each society, as the economic elite in one country 
share more interests with the economic elite in another country, than they do with their compatriots.  
 
Meanwhile, increases in security spending and militarization, heightening insecurity and loss of opportunities, 
create a ripe environment in which extremist movements have grown. They reach out to discontented and 
aggrieved communities—particularly youth—and promise, not only economic opportunities but also social 
justice, dignity and the feeling of fighting for a greater cause. In this manner, state militarism and non-state 
extremism reinforce and perpetuate each other. 
 
 
8. What Next? Resettling the Economic Policy Table and Asking the Right Questions  

 
Is there a direct connection between macro-economic policies and the rise of violent extremism? No – or 
perhaps a more accurate answer is ‘we do not know exactly’. Extremism and related violence arise due to a 
complexity of factors. But should economic policies be revisited?  Is it sufficient to address micro-economic 
conditions without attention to the larger picture? As the discussions above suggest, there are fundamental 
issues that need attention. 
 
Given that the economic growth model embedded in neoliberal economic policies has not led to prosperity 
for all, but instead has contributed to the fragmentation of societies, what other approaches could be taken? 
Dr. Balakrishan suggests asking a fundamental question: What should be the goal of economic policies? She 
also offers a practical response, suggesting that economic policies should be designed to ensure that the 
social and economic rights of every human being as enshrined in the UN’s Conventions on Economic and 
Social Rights, as well as the UDHR, are realized.  
 
In other words, the macroeconomic policies pertaining to taxation, fiscal and monetary controls, trade and 
public expenditure that govern our lives, must be designed and monitored to enable and ensure education, 
healthcare, safe communities, employment and other fundamental human rights. Such a reframing of 
economic policies is essential for sustaining effective prevention of violent extremism. Moreover, it is needed 
to meet human needs, environmental sustainability, and to foster peace and equality, which are integral to 
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the Agenda 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  
 
The need for a human rights approach to economic policy is echoed by Oxford economist Eric Beinhocker. 
Speaking at the OECD in December 2016 he noted,  
 

“Populism is a zero-sum mentality – the populist leader will help me get more of a fixed 
pie. Idealism is a positive-sum mentality – we can do great things together. Idealism is the 
most powerful antidote to populism (…) Economics has painted itself as a detached 
amoral science, but humans are moral creatures. We must bring morality back into the 
center of economics in order for people to relate to and trust it.”  

 
The agenda and the proposed transformation are profound. The vested interests in maintaining the current 
status quo are equally deep. But the moment is also ripe to challenge the status quo, and not only offer an 
alternative economic model to elevate individual and societal well-being, but also to rekindle an urgently 
needed emphasis on fostering pluralism and the creativity and economic development it can enable, if given 
a chance.  
 

 
 
 
 


