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Executive summary 

 
 
● Radicalisation has become a prolific keyword in our social and political vocabulary, yet 
there are ways of talking about radicalisation that have acquired a special standing and 
epistemic authority among elites. 
 
● This report is concerned to examine the consensus points, evidence base and blind spots 
of what we can call “radicalisation discourse”: namely, the approved ways of talking about 
radicalisation that claim a special scientific or scholarly authority and that have become 
entrenched as a kind of socially sanctioned common sense embedded in academia, the 
media and government bureaucracy. 
 
● Academics, journalists and policymakers speak with increasing confidence about 
radicalisation, its causes and its solutions, yet this report finds that much of the 
conventional scholarly wisdom on radicalisation lacks a proper empirical foundation and 
utility.  
 
● Of the top-cited academic articles in radicalisation research, approximately a quarter 
(26%) are based on new empirical data. The vast majority – nearly three quarters (74%) – 
are almost totally reliant on secondary sources. 
 
● Radicalisation research is dominated by studies that not only lump together different 
individuals, ideologies and groups but also neglect to capture the radicalisation process from 
the perspective of those who experience it. Furthermore, that process is typically framed in 
terms of distant generic pushes and pulls that short-circuit the agent altogether, so that he 
or she remains perennially out of focus. 
 
● At the centre of radicalisation discourse is the “vulnerable person”, a passive figure, 
manipulated by shadowy extremist recruiters. There is little evidence to support this 
infantilising understanding of violent extremism. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



3 
 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The aim of this report is to identify and critically scrutinise key points of consensus in 
radicalisation discourse. By “radicalisation discourse”, I mean ways of thinking and talking 
about radicalisation that assert (explicitly or implicitly) a special epistemic authority via an 
appeal to scientific rigour or practitioner experience, and that constitute a form of socially-
sanctioned common sense among elites in academia, the mass media and government.1 
This distinguishes it from lay discourse on radicalisation, which may contain any number of 
assertions about what radicalisation is and how and why it occurs, but which makes no such 
appeal to scientific or scholarly rigour. Lay discourse on radicalisation need not be false or 
misleading or irresponsible, although it can be all of these things, and may even recycle the 
talking points of radicalisation discourse. 2 
 
Radicalisation discourse is embedded in certain occupational sites: academia, the media and 
government bureaucracy. Pre-eminent among those who shape this discourse are 
academics and credentialed experts with graduate degrees from academic institutions. 
These academics/experts come from a variety of disciplines, including political science, 
psychology, international relations, criminology, sociology, media studies, history and 
computational science, and while they differ in approach and outlook most see themselves 
as engaged in a search for basic scientific knowledge. Many, furthermore, believe that it is 
part of their public role to disseminate this knowledge to policy-makers and the wider 
public. This understanding of their public role is actively encouraged both by governments, 
which enlist them as expert advisors, and funding bodies, which support academic research. 
Even among academics who do not engage with government, either because their research 
isn’t policy-relevant or because their radical politics preclude it, most seek to publicise their 
work by engaging directly with media, activists and community groups. 
 
The chief aim of this report is to assess the empirical weight of radicalisation discourse. This 
is a matter of some social significance, since this discourse informs wider culture, shaping 
our ideas about what radicalisation is, how it should be understood and what ought to be 
done about it. It also produces broader frames of reference or conceptual apparatus for 
those government agencies which manage radicalisation and deradicalisation. It is therefore 
important to know how cogent this conceptual apparatus is and whether or not its evidence 
base is sound. If socially approved ways of thinking and talking about radicalisation lack 
clarity, coherence or empirical substance it would be useful to know this. It would also be a 
necessary first step in working out how to change radicalisation discourse for the better. 
 
This report is based on an analysis of the 50 most cited academic journal articles on 
radicalisation and deradicalisation. Together, these articles constitute the foundations of a 
consolidated scholarly wisdom that both mirrors and shapes radicalisation discourse. 
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The report is divided into 3 parts. Part 1 provides a statistical overview of the sample of 50 
journal articles. Part 2 summarises the main points of consensus across the sample, in 
addition to identifying notable points of contention; this section also shows how certain 
consensus points and the broader frames of reference that inform them are reflected in 
government policy, media discourse and the account-making of suspected terrorist 
offenders. Part 3 assesses the evidence base behind the main points of consensus, focusing 
on what, at present, we reliably know about radicalisation and deradicalisation, the practical 
utility of this knowledge and the blind spots that hamper our understanding. The conclusion 
spells out the implications of this analysis for both academics and policy-makers. 
 
Background 
 
Before commencing Part 1, it is necessary to briefly contextualise this report by placing it 
against the background of other reports on scholarly knowledge about terrorism and 
radicalisation. Broadly speaking, these reports can be divided into two genres: stern and 
disheartened and favourable and optimistic. 
 
Stern and disheartened  
 
Many reports lament the lack of a sound empirical foundation in terrorism studies. Alex P. 
Schmid and Albert J. Jongman, reviewing some 6,000 works published on terrorism between 
1968 and 1988, in addition to interviewing over 50 researchers in the field, estimated that 
as much as 80% of the literature was not “research-based in any rigorous sense”.3 They 
concluded that “there are probably few areas in the social science literature in which so 
much is written on the basis of so little research.”4 Andrew Silke, writing over a decade and 
a half later in 2004, observed that not that much had changed in the interim: “The period 
following Schmid and Jongman’s survey”, he wrote, “has not seen a vast improvement in 
the situation.”5 While he acknowledged that research on terrorism was relatively good at 
answering questions as to the “who, when and where” of terrorism, it had made little 
headway in enlarging our understanding of actual terrorists, particularly their motives and 
activities.6 
 
Had the situation improved a decade later? According to Marc Sageman, it had not; indeed 
terrorism research had “stagnated”. This, Sageman argued, was largely due to an 
unwillingness of the intelligence community to share primary data with academics. 
Surveying the terrorism research landscape post 9/11, he complained that the “field was 
dominated by laymen…and self-proclaimed media experts” who “are not versed in the 
scientific method, and often pursue a political agenda”.7 He was particularly critical of 
research that adopted “a top-down paradigm of terrorism, assuming that sophisticated 
leaders at the top somehow prompted naïve subjects to carry out their intentions”.8 He was 
no less critical of the leading theories of radicalisation associated with the work of Mitchell 
Silber and Arvin Bhatt9 and Quintan Wiktorowicz.10 Referring to Silber and Bhatt’s 2007 
study, he wrote, “The NYPD postulated four stages of the [radicalisation] process, but these 
were vague, simplistic, and did not stand up to close empirical scrutiny”.11 Wiktorowicz’s 
notion of a ‘‘cognitive opening’’, in his view, was similarly empirically thin and had yet to be 
properly validated. And while he praised McCauley and Moskalenko’s work,12 he regretted 
that the “mechanisms of radicalization” delineated in it are “based on very schematic 



