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II. Research Notes
Research on Radicalisation: Topics and Themes
by Alex P. Schmid
The following text is a slightly expanded version of the author’s introduction to a panel titled ‘Next Wave
of Research Topics and Themes’ held at the end of a Research Seminar on ‘Radicalisation: From Theory to
Practice’. It was held on 12-13 April 2016 in Vienna, Austria, and organised by the European Radicalisation
Awareness Network. RAN was set up in 2010 by the European Commission as an EU-wide umbrella network of
practitioners engaged to prevent and counter radicalisation to violent extremism. Its Centre of Excellence (RAN
CoE) acts as a hub in connecting, developing and disseminating expertise and seeks to develop state-of-the-art
knowledge.
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Introduction

T

he idea that terrorism comes in waves was first introduced by David C. Rapoport, the grand old man
of terrorism research who started teaching about the subject half a century ago. He distinguished
between four waves:

•

the Anarchist Wave (1870-1920s)

•

the Nationalist Wave (1920s-1960s);

•

-the New Left/Marxist Wave (from the 1960s to the 1980s), and the

•

Religious Wave (from the late 1970s to today and beyond)

Rapoport´s theory is one of the better theories in terrorism research, although it has not gone
unchallenged[1].
This raises the question whether there are also waves in terrorism research and, if so, what are the drivers.
Clearly, one of the biggest drivers of terrorism research is government funding which became substantial
only after 11 September 2001. Research on what was termed by the European Commission “Violent
Radicalisation” began, with few exceptions [2], only after the attacks in Madrid (11/3/2004) and London
(7/7/2005). It was a largely political construct; there had been hardly any social science research driven by
this particular concept before the early 21st century.[3] The phenomenon of homegrown terrorism emerging
from immigrant diaspora communities worried national and European policy makers. The US-UK
intervention in Iraq, launched under false pretexts, was widely viewed as an attack on a Muslim country in
immigrant circles. It angered many young Muslims in Western Europe, making some of them susceptible to
recruitment efforts of Islamist terrorist organisations. Both the United States and European governments had
been reluctant to explore the root causes of terrorism after 9/11 and the US-led attack on Iraq. By shifting the
public discussion away from Western meddling in the Muslim world to Islamist meddling with Muslim youth
in the West in the form of radicalisation and recruitment, politically safe ground was reached for exploring
some drivers behind homegrown terrorism–such as the role of certain mosques and other recruitment hot
spots such as prisons. A European Expert Group on “Violent Radicalisation” was set up by the European
Commission. It was chaired by Fernando Reinares and produced in mid-May 2008 a concise report that was,
however, shelved and never officially released.[4] The Expert Group’s report interpreted radicalisation as
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socialization to extremism, manifesting itself in acts of terrorism and observed that radicalisation happens at
the “intersection of an enabling environment and a personal trajectory.”[5]
Yet to this day the main focus of radicalisation research has been on the “vulnerable individual” who is
somehow manipulated into becoming a terrorist, with radicalisation being the Black Box which contains the
riddle of ”what goes on before the bomb goes off ’, to use a snappy formulation of Peter Neumann, director
of the International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation (ICSR) in London. To this day, the ‘enabling
environment’, has not received the same amount of attention as the ‘vulnerable individual’.[6] Even less
attention than to the meso-level has been given to macro-level drivers of radicalisation.
For research to become cumulative, one needs to agree on a definition. Despite more than ten years of
research we still do not have a generally agreed upon definition of “radicalisation”. The definition articulated
by the European Union The definition articulated by the European Union–which presumably is the one RAN
is following – is short but not very precise:
“Radicalisation: Individuals or groups becoming intolerant with regard to basic democratic values like
equality and diversity, as well as a rising propensity towards using means of force to reach political goals that
negate and/or undermine democracy.”[7]

If we indeed would take–following this official European definition–democracy, equality and diversity as
benchmarks for measuring degrees of radicalization, we would have a great deal more radicalisation in the
world, and not just among “vulnerable youth”.
My own definition of radicalisation is one that owes an intellectual debt to the work of Clark McCauley and
Sophia Moskalenko[8] but goes beyond them:
“an individual or collective (group) process whereby, usually in a situation of political polarisation, normal
practices of dialogue, compromise and tolerance between political actors and groups with diverging interests
are abandoned by one or both sides in a conflict dyad in favour of a growing commitment to engage in
confrontational tactics of conflict-waging. These can include either
(i) the use of (non-violent) pressure and coercion,
(ii) various forms of political violence other than terrorism or
(iii) acts of violent extremism in the form of terrorism and war crimes.
The process is, on the side of rebel factions, generally accompanied by an ideological socialisation away
from mainstream- or status quo-oriented positions towards more radical or extremist positions involving a
dichotomous world view and the acceptance of an alternative focal point of political mobilisation outside the
dominant political order as the existing system is no longer recognised as appropriate or legitimate.”

