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Universities have often been centres of political radicalism 
historically, and the campus radicalism of the 1960s in particular 
did much to shape the image of students as idealistic and 
rebellious young people keen to challenge the ideas of their 
elders [Ref: Guardian]. In recent years, however, the term ‘radical’ 
has taken on a sinister aspect, and is more often associated with 
Islamist terror groups than anti-war activism or left-wing politics 
[Ref: Prospect]. The British government has been concerned 
about Islamist extremism in universities for some time. And 
following the revelation that Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab – who 
tried to blow up a plane in Detroit on Christmas Day 2009 – had 
formerly been president of the Islamic Society at University 
College London, the pressure on universities has been stepped 
up [Ref: Guardian]. Some have called for universities to ban 
extremist groups, or at least to monitor their activities more 
closely and prevent them inviting outside speakers who are 
deemed dangerous [Ref: Guardian]. Meanwhile, many student 
unions, including the National Union of Students, have long 
operated a ‘No Platform’ policy for the BNP and other groups 
considered racist or otherwise undesirable, including the Islamist 
Hizb ut-Tahrir [Ref: Wikipedia].

Others, however, argue that universities ought to be places 
where ideas are openly debated, and that rather than censoring 
extremist groups, students and academics should challenge their 
ideas [Ref: Times Higher Education]. For those opposed to bans, 
such measures are both against the spirit of free intellectual 
enquiry, and counterproductive because they reinforce 
disaffected groups’ sense of persecution and leave their ideas 
unchallenged. 
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 2 of 6The extremism on campus debate in context

What is ‘extremism’?
Any political idea can be taken to extremes, but the term 
extremism tends to be used mainly for particular ideas at 
odds with mainstream politics, especially where there is an 
association with violence, whether racist or in the cause of 
animal rights. The form of extremism really driving the current 
debate, however, is ‘Islamism’, or ‘political Islam’, the ideology 
that seems to be behind most high-profile terrorism today, from 
the 9/11 attacks on New York and Washington in 2001 [Ref: BBC] 
to the 7/7 attacks in London in 2005 [Ref: BBC News] and the 
recent attempted bomb attack in Detroit. Al-Qaeda, the group 
that claimed responsibility for the 9/11 attacks, is thought to be 
based mainly in places like Afghanistan - where international 
forces are still fighting their allies the Taliban - and Yemen, 
where the failed Detroit bomber Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab 
is said to have trained. But Abdulmutallab previously studied in 
London, where he was president of UCL’s Islamic Society, and it is 
thought that many other terrorists, including the 9/11 attackers, 
were first ‘radicalised’ at Western universities [Ref: UCL]. For 
this reason, some argue that extremism must be tackled on 
campus, as well as in overseas wars. It is not clear, however, that 
all ‘extremist’ Islamic groups have associations with violence. 
The most prominent Islamist group on British campuses, Hizb 
ut-Tahrir, espouses an extreme version of political Islam, but 
does not endorse terrorist violence in the West [Ref: Hizb ut-
Tahrir]. For those who want to ban them, however, this does not 
matter, as the more widely extremist ideas are disseminated and 
tolerated, the more likely it is that some individuals or groups 
will turn to violence in their name [Ref: Times Higher Education]. 
Moreover, some argue that Hizb ut-Tahrir, like the allegedly 

racist BNP, create an intolerant and intimidating atmosphere 
on campus, regardless of whether they endorse violence, and 
they should be banned for that reason [Ref: Student Rights]. 
Critics counter that it is not the job of universities to police 
ideas, however extreme, but to explore and debate them [ref: 
spiked]. It is also argued that some extreme ideas that challenge 
the status quo might be valuable and worth considering, while 
others should be roundly defeated through debate, so the best 
thing is to have an open battle of ideas and allow students to 
make up their own minds.