5 
 

biographies of nineteenth-century Russian militants and selective confirmatory evidence 
from global neo-jihadi terrorism”.13 “After all this funding and this flurry of publications”, he 
concluded, “we are no closer to answering our original question about what leads people to 
turn to political violence”.14  
 
Favourable and optimistic 
 
Sageman’s critique engendered a minor controversy within terrorism studies. This was in 
part due to the imperious and caustic tone in which it was written. But it was also because 
many terrorism studies scholars thought that Sageman’s assessment was one-sided and 
unduly negative. Jessica Stern, for example, insisted that there “are many shining examples 
of work being done by relative newcomers to the field, including those apparently drawn to 
the field after 9/11 (whom Dr Sageman seems to single out with particular disdain)”.15 By 
way of substantiation, she named and cited the research of several such newcomers. Clark 
McCauley and Sophia Moskalenko similarly sought to argue that, despite “significant 
impediments”, terrorism studies has progressed in important ways since 9/11. They went on 
to cite and discuss their own research as evidence of this progress.16 Likewise, Alex P. 
Schmid, now striking a very different tone from that of his pessimistic 1988 survey with 
Jongman, wrote that “the quality of research on terrorism has greatly improved in the last 
decade compared to the three decades before 9/11”.17 Andrew Silke similarly struck a more 
optimistic note in his 2017 survey, co-authored with Jennifer Schmidt-Petersen. They found 
that the 100 most cited articles in terrorism studies “were more likely to be the result of 
collaborative research and were also more likely to provide new data”.18 Concluding, they 
wrote that “far from being stagnant or moribund, terrorism studies is arguably enjoying a 
golden age”.19 
 
Bart Schuurman’s recent survey on terrorism research draws a similar conclusion. Using a 
sample of 3,442 academic articles published in leading journals on terrorism between 2007 
and 2016, he found that “the use of primary data has increased considerably”, while “the 
overreliance on literature reviews that was noted from the 1980s through to the early 
2000s” has diminished.20 “Overall”, he concluded, the field of terrorism studies appears to 
have made “considerable progress”.21 
 
Surveying radicalisation 
 
This report contributes to the broader literature on the state of terrorism research, but 
unlike the surveys discussed above its focus is specifically on radicalisation research. In this, 
it builds on Peter Neumann and Scott Kleinmann’s survey on radicalisation research, which 
found “clusters of excellence” but also documented “some of the same problems that afflict 
the wider field of terrorism studies”.22 However, the analysis set out below differs from 
previous surveys, including that of Neumann and Kleinmann’s, in that it offers a qualitative 
account of radicalisation research, focusing on key points of consensus and the underlying 
assumptions behind them. In addition to this, it sketches out some of the wider discursive 
landscape in which these consensus points have surfaced or taken root. 
 
The emergence of radicalisation talk 
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“Radicalization”, wrote Peter Neumann and Scott Kleinmann in their 2013 survey, “is one of 
the great buzzwords of our time”.23 Today, some ten years later, the term is now so 
prevalent in public discourse that it has come to mean everything and nothing. A glance at 
recent news stories reveals that ever greater numbers of people have become, or are 
becoming, radicalised. Indeed, in the United States, whole swathes of the population have 
become radicalised, according to Politico. Referring to the 6 January attack on the US Capitol 
by supporters of President Donald Trump, Zack Stanton wrote, “The pathway to an 
attempted government overthrow unfolded in public, out loud on the internet, in a process 
that experts call mass radicalization”.24 A report in The Independent – quoting Democratic 
Congresswoman Rep. Judy Chu – suggested that those who stormed the Capitol were 
“radicalised by the president”,25 while Newsweek speculated that Trump himself had been 
radicalised: apparently by Fox News.26 According to The Week, in an article titled “How 
Trump is radicalizing the left”, Trump had managed to radicalise not only those on his own 
side, but also those on the other.27 
 
In other news stories, the focus is on how young people have become radicalised: not by 
Trump, but by spending too much time online due to government lockdowns. “Covid 
pandemic helped extremists ‘to radicalise young people’”, warned the Evening Standard in a 
story28 that was virtually identical to one that had been published a year earlier by the BBC 
on how children “could return to school radicalised” after being “exposed to more extremist 
material on social media during lockdown”.29 In a twist on the COVID-19 radicalisation 
nexus, Paul Mason, writing in The New Statesman, claimed that the critics of COVID-19 
lockdowns had been radicalised.30 At the time of writing, the Mirror warns of the “rising 
threat from young right-wing terrorists radicalised in their bedrooms”,31 using the same 
trope as earlier stories on how Shamima Begum, Amira Abase and Kadiza Sultana had been 
“radicalised in their bedrooms” prior to travelling to Syria in February 2015.32 
 
But more than just a buzzword bandied about by journalists and polemicists, the term 
radicalisation has become inscribed into the official apparatus of government discourse and 
practices. In Britain, for example, the Prevent Strategy is explicitly framed as a counter-
radicalisation programme that seeks to stop people from becoming radicalised by extremist 
ideologies.33 At the same time, radicalisation has emerged as the focal-point of an entire 
academic subfield, where scholars endeavour to research and conceptualise its pathways, 
milieus, networks, narratives and counter-narratives. It has also become the focus of so-
called “CVE”34 companies, whose aim is to track and map extremism threats and market 
digital counter-extremism tools to both governments and private social media companies. 
 
“Radicalisation talk” is today so common that it’s easy to forget just how recent it is. Prior to 
the September 11 attacks, 2001, it simply didn’t exist. “As late as the early 2000’s,” Peter 
Neumann wrote, “hardly any reference to radicalisation could be found in the academic 
literature on terrorism and political violence.”35 Indeed, it was not until at least 2006, with 
the publication of Thomas Hegghammer’s paper on jihadi militants in Saudi Arabia (see Item 
26, Appendix), that scholars started to systematically use the term (without necessarily 
defining it or its scope).36 They did so, Neumann contends, because it offered a new way of 
talking about the “roots” of terrorism that seemingly didn’t blame the victims or excuse the 
perpetrators.37 
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Before the September 11 attacks, terrorism scholars saw their specialist academic 
enterprise as one concerned to understand terrorist groups, their grievances, demands, 
propaganda, membership profiles, sources of support and threat-level. But in the months 
and years after the attacks, their focus began to shift and widen to include the processes by 
which people join terrorist (or terrorist-adjacent) groups. This interest in turn reflected and 
was incentivised by the interest of governments in better understanding these processes so 
that they could develop strategies for hampering them and stopping people from becoming 
terrorists in the first place. The 7 July London bombings in 2005 provided further impetus to 
the concept of radicalisation, such was the collective need in the UK to better understand 
how the four British citizens who orchestrated the attacks could have become so 
murderously opposed to the country they lived and grew up in.38 
 
Methodological note 
 
The aim of this report is to map and evaluate radicalisation discourse. To do so, it draws on 
a sample of the 50 most cited academic articles on radicalisation and deradicalisation. 
Combined, these articles can reasonably be said to provide the building-blocks for 
conventional scholarly/expert wisdom on radicalisation and deradicalisation. 
 