There are many other definitions [9] as there are many ways of looking at the problem. Radicalisation can be
viewed as a process of political socialisation towards extremism. Alternatively, radicalisation can be viewed as
a process of conflict escalation in terms of increased use of illegal methods of political action when confronting
an opponent. It can also be seen as a mobilisation and recruitment process, masterminded by manipulative
political or religious entrepreneurs. It can finally be viewed primarily as a conversion process, a life-changing
transformation from a more individual-centered personal identity to a new, collective-centered identity
which makes the vulnerable individual subservient to the demands of an extremist religious cult while
making him or her think of belonging to a superior group of true believers.[10]
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Problems with the Concept of Radicalisation
If we look at the history of radicalisation research we find that there was an initial focus on prison
radicalisation, followed by one on mosque and madrassa radicalization. More recently the main focus is on
internet and social media radicalisation. Should we call this sequence of research ‘waves’?
It might perhaps be better to call the very strong focus on radicalisation itself as one wave of (counter-)
terrorism research if we want to stick to this aquatic metaphor. Several leading researchers have expressed
unhappiness with this heavy focus on radicalisation in terrorism research. To quote one of them,
John Horgan: ”We should not have allowed to have radicalisation center stage.(…) We are stuck with
radicalisation”.[11] My own unhappiness with the concept of radicalisation and its use has been expressed in
a literature review.[12] It is threefold:
i)

the association of radicalisation with radicalism (rather than extremism; the former is an outflow of
the 18th century enlightenment while the latter is regressive and authoritarian rather than progressive
and egalitarian);

ii)

the one-sided use of the term for non-state actors only (as if those holding state power never become
more extreme in the course of a conflict); and

iii) the almost exclusive focus on the micro-level of the vulnerable individual (rather than a broader focus
on the meso-level of the radical milieu or the macro-level of society, state and international system).
There are more problems with the concept of radicalisation. In some cases individual radicalisation follows
joining a terrorist group rather than the other way round. In other cases (e.g. defensive vigilantism) those
using terrorist tactics were never radicalised. In most cases, those holding radical (as opposed to extremist)
views never engage in terrorism. The question “Why some radicalise while most do not radicalise?” is still in
need of satisfactory answers.
A Dozen Topics and Themes for Research
If we look not at radicalisation and its opposite concept de-radicalisation but at Counter-Terrorism as a
whole, one can note a shift from a (i) law enforcement approach that treated terrorism as crime to a (ii)
military approach in the ‘Global War on Terror’ which treats counter-terrorism as a special type of counterinsurgency. More recently, we have seen advocacy for a (iii) whole-of-government approach, followed by
pleas for a (iv) whole-of-society approach and even a (v) whole-of-UN-approach. Perhaps one could also
apply the wave metaphor to these five phases.
Leaving the wave metaphor behind, what topics and themes should be next in terrorism and counterterrorism research in general and radicalisation research in particular? Here are a dozen suggestions:
1.

Use of primary sources: Clearly the gap between academic research and counter-terrorism intelligence
needs to be narrowed. Intelligence agencies and law enforcement agencies often have too many data
but lack time and also lack some of the analytical skills available in academia to fully exploit this heap
of unprocessed raw data.[13] The problem to get security clearances makes it, however, difficult for
researchers to work with primary sources. Most governments keep their in-house information close
to their chest. [14]

2.

Re-contextualise research: Research on terrorism and radicalisation needs to be re-contextualised and
linked to the history of a conflict on the one hand and government politics on the other hand.[15]
There is a great difference between someone radicalising in Syria or Gaza from someone radicalizing
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in Brussels or Paris. There is a great difference between radicalisation in a democratic country and
under an authoritarian dictatorship. There is a great difference between radicalisation in an occupied
country and a free one, between a country at war and one at peace. Looking at radicalisation only
from the perspective of those at the top social hierarchies both at home and abroad is bound to lead
to biased results and bad policies.
3.

Address rather than avoid the role of religion: Religion and conversion to a fundamentalist religious
worldview needs to be problematised rather than avoided. There has been a tendency in the United
Nations but also with many governments to say that terrorism has nothing to do with religion and,
more in particular, that Islam is peaceful and terrorism is un-Islamic. Political correctness has stood
in the way of unbiased research. It has become customary to use the term “violent extremism”
to avoid the term “Islamist terrorism”. It is repeated again and again that there is no profile of a
terrorist. However, most contemporary terrorist attacks are perpetrated by self-declared Muslims, or
recent converts to Islam. Here in Europe many of these radicalised young males in European urban
diasporas have an immigrant background from Arab and other Muslim countries, have a history of
involvement in drugs and crime, and a not insignificant part of them have been plagued by family
(incl. domestic violence) and mental health problems. This does not amount to a single terrorist
profile but is more than mere coincidence.
There are two basic approaches to de-radicalisation: one focuses on bringing people back into the
community, the other focuses on bringing them back to the true faith. We in the West have stressed
almost exclusively the first approach while in Muslim-majority countries efforts are made to bring
them back to the “true religion”. While there are hundreds of religions, cults and sects, all claiming
to be in possession of some special if not the only truth, we should not focus our attention on
community only in order to avoid the perplexing world of beliefs. We should take the faith-based
ideology of extremists seriously - without ideology radicalisation to a fanatic religious extremism,
most terrorism is unlikely.