What is ‘radicalisation’?
The case for banning extremist groups is often based on the 
idea that they serve to ‘radicalise’ people, identifying individuals 
who are dissatisfied with mainstream society, and pushing 
them to take ever more extreme views [Ref: MI5]. For example, 
someone who disapproves of the ‘war on terror’ might be 
persuaded to support the ‘resistance’ in Iraq or Afghanistan, or 
to endorse or even take part in terrorist violence domestically 
[ref: BBC News]. In the past, campus radicalism tended to mean 
left-wing politics, often focused on international issues, from 
demonstrations against the Vietnam War in the 1960s and 
1970s to the campaign against apartheid in South Africa or in 
support of the Palestinians [Ref: Palestine Solidarity Campaign]. 
More recently, however, campus radicalism has tended to mean 
Islamist politics, and someone attending a protest in support 
of the Palestinians is as likely to rub shoulders with Islamists as 
socialists. This is particularly true if that person is part of the 
Muslim community, and there is concern that idealistic young 
Muslims are being targeted by extreme groups, and encouraged 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/recent/sept_11/changing_faces_01.shtml
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/in_depth/uk/2005/london_explosions/default.stm
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/news-articles/1001/10012503
http://www.hizb.org.uk/hizb/who-is-ht.html
http://www.hizb.org.uk/hizb/who-is-ht.html
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/story.asp?sectioncode=26&storycode=198602
http://www.studentrights.org.uk/2010/01/raison-dtre-student-rights-umar-farouk-abdulmutallab/
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php/site/article/3685/
https://www.mi5.gov.uk/output/tackling-radicalisation.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/americas/1693876.stm
http://www.palestinecampaign.org/index2b.asp
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 3 of 6THE extremism on campus debate in context continued...

to abandon mainstream politics, moderate Islam and British 
values in favour of radical Islam. Those who want to ban extreme 
groups from campus argue that students need to be protected 
from such people, often warning that they are skilful at 
identifying especially vulnerable individuals [ref: Student Rights]. 
Critics answer that this is a patronising view of students, who are 
in fact capable of thinking for themselves [Ref: The Free Society]. 
As well as monitoring or banning extreme groups, the official 
response to radicalisation often involves encouraging potential 
recruits to get involved in mainstream politics, and supporting 
more moderate forms of Islam [Ref: The Times]. Critics argue 
that this is not what universities are for, and warn against 
undermining a healthy tradition of campus radicalism, which has 
involved famous figures like Tariq Ali and even Jack Straw, who 
went on to become a government minister [Ref: Guardian].

What are universities for?
Opposing views on whether extremist groups should be 
banned from universities reflect different conceptions of what 
academic institutions are for. Those who oppose such bans 
tend to see universities as institutions for the unfettered pursuit 
of knowledge [ref: Academics for Academic Freedom]. They 
reject both political interference by the government and efforts 
to ‘protect’ students from anything they might find offensive, 
on the grounds that free and robust debate is the only way to 
develop ideas and win arguments. In response to concerns about 
radicalisation after the Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab incident, 
Malcolm Grant, the head of UCL insisted, ‘Campuses are and 
should be safe homes for controversy, argument and debate’ 
[Ref: Evening Standard] Those who advocate bans, however, 

emphasise what they see as a responsibility universities 
have to reflect the values of wider society, such as tolerance, 
multiculturalism and liberal democracy, and to prevent the 
dissemination of dangerous ideas [Ref: The Centre for Social 
Cohesion]. Moreover, they often suggest universities have a 
‘pastoral’ responsibility to foster a welcoming and convivial 
environment within which students can flourish, which is 
not possible when racist or other offensive views are openly 
expressed [Ref: The Reporter]. Depending on which view one 
takes, banning extremist groups from campus either undermines 
the core function of the university, or ensures the conditions 
universities need to function properly. Champions of ‘academic 
freedom’ believe all ideas should be subject to open debate, 
while advocates of ‘No Platform’ policies believe that some ideas 
are beyond discussion.