In ranking the articles, I used Google Scholar, an online searchable database that contains 
bibliographic information and citation details on scholarly works across multiple disciplines. 
First introduced in 2004, Google Scholar is the primary citation database in many academic 
fields.39 To identify the articles, I searched for the following terms in the Google Scholar 
database: “radicalisation”, “radicalization”, “deradicalisation” and “deradicalization”. 
Among the items returned were several well-cited books, but I excluded these, since they 
were not academic articles and had not gone through the sort of peer-review process 
required by academic journals; many of these books were in any case based on peer-
reviewed research published in earlier academic articles that were among the 50 most cited 
articles I had ranked. The vast majority of the articles in the sample not merely contained 
the word “radicalisation”, etc. but had radicalisation or deradicalisation as their primary 
point of explanatory focus. 
 
I began this process in early December 2022 and had completed it by the end of that month. 
On 4 January 2023, I double-checked the citation count for all of the articles, adjusting and 
updating where necessary.  
 
The following data was recorded per article: title of article, year of publication, number of 
citations, citation ranking, number of authors, name of journal, type of article (original or 
literature review), type of primary data, where applicable (quantitative or qualitative), 
whether any interviews were undertaken, whether the article was focused on radicalisation 
or deradicalisation or both, country focus of the article (if specified), ideology focus of the 
article (if specified), and DOI identifier.40 Once collected, the data was transferred to a 
Microsoft Excel document in order to conduct a straightforward descriptive statistical 
analysis. 
 
Regarding type of article, I used two principal categories: original research (OR) and 
literature review (LR). OR is an article based on new/primary data, whereas LR is an article 
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that draws on pre-existing/secondary sources (such as academic articles or news reports).41 
In sorting the 50 articles into types, I employed a narrow inclusion threshold for OR: to 
count, the article must have been based wholly or substantially on new/primary data; for 
example, a theory-driven article that merely quoted a paragraph or two from the manifesto 
or memoir of a terrorist would not count.42 By sorting the articles into OR and LR I did not 
intend to produce a ranking of excellence; LR articles can be enormously valuable in terms 
of synthesising previous studies or developing new ways of thinking and theorising, while 
OR by itself is scarcely a guarantee of rigour and methodological transparency. My aim, 
rather, was simply to find out what proportion of the 50 articles was based on new 
empirical research. 
 
1. Statistical overview of the sample  
 
The list of the 50 most cited articles is provided in the Appendix. The highest ranked article 
was cited 1,676 times, the 50th article 110 times. The articles were published between 2006 
and 2020.  
 
Type of article 
Thirteen (26%) of the articles are original research (OR); that is, they are based wholly or 
substantially on new empirical data. The vast majority – 37 (74%) – are literature review 
(LR); that is, they draw in the main on secondary sources. In other words, most of the top-
cited academic articles on radicalisation/deradicalisation do not produce substantively new 
knowledge, but instead lean on data produced by others. 
 

 Count % 
Literature review 
(LR) 37 74% 

Original research 
(OR) 13 26% 

 
Of the LR articles, the majority are theoretically oriented pieces that use or synthesise 
previous scholarship on, or knowledge of, political violence to develop a model of the 
radicalisation process. Two are short introductions to special issues on processes of 
radicalisation and deradicalisation,43 three are reports on research on terrorism and 
radicalisation, much like this current paper,44 and a further three – two of which are among 
the top 10 cited articles – are discursive pieces that grapple with the problem of defining 
radicalisation.45 Strikingly, of the top 10 most cited articles in the sample, 9 are LR, including 
the highest ranked paper. 
 
The high percentage of LR articles in the sample is somewhat at odds with the findings from 
recent surveys on terrorism studies: Silke and Schmidt-Petersen found that 47% of their 
sample of 100 articles “provided fresh data which was previously unavailable”,46 while 
Schuurman’s survey reported that 53.8% of 2,552 selected articles “used some kind of 
primary sources”.47 This discrepancy is probably due to these two studies counting any use 
of new/primary data, however limited or thin, as original research. 
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According to Neumann and Kleinmann’s survey on radicalisation research, “the overall 
balance between primary and secondary sources” was 54% versus 45% percent, 
respectively.48 This current report paints a much more sobering picture, with the balance 
between primary and secondary sources firmly favouring the latter. One possible reason for 
such a divergent finding is that every article in Neumann and Kleinmann’s sample had, in the 
words of the authors, made “claims for empirical research”,49 so one would expect a higher 
percentage of those articles to use primary sources.  
 
Thus, on the crucial matter of new empirical data, this report is more “stern and 
disheartened” than “favourable and optimistic” (see “Background” above, pp. 4–5). 
 
Publisher 
Regarding the 13 OR articles in the sample, 7 were published in well-established, highly 
rated academic journals: Terrorism and Political Violence, Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 
International Affairs, Political Psychology, and Middle East Policy. One article was published 
in The Journal for Deradicalization, an open-access online journal established in 2014. The 
remaining 5 articles were not published in academic journals and presumably did not 
undergo anonymised peer review: one was published by a US City Police Department, 
another in a conference proceedings report, and three were published by think tanks: Rand 
Europe, Foundation for Defense of Democracies and the International Centre for the Study 
of Radicalisation. By contrast, all the LR articles, with the exception of one,50 were published 
in peer-reviewed academic journals.  
 
 
Primary focus 
Of the OR articles, nearly all have radicalisation as the main point of focus.51 This trend 
broadly holds for the LR articles. Seven LR articles can be said to have a dual-focus, 
addressing both radicalisation and deradicalisation, while none of the 13 OR articles have 
such a dual-focus. Of the total sample of 50 articles, only 4 focus entirely on 
deradicalisation.52 This suggests that deradicalisation is a somewhat peripheral interest in 
radicalisation research. 
 

 

Radicalisation 
only 

(count) 

Deradicalisation 
only 

(count) 

Both 
(count) 

Literature review 
(LR) 

27 3 7 

Original research 
(OR) 

12 1 0 

 
Authorship  
Over half (52%) of the articles were produced by a single author, while the remainder (48%) 
were team efforts. This is broadly in line with Silke and Schmidt-Petersen’s finding that more 
than half (54) of the 100 most cited articles in terrorism studies were produced by multiple 
authors.53 
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85% of OR articles were produced by two or more authors, whereas for LR articles that 
figure is substantially lower – 35%. Given that the process of collecting new empirical data 
can often be time-consuming and demanding, it isn’t surprising that the majority of OR 
articles are produced by multiple collaborators. 

 

 Total 
count Single author Two or more 

authors 

Entire sample 50 26 24 
52% 48% 

Literature Review 
(LR) 37 

24 13 
65% 35% 

Original Research 
(OR) 13 

2 11 
15% 85% 

 
This is at variance with Neumann and Kleinmann’s data on this point: of the 260 
publications in their sample, 75% were single-authored, compared to 25% that were 
collaborative.54 One possible explanation for this difference is that highly cited articles in all 
areas of academic endeavour tend to be collaborative works.55 In a survey of the top 50 
most cited articles on radicalisation/deradicalisation one would expect to see a good 
number of collaborative projects. 
 