4.

The role of media-induced contagion needs to be addressed; what we call radicalisation might, in
part, be contagion – imitation of behavioural models seen in social and mass media. The news value
system of our commercial media favours conflict over peace, violence over non-violence, action over
reflection, perpetrators over victims, and therefore unwittingly promotes violence for effect. As long
as our mass media do not distinguish between events which happen anyway and pseudo-events that
happen only- or mainly - because there are journalists around and the media are most likely to report
about them, we will continue to provide terrorists with free publicity in exchange for the blood of
victims.

5.

The silence of the moderates: We need to examine why the mainstream moderates in Islam are so hard
to mobilise against the extremists who get most of the media and public attention. Are the moderates
afraid of being killed by more extremist muslims? Are they secretly subscribing to the goals if not
the means of the jihadists? Are they too divided, too disorganized or lacking resources? Or are they
raising their voices but we do not hear them? These are issues that need to be addressed.

6.

The paradox of much sympathy but little support for jihadists: We still have no satisfactory answers
why so few radicalise given the fact that so many non-extremists are growing up in the same social
circumstances as those who become terrorists. 99 percent of all Muslims have not radicalised but
sympathy and sometimes support for jihadists is much more widespread. We also have to ask: what
makes some more resilient to radicalisation than others? We need to look not only at pull- and push
factors behind radicalisation to violent extremism and terrorism but also at resilience factors that
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inhibit such radicalisation. Here is my own, admittedly untested, list of individual level resilience
factors[16]:
A) Negative
•

No family breakdown, with positive father figure;

•

No previous involvement and exposure to violence;

•

No violent friends or criminal gang or drug scene involvement;

•

No signs of mental disorders;

•

No fascination with weapons and martial arts.
B) Positive

•

Ability to think and act for themselves rather than accept ideological slogans;

•

Decent employment, with prospect of upward social mobility;

•

Successful integration in immigrants´ host society;

•

Acceptance of democracy, freedom and gender equality;

•

Acceptance of information from non-Salafist sources.

7.

The role of the family in radicalisation and de-radicalisation: Family members of young Muslims who
have gone missing often express surprise that their son or daughter suddenly resurfaces in Syria.
Through acts of omission or commission families play a role in such developments. Yet their role in
both radicalisation and de-radicalisation is under-explored. It is, for instance, remarkable how often
terrorist cells contain brothers from the same family or cousins and other kin.

8.

Indicators of Radicalisation: A comparison of regional and national checklists on outward signs of
radicalisation in real life and signs in online behaviour is urgently needed.[17] French authorities, for
instance have published a list of such signs of radicalization:[18]

9.

•

They stop listening to music;

•

Stop watching TV and going to the cinema;

•

Dramatically change eating habits;

•

Stop all sport activities;

•

Change the way they dress;

•

Sever relations with old friends;

•

Reject members of their own family.
Evaluation of de-radicalisation programs: This should have one of the highest priorities. Such
programs have mushroomed in recent years. Yet without systematic, rigorous and comparative
evaluations of de-radicalisation programs, no real progress towards more promising practices can be
made.
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10. Willingness of communites to reintegrate former extremists: Like the concept of civil society the concept
of community is used as a mantra. Yet to which community can de-radicalised former militants go
back to? Who is willing to offer him or her employment? Which neighbourhood would accept a
former terrorist criminal? Which community in particular should the ex-convict re-integrate to?
Probably not the same one he came from. Community building, creating social cohesion, should be
high on our national agendas. Yet in most countries it is not.
11. Professional training of qualified mentors to guide vulnerable people away from the pathways to
radicalisation. There are many social workers and others engaged in this type of work, but proper
training has often been lacking. Such mentors might be selected former extremists who have
genuinely persuaded themselves and others that they were misled in the past.
12. Greater focus on collective de-radicalisation: Since individual de-radicalisation is labour-intensive,
greater focus should be on the exploration of the possibilities for the de-radicalisation of a whole
group of extremists (e.g. in a prison context).
Conclusion
These then are a dozen suggestions for new topics and themes of research on and around the issue of (de-)
radicalisation. Some of them are not new but all are, in my view, under-researched.
What is most needed is that we try to better understand fanatical extremism and how to break or defuse it.
To do so we have to have the courage to enter the radical and extremist milieus and talk to the angry, the
disillusioned and the forlorn who search for significance and recognition in their lives and hope to find it in
fundamentalist religion. How else can we hope to bring them back into the midst of our societies?
About the Author: Alex P. Schmid is a member of the RAN network. He is Associate Professor at the Institute
of Security and Global Affairs, Leiden University, Campus The Hague. Dr. Schmid is also a Research Fellow at
the International Centre for Counter-Terrorism (ICCT) in The Hague and Editor-in-Chief of ‘Perspectives on
Terrorism’.
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