http://www.studentrights.org.uk/2010/01/raison-dtre-student-rights-umar-farouk-abdulmutallab/
http://www.thefreesociety.org/Issues/Free-Speech/time-to-no-platform-no-platform
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/comment/faith/article4322721.ece?Submitted=true
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/belief/2010/jan/09/university-islamic-extremism-students
http://afaf.web.officelive.com/default.aspx
http://www.thisislondon.co.uk/standard/article-23798970-university-head-colleges-must-let-extremists-speak.do
http://www.socialcohesion.co.uk/home
http://www.socialcohesion.co.uk/home
http://reporter.leeds.ac.uk/515/letters.htm
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http://www.guardian.co.uk/education/2010/jan/06/university-heads-tackle-extremism
http://www.debatingmatters.com/topicguides/topicguide/no_platform/
http://newhumanist.org.uk/1573
http://www.studentrights.org.uk/2010/01/raison-dtre-student-rights-umar-farouk-abdulmutallab/
http://voicesoffcamera.wordpress.com/2008/01/18/no-platform/
http://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/2006/09/campusradicals/
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/story.asp?sectioncode=26&storycode=198602
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php/site/article/7998/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/belief/2010/jan/09/university-islamic-extremism-students
http://www.kenanmalik.com/essays/no_platform.html
http://www.muslimnews.co.uk/paper/index.php?article=3437
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/crime/article6988778.ece
http://online.wsj.com/article/NA_WSJ_PUB:SB10001424052748704130904574643912730752216.html
http://www.socialcohesion.co.uk/files/1262710659_1.pdf
http://www.guardian.co.uk/politics/2005/sep/21/terrorism.religion
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http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/belief/2010/jan/14/islam4uk-anjem-choudary-free-speech
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2010/jan/03/christmas-bombers-uk-links
http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2010/jan/03/christmas-bombers-uk-links
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/terrorism-in-the-uk/6906751/Detroit-terror-attack-British-university-complicit-in-radicalisation.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VQQsgxXzR5Q&feature=player_embedded
http://www.culturewars.org.uk/index.php/site/article/a_forward_motion/
http://voicesoffcamera.wordpress.com/2008/01/18/no-platform/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2007/nov/16/extremefreespeech
http://www.blinkx.com/watch-video/unis-urged-to-tackle-extremism/k1b3sSWvaj_AYszKMKoCLw
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2006/oct/17/anthonyglees
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/magazine/4701758.stm
http://afaf.web.officelive.com/default.aspx
http://bnp.org.uk/
http://www.hizb.org.uk/hizb/who-is-ht.html
http://security.homeoffice.gov.uk/news-publications/publication-search/general/updated-guide-for-local-partners.html
http://www.studentrights.org.uk/
http://www.socialcohesion.co.uk/home
http://www.quilliamfoundation.org/
http://www.uaf.org.uk/


NOTES

© Academy of Ideas Ltd 2009

DEBATING MATTERS
www.debatingmatters.COM

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
GUIDES

extremism on campus:
“Extremist religious and political groups should be banned from university campuses”

 6 of 6
Campus Islamic extremists under police scrutiny 
BBC News 4 February 2010
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http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/education/8496066.stm
http://www.london-student.net/2010/01/26/grant-defends-freedom-of-speech-as-ucl-announce-first-review-details/
http://www.london-student.net/2010/01/26/grant-defends-freedom-of-speech-as-ucl-announce-first-review-details/
http://www.thisislondon.co.uk/standard/article-23798970-university-head-colleges-must-let-extremists-speak.do
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/article6988753.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/article6988753.ece
http://www.guardian.co.uk/politics/2009/nov/25/muslim-school-criticises-david-cameron
http://www.guardian.co.uk/politics/2009/nov/25/muslim-school-criticises-david-cameron
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/story.asp?sectioncode=26&storycode=404509
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/education/7200783.stm
http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/story.asp?sectioncode=26&storycode=311280
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