Ideology focus 
Regarding the ideology focus of the 50 articles, a significant number are focused on 
jihadi/Islamist radicalisation; only a handful address far-right radicalisation. In judging 
whether an article is focused on a particular ideology or not, I used a fairly narrow 
benchmark: the article had to be primarily about that ideology; hence an ideology that was 
briefly mentioned or received 1 or 2 pages of discussion would not warrant inclusion. Of the 
LR articles, 38% focus on jihadi/Islamist radicalisation; none focus on the far right. An even 
greater number – 54% – have no primary point of focus in terms of ideology. Of the OR 
articles, over half – 54% – focus on jihadi/Islamist radicalisation, compared to 8% that focus 
on the far right, with a further 8% focusing on both far right and jihadi/Islamist radicalisation 
simultaneously. Only 31% of OR articles have no primary point of focus in terms of ideology. 
 

 

Total 
count Far right Jihadi 

Jihadi 
and  

far right 

Not 
specified N/A 

Entire sample  50 
1 21 1 24 3 

2% 42% 2% 48% 6% 
Literature review 
(LR) 37 0 14 0 20 3 

0% 38% 0% 54% 8% 
Original research 
(OR) 13 1 7 1 4 0 

8% 54% 8% 31% 0% 
 
The dominant focus on jihadi/Islamist radicalisation is perhaps unsurprising, given that the 
jihadi threat has until recently been the primary concern of radicalisation scholars and 
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terrorism studies more broadly.56 It’s also important to note that while the far right has 
attracted more attention in radicalisation research since the election of Donald Trump in 
2016, the number of citations for this work, given how new it is, remains modest. (One can 
expect a significant surge in citation counts for this work over the next 5 years.) 
 
Country focus 
In respect to country-focus, only 3 (8%) of LR articles have an explicit country focus, whereas 
the OR articles, unsurprisingly, tend to be narrower in scope: 9 (69%) have an explicit 
country-focus. Among the countries specified in the OR group, western ones predominate 
(particularly the UK and US). 
 
Type of data 
Regarding the type of data used by the OR articles, 5 relied exclusively on qualitative 
material, while 4 relied exclusively on quantitative material. The remaining 4 used a 
combination of both.  
 

 
Total count Qualitative data 

only 
Quantitative data 

only Both 

Original research 
(OR) 13 5 4 4 

 
A total of 5 articles conducted qualitative interviews in some form or other.57 Among the 
interviewees were counter-terrorism practitioners, government officials, police officers, 
friends or acquaintances of terrorist offenders and former right-wing extremists. Only one 
article draws on original interviews with terrorist offenders.58 The under-utilisation of 
interviewing as a method in radicalisation research was also noted by Neumann and 
Kleinmann and Schuurman in their surveys.59  
 
2. Consensus points in radicalisation research  
 
There is no academic consensus on how to define the concept of radicalisation.60 Like the 
term “terrorism”, radicalisation means many different things to many different scholars. In a 
comprehensive review of the academic literature on radicalisation and deradicalisation,61 
Alex P. Schmid quotes from a range of academic papers that provide a definition of 
radicalisation. It would be tedious to reproduce these quotes in full, of which there are 13.62 
Instead, I shall simply list the emphases or priorities of the definitions proffered: 1: 
“personal development”, “militant Islamist”; 2: “views and ideas”, “legitimisation of political 
violence”; 3: “process of personal development whereby an individual adopts ever more 
extreme political or religious ideas and goals”; 4: “a process of de-legitimation”, 
“alienation”; 5: “ideological and/or behavioural transformations ”, “rejection of democratic 
principles”; 6: “violent strategies”; 7: “direct action”; 8: “commitment to extremist political 
or religious ideology”; 9: “unorthodox means”; 10: “extremism in… thinking, sentiments 
and/or behaviour”; 11: “patterns of connectivity”, “the enactment of violence”; 12: 
“extremist ideologies”; 13: “radical change”, “legitimisation of political violence”. 
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What is striking about these emphases is how wildly divergent they are: while some 
definitions focus on the individual as the object of radicalisation, others focus on the group; 
and while some foreground extreme ideas, others foreground extreme action.63 None are 
particularly clear on what extremism means, although two imply that it involves the 
rejection of democratic principles. Schmid, for his part, attempts to offer some conceptual 
clarity by offering a definition of his own, but it is far too elaborate to be particularly 
useful.64 Neumann’s preferred definition of radicalisation – “the process whereby people 
become extremists”65 - has the advantage of being both concise and intuitively convincing, 
but he too neglects to clarify exactly what he means by “extremism”. 
 
Yet for all this confusion and disagreement over radicalisation as a concept, it is possible to 
discern the outline of an emergent scholarly consensus on key aspects of the phenomenon 
itself. Below, I describe this consensus, drawing on the sample of 50 articles discussed in the 
previous section. The consensus, I suggest, rests on five pillars. 
 
The first pillar of the consensus holds that radicalisation is a process. Far from being the 
product of a single choice, much less the result of some psychological abnormality, 
radicalisation is the culmination of a multitude of choices over a period of time. Thus Schmid 
writes, “Radicalisation is usually a gradual, phased process” with “an incubation period” that 
“often lasts months and usually years”.66 Neumann similarly observes that “no one who 
studies radicalisation believes that individuals turn into extremists overnight”.67 This, he 
says, “is not particularly controversial”.68 Indeed, and as Neumann goes on to point out, all 
of the major theories of radicalisation, despite their substantive differences and varying 
metaphorical preferences, broadly conceptualise it as a cumulative process that can be 
divided into stages or phases (whether distinct or overlapping).69 Among the several 
examples Neumann cites is the work of McCauley and Moskalenko, which asserts that 
“typically an individual’s progress into a terrorist group is slow and gradual”.70 
 
The second pillar of the consensus stipulates that the person who undergoes the 
radicalisation process is a psychologically normal individual and that anyone, potentially, can 
go through a process of radicalisation. Radicalisation scholars frequently point out that 
researchers who have looked for pathological traits in the minds of terrorists have found 
none.71 “Attempts to profile terrorists have failed resoundingly”, writes John Horgan,72 who 
warns against the tendency to see involvement in terrorism as “indicative of some 
[psychological] state or condition”.73 According to Horgan, “individual personality factors in 
themselves are neither useful nor predictive” for thinking about individual involvement in 
terrorism.74 Bertjan Doosje et al articulate the point in even starker terms: “terrorists are 
not ‘crazy’ and maybe ‘there is a terrorist hidden in everyone’”.75 Neumann and Kleinmann, 
quoting from the work of Jerold M. Post,76 simply treat it as axiomatic that “terrorists are 
neither ‘mad’ nor ‘crazy’ but ‘psychologically normal in the sense of not being clinically 
psychotic’”.77 Indeed, they list this axiom as one of the main “discoveries” that “formed the 
basis for the research on radicalisation”.78  
 
