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TABLE TALKS   RADICALIZATION
RADICALIZATION DEFINED:
John Horgan defi nes radicalization as a “social and psychological process of incrementally experi-
enced commitment to an extremist political or religious ideology.”

But what does this mean?

•  Radicalization is a process; we do not start as “radical”,  rather radicalization is the end result of a 
process of incrementally experienced social and psychological change. 

•  Radicalization is the commitment to an extremist, political ideology. Many people hold radical views, 
but we often only use “radicalization” to describe those who are committed to an extremist political 
ideology. 

WHAT RADICALIZATION IS NOT?
•   It is important to state that radicalization is not terrorism. Terrorism is terrorism. There are a lot of 

people who hold radical views, but many of them will never engage in extremist violence.

•  As John Horgan writes “The idea that radicalization causes terrorism is perhaps the greatest myth 
alive today in terrorism research. [First], the overwhelming majority of people who hold radical 
beliefs do not engage in violence. And second, there is increasing evidence that people who engage 
in terrorism don’t necessarily hold radical beliefs.”

•  So is radicalization the problem? Well, no. As John Horgan states “Radicalization is not the issue. 
Terrorism is.”

SO WHY DO PEOPLE BECOME INVOLVED IN TERRORISM? 
•  Instead of focusing on the “big” issues (the ideology, the political motivation) sometimes it is instead 

better to look at the “small” issues; the personal factors that push someone towards being involved 
in a terrorist organization. 

•  These small issues are generally diverse, but they can involve a longing for signifi cance, a lack of 
friends, a need to feel respected, and a lack of money or jobs or other alternatives. 

•    When researchers interview terrorists they often fi nd that it is these “small” issues that drove their 
involvement in terrorism and not an ideology.

RADICALIZATION AS CAUSE OR EFFECT?
•  One issue with radicalization is that it is circular. We say that radicalization causes terrorism, yet 

how do we know if someone is radicalized? Well the answer is often “because they were involved 
in terrorism.” But do we ever know that? Do we ever test their “radicalization?” In many cases we 
do not. Instead we simply say that someone is radicalized because they were involved in terrorism; 
without ever checking that they were actually involved in terrorism because they were radicalized. 
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WHAT ABOUT THE INTERNET AND RADICALIZATION? 
•  We increasingly say that people become “radicalized online,” but do they? Well, several researchers 

have tried to answer this question. Von Behr, for example looked at 15 cases of “online radicaliza-
tion” to see what the role of the Internet was. He wanted to see if the Internet created more oppor-
tunities for people to: become radicalized, create an echo chamber for people to surround them-
selves with like-minded individuals, accelerate radicalization, allow radicalization without physical 
contact, or increase the opportunities for self-radicalization.

Table 1: Literature hypotheses and Von Behr et al’s fi ndings regarding the role that the Internet plays 
in the process of radicalization (from Von Behr et al., 2013, p.24)

TABLE TALK TAKEAWAY
Radicalization is an important part of terrorism; it plays a central role in why people 
become terrorists. But agreeing with an ideology is not the only reason people become 
involved in terrorism, there are often many personal reasons that drive their choices. In 
addition, while we increasingly say that “the internet plays a role in radicalization” we are 
still not sure what that role is exactly. We know it increases the opportunities for radical-
ization, but this does not explain why some people become radicalized and others do not.

LITERATURE HYPOTHESES
The Internet creates more 
opportunities to become 
radicalized
The Internet acts as an ‘echo 
chamber’.
The Internet accelerates the 
process of radicalization. 

The Internet allows 
radicalization to occur without 
physical contact.

The Internet increases 
opportunities for self-
radicalization

DOES THE PRIMARY DATA SUPPORT THE HYPOTHESES?

Yes in all of these cases

Yes in the majority of these cases

While there is no agreed length of time or template for radi-
calization, it is not clear that the internet would have acceler-
ated this process in the majority of our cases: in these cases 
the internet appears to enable rather than necessarily accel-
erate radicalization

Not in the majority of these cases: most cases involve offl  ine 
activity that could have played a role in the individual’s radi-
calization

Not in the majority of these cases: most cases of so-called 
‘online self-radicalization’ involve virtual communication and 
interaction with others