The third pillar of the consensus grants that while just about anyone can go through the 
process of radicalization, some individuals are more susceptible or prone to it than others. 
These individuals are characterized as “vulnerable” in some way. Horgan, for example, 
identifies “emotional vulnerability” as the first of 6 “predisposing risk factors” that, when 
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combined, open a pathway toward terrorism.79 Emotional vulnerability, he suggests, relates 
to “feelings of anger, alienation (often synonymous with feelings of being culturally 
uprooted or displaced and a longing for a sense of community) and disenfranchisement”.80 
By way of example, he invokes the figure of the deracinated western (specifically British) 
Muslim “looking for guidance and leadership that they do not get from mosque leaders 
because of a perception that the leaders are too old, too conservative and out of touch with 
their world…”81 Horgan doesn’t quite come out and say it, but the implication is that some 
young western Muslims, due to their lack of political capital, rootedness and resilience, are 
open to manipulation or mind-control by extremists.82 Mitchell D. Silber and Arvin Bhatt are 
more explicit on the matter: 

 
Europe’s failure to integrate the 2nd and 3rd generation of its immigrants into 
society, both economically and socially, has left many young Muslims torn between 
the secular West and their religious heritage. This inner conflict makes them 
especially vulnerable to extremism – the radical views, philosophy and rhetoric that 
is highly advertised and becoming more and more fashionable among young 
Muslims in the West.83 

 
According to Silber and Bhatt, violent extremists prey on this vulnerability, seeking to 
indoctrinate naïve Muslims into their way of thinking. Silber and Bhatt refer to this as the 
“indoctrination stage”, where a central role is played by the “spiritual sanctioner”, who 
instils in the curious acolyte “the ‘Us-versus-Them/War on Islam’ worldview” that “provides 
the moral justification for jihad”.84 
 
While some scholars have taken issue with Silber and Bhatt’s work, particularly on account 
of its “linear” account of radicalisation,85 the idea that some people, on account of certain 
deficits or strains they experience, are more prone to radicalisation than others, as though 
radicalisation is some kind of infectious disease that disproportionately targets the 
vulnerable, is ingrained in the thinking of many radicalisation scholars.86 The converse idea – 
that, as Doosje et al put it, “people are able to resist the temptations of a radical ideology to 
the extent that they have a strong shield of resilience”87 – is similarly widely shared among 
these scholars. 
 
Even when the individual at the centre of the radicalisation process isn’t explicitly framed as 
“vulnerable” in some way or another, they are often portrayed as a passive agent who is 
propelled toward violent extremism. This is coded in the deterministic metaphors commonly 
used by scholars to describe how people become radicalised: they are “driven”, “led”, 
“lured”, “moved”, “recruited”, “pushed”, “pulled”. The last two terms recur with particular 
frequency in scholarly discussion of radicalisation. Indeed, many scholars classify the causal 
antecedents of radicalisation (and terrorism) very precisely in terms of “pushes” and 
“pulls”.88 While the former refers to the grievance-related repulsions that drive people away 
from their current situation and into the arms of extremists,89 the latter refers to the 
positive features of extremist groups (identity, belonging, drama, action etc.) that lure them 
towards these groups.90 Although scholars differ in how they conceptualise “pushes” and 
“pulls”, the overwhelming impression given in many discussions is of a process in which the 
radicalised person resembles a billiard ball that is knocked around by others, more acted 
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upon than acting. As Kevin McDonald observes, “the problem with these approaches is the 
extent they consider radicalisation to be something done to a person”.91 
 
The fourth pillar of the consensus decrees that the radicalisation process is complex and 
multifaceted. Thus, Horgan writes that “involvement in terrorism is a complex process of 
accommodation and assimilation across incrementally experienced stages”.92 McCauley and 
Moskalenko likewise contend that “there are multiple and diverse pathways leading 
individuals and groups to radicalisation and terrorism”.93 Schmid, summarising the “micro, 
meso and macro-levels” of radicalisation research, refers to “a complex mix of internal and 
external pull and push factors, triggers and drivers that can lead to radicalisation of 
individuals and even turn large collective groups into radical milieus and violent 
extremists.”94 
 
Where radicalisation scholars differ, and differ sharply and even acrimoniously, is in how 
much weight they assign to each element in the “complex mix” of factors that explain 
radicalisation. A particular bone of contention concerns the role of ideology. Broadly 
speaking, there are two warring sides, with one – Team Neumann - attributing maximum 
causal weight to ideology or extremist beliefs and the other – Team Horgan - emphasising 
the centrality of social networks and other non-ideological factors. Horgan, for example, 
points to “evidence that not all those who engage in violent behaviour necessarily need to 
possess radical beliefs”, adding: “A lingering question in terrorism studies is whether violent 
beliefs precede violent action, and it seems to be the case that while they often do, it is not 
always the case.”95 “In fact”, he elaborates, “the emerging picture from empirical studies of 
terrorists…is repeatedly one of people who became gradually involved with a terrorist 
network, largely through friends, family connections, and other informal social pathways 
but who only began to acquire and express radical beliefs as a consequence of deepening 
involvement with a network.”96 Randy Borum similarly rejects the view that, as he expresses 
it, radical beliefs are “a necessary precursor” for terrorism.97 Borum indeed claims that 
“many terrorists – even those who lay claim to a ‘cause’ – are not deeply ideological…”98 
Neumann, in response, argues that “it is impossible to separate political beliefs from 
political action, and that attempting to do so obstructs a holistic understanding of 
radicalisation”.99 “In reality”, he writes, “the role of beliefs and ideology in behavioural 
radicalisation is obvious and well documented.”100 
 
The fifth pillar of the consensus is that radicalisation is not a one-way street101 and that 
government-led or sponsored efforts to deradicalise individuals or to bring about their 
disengagement from extremist activity can be effective for some and should be 
supported.102 
 
Research on deradicalisation (i.e. renouncing extremist beliefs) and “disengagement” (i.e. 
desisting from extremist activity) is still in its infancy.103 Yet scholars are in broad agreement 
that, just like radicalisation, deradicalisation and disengagement processes are complex and 
shaped by multiple factors,104 and that people can, as Donatella della Porta and Gary LaFree 
put it, “disengage from violence or leave violent groups but retain ‘radical’ beliefs and 
attitudes”.105  
 



15 
 

A further point of agreement is that former violent extremists can play an effective role in 
helping people walk away from violent extremism, providing them with the necessary 
guidance to become more “resilient” against the lures of violent extremism. The implicit 
assumption here is that radicalised individuals, being “vulnerable”, have been misled or 
misinformed and can be brought to recognise this by credible106 mentors. (These mentors 
are essentially the inverse of the “spiritual sanctioner” described by Silber and Bhatt.) John 
Horgan and Mary Beth Altier, for example, remark that “ultimately, disengaged terrorists 
themselves may be the most potent force in pre-empting engagement among prospective 
recruits”.107 Horgan has also argued that former extremists have an important role to play in 
“counter-messaging”, advising that “it would be beneficial to encourage those who have 
disengaged from terrorist activity to become more vocal in dispelling the attractions and 
lures of involvement in movements”.108 “Although it might seem that such counter-
propaganda would be ignored by the deeply committed”, he clarifies, “the messages may 
have a real impact on those at the initial stages of involvement”.109 
 
The wider discursive landscape 
 
Together, the above consensus points constitute a kind of prestige wisdom that 
reverberates well beyond academia, shaping the discourse of politicians, policymakers, 
journalists and even former members of violent extremist groups and the activists and 
lawyers who advocate for them. 
 
In the British context, for example, the notion that violent extremism is a type of “risk” that 
disproportionately afflicts the “vulnerable” was, until very recently,110 a central lynchpin of 
the UK government’s Prevent Strategy. In page after page of official government documents 
on Prevent, the radicalisation process is framed in terms of “risk” and “vulnerability”. In one 
document, which provides statutory guidance for the relevant authorities listed in the 2015 
Counter-Terrorism and Security Act, the word “risk” appears 67 times.111 In all cases, the 
risk in question relates to the “risk of individuals being drawn into terrorism.” The word 
“vulnerable”, defined by the statutory guidance as “the condition of being capable of being 
injured; difficult to defend; open to moral or ideological attack”, appears 17 times.112 
Accordingly, Prevent’s core mission is “to prevent people from being drawn into terrorism 
and ensure that they are given appropriate advice and support”.113 Within this 
“safeguarding” frame of interpretation, radicalisation is primarily characterised as a 
symptom of personal trouble that requires expert-managed interventions to help steer 
disturbed individuals away from extremist ideology. According to this line of thinking, just as 
these individuals were steered into extremism by bad, ill-informed actors, they can be 
steered out of it by good, well-informed actors. This in turn implies that those who undergo 
the radicalisation process are not active agents engaged in politics, ideological fervour and 
resistance, but rather pathetic and pitiable individuals who have succumbed to the lure of 
bad ideas.  
 
The medicalised language of vulnerability also underpins a great deal of media coverage and 
commentary on violent extremism and radicalisation. It was certainly the dominant frame in 
many news stories on western ISIS recruits, where the focus was on how these supposedly 
naïve and impressionable individuals had fallen victim to “slick” propaganda or sinister 
recruiters from afar.114 Jack Letts, a British-born Canadian Muslim convert who travelled to 
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Syria to join ISIS aged 19, was “brainwashed”, according to the Daily Mail.115 The paper 
speculated that “a shadowy figure of East African extraction” sent Letts on “his destructive 
path”. This “malevolent Islamist whose mission is to seek out vulnerable young men, spirit 
them away from the mosques and corrupt them with his hate-filled ideology” had apparently 
found the perfect target in “naive and directionless” Letts.116 Aqsa Mahmood, who travelled 
to Syria in 2013, was similarly “brainwashed”, according to the The Independent, which, like 
many other papers, quoted extensively from an interview with Mahmood’s parents. “Our 
daughter is brainwashed and deluded”, Mahmood’s mother, Khalida, told a press 
conference in September 2014.117 Seventeen-year-old Talha Asmal, who carried out a 
suicide bombing in Iraq in 2015, killing 11, was portrayed in similar terms in press coverage. 
A story by the BBC, for example, described Asmal, from West Yorkshire, as “particularly 
vulnerable”.118  
 
Vulnerability was also the central motif in much of the coverage of the East London ISIS 
runaways Begum, Sultana and Abase. According to The Daily Mail, the girls had been 
“ruthlessly groomed online” and were “brainwashed in their bedrooms.”119 The Guardian 
and Newsweek ran similar stories on how the three girls had been “groomed”120 and “led 
astray”.121 In none of these reports was anyone identified as a “groomer”, but this didn’t 
seem to derail the narrative of demonic groomers preying on the innocent. This seemed to 
have a gendered aspect to it: there was no suggestion in the wider media coverage that 
men and boys had been “groomed” by charismatic female ISIS recruiters who were preying 
on their emotional weaknesses and naivety.122 Rather, the explanatory focus was on how 
they had been “brainwashed” by skilful (male) religious rhetoricians who exploited 
supposed loopholes and gaps in their religious knowledge.123 Either way, both types of 
account-making served to diminish the agency of the ISIS recruits, male or female. 
 
Given that brainwashing, grooming and vulnerability tropes serve to minimise the role of 
agency in the radicalisation process, it is not surprising that terrorist offenders would use 
these very same tropes for the purpose of minimizing their individual culpability in joining a 
terrorist group. Begum, for example, now claims that she was “brainwashed” by ISIS. “I 
came here believing everything that I had been told, while knowing little about the truths of 
my religion”, she told Anthony Loyd in March 2019.124 She recalled that in Britain, just 
before she left for Syria, she had felt “slightly depressed…I didn’t have a lot of friends. I 
wasn’t really connected with my family. I couldn’t speak about any problems I had so it was 
easy to manipulate me…”125 Tasnime Akunjee, the lawyer representing Begum’s family, has 
pushed the same rhetorical line, arguing that Begum had been “groomed” by predatory 
online ISIS recruiters and that the British government should have done more to protect her 
from this.126 
 
Hoda Muthana, who was born in the U.S. and joined ISIS in November 2014, has similarly 
insisted that she made a “big mistake” in going to Syria and had misunderstood her faith. “I 
was brainwashed once and my friends are still brainwashed”, she told The Guardian in 
February 2019.127 Tooba Gondal, who went to Syria in early 2015 and became a prolific ISIS 
recruiter and propagandist,128 likewise presents herself as a duped victim. “I was a 
vulnerable target to ISIS recruiters”, she wrote in an open letter addressed to the British 
public (though born in France, Gondal spent most of her life in London). 129 “I was 
manipulated and persuaded that it was an obligation as a Muslim to travel to Syria.”130 Both 
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Begum131 and Gondal have offered to help other girls vulnerable to the risks of extremism. 
“I offer to help prevent vulnerable Muslims from being targeted and radicalised”, Gondal 
has said.132 
 
It is an unfortunate paradox that, by legitimising the language of vulnerability in its official 
discourse on radicalisation, the UK government has in effect provided an exculpatory 
rhetoric for people who willingly and enthusiastically joined a violent political movement 
which directed, incited and inspired murderous attacks against British and countless other 
civilians in Iraq, Syria, Britain and many other countries. The Independent Review of 
Prevent, published in February 2023, explicitly acknowledges this problem, conceding that 
the language of vulnerability in the context of terrorism and national security “unwittingly 
bestows a status of victimhood on all who come into contact with Prevent, negating 
individual agency or risk”.133 William Shawcross, who authored the review, has 
recommended that the government should “Move away from ‘vulnerability’ language and 
towards ‘susceptibility’”.134 
 
3. Evidence base, blind spots and practical utility  
 
How empirically solid is radicalisation discourse? From the perspective of the sample of the 
top-cited articles on radicalisation/deradicalisation, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that 
the evidence base looks very weak indeed. Of the 50 top-cited articles, only 13 are based on 
original research (OR). And even among this small number of empirically driven articles, the 
research varies markedly in thematic focus, scope and rigour.  
 
One article, for example, used questionnaires to survey hundreds of individuals from the US 
and Ukraine,135 while another drew on several years of intense qualitative fieldwork in Saudi 
Arabia.136  
 
Several OR articles lack methodological transparency. One, for example, while drawing on a 
good number of interviews with “non-violent radicals”, says little about the sourcing for the 
61 “in-depth profiles of ‘homegrown’ terrorists” against which the non-violent radicals are 
compared.137 These profiles were based on a diverse range of material, including several 
anonymised interviews with “experts”,138 an article from the Daily Mail139 and a book called 
Desperately Seeking Paradise by Ziauddin Sardar.140 Silber and Bhatt’s 2007 study, which is 
ranked 4th in the top 50 most cited articles and classified as OR, is even less transparent on 
the matter of research methodology, devoting just half a page out of a total of 90 to it.141 
“In researching these case studies”, Silber and Bhatt write, referring to terrorist attacks/cells 
in Madrid, Amsterdam, London, Sydney and Toronto, “the NYPD dispatched detectives and 
analysts to meet with law enforcement, intelligence officials and academics at each of these 
locations to enhance our understanding [of] the specifics of these events as well as the 
phenomenon of homegrown radicalisation”.142 Silber and Bhatt say nothing about what 
happened in these meetings, how they proceeded and who attended them, nor is any 
interview material presented from them. 
 
A further two OR articles used extremely small samples: one, which explores Internet 
radicalisation, drew on interview material with 15 individuals, including 9 convicted of 
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terrorist offences in the UK,143 while another, which also focuses on Internet radicalisation, 
conducted interviews with 8 German former far-right extremists.144  
 
It is perhaps necessary before proceeding further to clarify that none of the above is to deny 
that a good number of the top 50 most cited articles ranked for this report have made 
important and lasting contributions to radicalisation research. And it would be mistaken to 
infer too much about an entire academic sub-field on the basis of a sample as small as 50 
journal articles. Indeed, there are many articles and books on radicalisation that, though not 
included in the sample of articles ranked for this report, greatly enrich our empirical 
knowledge and understanding of radicalisation and deradicalisation.145 However, the 
fundamental point still stands: much of the consolidated scholarly wisdom on 
radicalisation/deradicalisation lacks a secure empirical footing. Given that radicalisation is a 
relatively new area of research and given how difficult it is to gain access to radicalised 
individuals, this state of affairs is perhaps not surprising nor should it be particularly 
controversial to point it out. 
 
Radicalisation discourse, as expressed by scholars, policymakers, journalists and human 
rights activists, is replete with seemingly timeless, cross-cultural generalisations about 
radicalisation and the people who become, or might become, radicalised: that radicalisation 
is, variously, about finding meaning, identity, belonging, validation, excitement, love and so 
on – or some combination of all of these.146 Yet these generalisations are more fictional 
platitudes than empirically robust knowledge-claims about radicalised individuals. This is 
because so few scholars have conducted empirical studies on the biographies and subjective 
experiences of those who have gone through the radicalisation process.147  
 
Even where scholars have sought to conduct such studies, by conducting interviews with 
current148 or more typically former violent extremists149 or with the friends and relatives of 
those who knew them,150 it is hard to know how far the insights gleaned from this work can 
be extended beyond the particular individuals and groups that form the focal point of 
analysis. 
 
This is in no way to diminish the value of this work, but it is to suggest that it would be 
unwise to try to draw from it anything resembling law-like generalisations about processes 
of radicalisation and deradicalisation. Schmid, for example, writes that given the 
overwhelming focus on jihadi radicalisation and the deradicalisation over the past decade 
“at least some of the findings from religious radicals might not be applicable to ethno-
nationalist or left and right-wing militant radicals and extremists”.151 Robin Simcox calls this 
the “Awlakification” of terrorism, referring to the jihadi cleric Anwar al-Awlaki, whereby the 
conceptual categories for understanding jihadi radicalisation are unthinkingly applied to far-
right and other non-jihadi forms of radicalisation.152 
 
Instead of focusing on the radicalised individual and their experiences of the radicalisation 
process in the different and specific contexts in which it occurs, much of the scholarship on 
radicalisation is taken up with modelling the radicalisation process in ever more elaborate 
and abstract ways. This has the effect of transforming what is a dynamic and dramatic 
human process into a desiccated checklist of generic “risk” factors. Far from being an active 
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agent with a complex life-story, the radicalised individual thereby vanishes into a plethora of 
intersecting vectors and arrows, much like in this depiction here: 
 

 
 
Source: Arie W. Kruglanski, Michele J. Gelfand, Jocelyn J. Bélanger, Anna Sheveland, Malkanthi 
Hetiarachchi and Rohan Gunaratna, “The Psychology of Radicalization and Deradicalization: How 
Significance Quest Impacts Violent Extremism”, Advances in Political Psychology, 35 (1) (2014), 79. 
 
A related problem with radicalisation research is that so much of it lacks specificity and 
precision and hence utility. For example, McCauley and Moskalenko identify no less than 12 
mechanisms of radicalisation. “In every individual trajectory to terrorism of which we are 
aware”, they write, “multiple mechanisms can be identified”.153 However, they do not 
specify whether some are more causally significant than others or how the various 
mechanisms intersect. Instead, they simply dodge the issue, concluding “that there are 
multiple, diverse pathways leading individuals and groups to radicalisation and terrorism. 154 
 
Michael Jensen et al similarly conclude, after mapping 8 “sufficient pathways to violence” 
and testing these on the basis of a sample of over 50 individuals who radicalised in the US 
between 1960 and 2013, that “radicalisation processes are inherently complex, commonly 
combining individual-level psychology, community grievances, group biases and material 
rewards to produce violent outcomes”.155 When findings are this general they are apt to be 
almost useless. 
 
Research on deradicalisation is even less conclusive and directive, especially from the 
perspective of policymakers. Not only do we lack thick descriptions of what the 
deradicalisation process is like from the inside; we also lack a sound knowledge-base for 
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determining whether deradicalisation programmes (broadly conceived156) work or not.157 
This is not just because few, if any, deradicalisation programmes have gone through 
systematic, fully independent evaluation,158 but also because the kind of experiment 
needed to measure the effects of any given programme on an offender population would 
require a control group that has not undergone a deradicalisation programme. As Marc 
Sageman puts it, with his trademark asperity, “simply put, in the absence of comparison 
with any control group, we have no idea whether the counter or de-radicalisation 
programmes work or not”.159 In the absence of any firm and reliable data on 
deradicalisation programmes,160 the consensus among academics is that they can or might 
work for some individuals, but this is scarcely very illuminating as a form of counsel for 
policymakers. 
 
On the question of how deradicalisation programmes should be organised there doesn’t 
seem to be much consensus at all. John Horgan and Mary Beth Altier suggest, rather 
vaguely, that “different approaches could be tailored to different types of individuals”, given 
that while for some ideology might have played a significant role, for others it might have 
not.161 
 
And yet despite the cautious tone with which scholars discuss deradicalisation, many are 
broadly optimistic about the potential of deradicalisation programmes. Horgan and Altier, 
for example, conclude that many such programmes “hold great promise”.162 Horgan, more 
recently, has written that deradicalisation programmes, “if subjected to greater evaluation 
efforts, may prove far more beneficial than is currently believed”.163 Douglas Weeks is even 
more forthright, arguing that “although there are many barriers to ‘deradicalisation’, it can 
and does happen when the right people and approach are in place”.164 Moreover, many 
academics and experts assert that ex-extremists – so-called “formers” – can be useful as 
“credible” partners in broader counter-extremism efforts. According to Horgan, “credible 
former members of extremist groups can act as powerful voices to encourage 
disengagement in others in their networks and dissuade potential future generations of 
militants by deglamourising and delegitimising involvement”.165 Peter Neumann has also 
expressed support for this view, concluding that the testimony ISIS defectors “can be 
important in helping to prevent young people from being radicalised and recruited.”166 
However, it is important to note that there is little solid evidence to substantiate this confidence in 
formers,167 and what evidence there is for it tends to be anecdotal and furnished by formers 
themselves.168  
 
4. Conclusion and recommendations 
 
This report has sought to provide a snapshot of radicalisation discourse by analysing the 50 
most cited academic articles in radicalisation research. It is by no means a comprehensive 
survey, but instead focuses on the main pillars of scholarly consensus that provide the 
interpretive frames for enlightened public discourse on radicalisation/deradicalisation. 
 
The core finding of the report is that much of this wider discourse, driven by scholars who 
command or profess a specialist scientific understanding of terrorism, radicalisation, 
extremism and political violence more broadly, lacks a proper empirical foundation Of the 
top-cited academic articles in radicalisation research, approximately a quarter (26%) are 
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based on new empirical data. The vast majority – nearly three quarters (74%) – are almost 
totally reliant on secondary sources. 
 
This is not to suggest that all the 5 key pillars of scholarly consensus described in this report 
should be dismissed as unsound. Instead, what the report shows and what I should like to 
now spell out in more explicit terms is that many of them are simply platitudes that are not 
particularly illuminating or directive from the perspective of policy-making, while one in 
particular – the notion that the radicalised individual is “vulnerable” in some way – is not 
only lacking in empirical substance but serves to redirect attention away from murderous 
ideologies to the supposed deficits, whether social or psychological, of those who embrace 
them and which are invoked to explain how they came to do so.  
 
To be more precise, it is platitudinous to say that radicalisation is a complex process, that 
anyone, potentially, can become radicalised and engage in political violence, and that some 
people, with the right treatment, can be persuaded to walk away from violent extremism. 
And while it has certainly become a cliché in so much academic and policy discourse to 
portray radicalisation as a process that disproportionately affects “the vulnerable”, this very 
conceptualisation not only lacks firm empirical support but also risks manufacturing ever 
greater numbers of violent extremists, a point I shall briefly elaborate on below. 
 
Terrorism studies, of which radicalisation research is a part, provides important data on 
terrorist incidents and plots, the demographic profiles of various categories of terrorist 
offenders and much else of crucial importance.169 However, it is seriously lacking in what 
anthropologists would call “thick descriptions”170 of the process by which individuals 
become radicalised and involved in terrorist violence and the wider milieus in which all this 
happens. Indeed, radicalisation research, by focusing so much attention on the distant 
pushes and pulls of radicalisation tends to short-circuit the agent altogether, submerging 
him or her into ever more labyrinthine models of abstract social scientific explanation.  
 
John Horgan has persuasively argued that “if one is to effectively study terrorism and 
terrorists from criminological and psychological perspectives, one must meet with and speak 
to individuals who are or who have been directly involved with a terrorist organisation”.171 
The vast majority of radicalisation/extremism scholars, however, have had little sustained 
contact with the sorts of people they proclaim to have expert knowledge of, much less 
conducted research interviews with them. .172 Yet this distance between researcher and 
researched has not prevented the former from constructing elaborate and elegantly 
nuanced models of the factors that supposedly drive the latter. It is of course difficult and 
labour-intensive to meet with and interview violent extremists,173 but, as Horgan points out 
and as other researchers have demonstrated, it is certainly not impossible.174 
 
In the light of the above and the broader analysis that informs it, this report suggests and 
concludes with the following 4 recommendations: 
 

1. UK policymakers and the wider public should be more cognisant of how little is 
reliably known about processes of radicalisation and deradicalisation. This doesn’t 
mean that radicalisation research should be disregarded, but rather that the 
knowledge-claims and expert advice of scholars working in this specialist area should 
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be subjected to close critical scrutiny, especially by policymakers. Correspondingly, 
public officials should temper the confidence with which they discuss the problem of 
radicalisation, how individuals radicalise and what can be done about this. 
 

2. The UK government and public-funding bodies should encourage and prioritise 
research on radicalisation/deradicalisation that is empirically driven and focused on 
specific individuals, ideologies, networks, milieus and deradicalisation initiatives in 
specific places and time-periods. Projects that seek to understand, say, current far-
right activism in Norwich or Islamic State networks in London between 2013–2015 
should be prioritised over studies that seek to synthesise previous studies or develop 
abstract models for explaining the pushes and pulls of radicalisation. 
Research that seeks to interview violent extremists and their supporters should 
especially be encouraged. 
 

3. The UK government currently prohibits academic researchers from interviewing 
incarcerated prisoners convicted of terrorism offences. It should rethink this policy. 
Granting research access to this group of prisoners would likely greatly advance our 
knowledge-base of these individuals. Interviews conducted by academics with 
incarcerated terrorist offenders can be potentially very illuminating, as the work of 
Hugo Micheron175 and several others176 amply demonstrates.  
 

4. The UK government should abandon “vulnerability” discourse in its counter-
radicalisation policymaking and rhetoric. This is chiefly because there is no clear 
evidence to support the view that those who become violent extremists are any 
more vulnerable or in need of belonging, identity and meaning than those who do 
not become violent extremists. 

At least three deleterious consequences follow from any continued 
adherence to vulnerability discourse: 1) it infantilises political opposition to the 
status quo and thereby serves to direct attention away from the intrinsic appeal of 
extremist ideologies, rooted in political grievance, sacred drama, transgression, 
violent contention and ideological purity; 2) it can be readily and cynically 
weaponised by violent extremists themselves to excuse and deny responsibility for 
their actions, if caught; and 3) it directs unnecessary attention towards young people 
in particular, given their inherent vulnerability, and inadvertency encourages and 
incentivises authorities to ever more closely monitor them for signs of “vulnerability 
to radicalisation”, thus producing more and more of them in what the philosopher 
Ian Hacking would describe as a “looping effect”.177 
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