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Summary of the Project   

 

The overarching objective of PARTICIPATION is to identify future perspectives and trends of 

polarisation, extremism and radicalisation as well as the social composition of the group at risk 

in Europe by a participatory and provisional methodological strategy, that permits to co-create 

with social actors, stakeholders and policy-makers effective strategies for prevention. So, the 

specific objectives of PARTICIPATION are: 

1. Multidimensional modeling to understand current and future trends of extremism, 

polarisation and radicalisation: to develop a holistic multidimensional model based on 

participatory fieldwork and mixed-method approaches, in order to better understand the 

different drivers of violent radical ideologies, how these are organized in different pathways and, 

complementary to that, which mechanisms, factors and strategies contribute to support non-

radical attitudes and behaviours, nowadays and in the future. 

Sub-objective (a): targets: analysing and discussing, using a strategy based on the principles of 

action research involving young people in different parts of Europe, the socio-psychological 

mechanisms, such as social marginalization, alienation and polarization, that lead to 

radicalisation, with a special focus on gender, sexuality and regional differences. 

These objectives will be achieved by milestones M2 (“requirement of analysis and 

methodologies”) [month 6], and by M6 (“Models on radicalisation and extremism”) [month 35]. 

2. Communication dynamics: to develop an analysis of extremism, polarisation and 

radicalisation on-line dynamics by ICT tools (as semantic analysis) and to co-create with the 

involvement of civil society strategies to contrast and preventing these phenomena. This goal will 

be achieved by milestone M3 (“Communication analysis”) [month 9] and D.4.5. (“ Analysing 

different communication strategies against extremism and radicalisation”) [month 25], D.4.6. 

(“Projecting counter-narrative campaigns involving young people”) [month 33], D.4.7 

(“Methodological tools for evaluating counter-narrative campaigns and validation”) [month 35]. 

3. Co-creation: field-work to analyse and to generate with the involvement of the social actors in 

different social spheres, strategies of contrasting polarisation, extremism and radicalisation. 

Thus, the research processes supporting the achievement of the following sub-objectives: 

Sub-objective (b): Resilience: developing communicative tools, education approaches and 

community-based strategies, with the involvement and cooperation of practitioners, 

stakeholders and young people (with particular attention to gender balance), in order to improve 

the resilience of the communities and people at risk. 
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Sub-objective (c): Empowerment: to improve the awareness of young people and communities 

as well as the society at a whole, toward the risks of extremism, hate discourses and radical 

ideologies, contrasting the processes of marginalization, self-marginalization and alienation of 

ethnic, religious, gender and sexualities minorities. 

4. Tools: to develop methodologies and policies recommendations for improving the action of 

policy-makers also on the basis of the previous field-work. 

Sub-objective (d): Methodologies for supporting decision-makers: to realize databases and a 

systematic set of indexes and early-warnings, based on previous holistic multidimensional model 

and fieldworks as well as a testing phase on its practical usability involving decision-makers, in 

order to support them in decisions, improving effectiveness and social acceptability. 

Sub-objective (e): Policies recommendations: developing a set of policies recommendations with 

the participation of stakeholders, policy-makers and targets, in order to optimize strategies and 

interventions against extremism, hate cultures and radicalisation, at micro, meso and macro-

level of the governance process. 
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Executive summary 
 

The main goal of this report is to provide an updated, well-informed and nuanced picture of the 

state of the art of the research on what factors influence pathways of radicalisation towards 

violent extremism in the European landscape. It partially builds on a similar work under H2020 

TRIVALENT project, in which some of this project’s partners had participated. It also constitutes 

the first analytic step to develop a multi-dimensional complex model aimed at understanding 

radicalisation and identifying new trends, which is the overall objective of Work Package 2.  

This report is a systematic review of the recent literature on the drivers of radicalisation and 

violent extremism. It is based on a two-step analytical framework: first, a qualitative analysis, and 

second, a textual-statistical (quantitative) analysis of the existing literature. Qualitative analysis is 

carried out on both academic (i.e., peer-reviewed) and grey literature. Quantitative analysis is 

carried out exclusively on scientific literature using Natural Language Processing Analysis. The 

timeframe considered covers the most recent literature on the subject, published from 2015 to 

early 2021. The report scrutinises the literature that deals with the four main typologies of violent 

extremism, namely far-right, far-left, separatist, and religious extremism. It identifies factors at 

micro, meso and macro level, and it provides a comparative analysis across the four kinds of 

extremism. Two additional focuses on analysis are devoted to te gender dimension, and to the 

youth dimension. 

The main findings of the analysis point to the need to develop a multi-layered, complex model to 

understand radicalisation pathways towards violent extremism. The current landscape of 

radicalisation dynamics and violent extremism in Europe is increasingly characterised by a hybrid 

dimension and by narratives, languages and practices that call into question traditional 

conceptual boundaries. This fact partially challenges traditional understanding of drivers of 

radicalisation.  

In evaluating the relationship between the in-group and the out-group, the literature analysed 

gives particular emphasis to the role of the inner circle (friends and relatives), of the extended 

family unit (kinship), and of the family, in the dynamics of othering. This dimension is halfway 

between the micro (personal, biographical level) and the meso level. Its almost ubiquitous 

presence in the corpus of literature analysed indicates that for all types of extremism, the 

radicalisation process should be understood as an event that occurs at the intersection between 

a personal trajectory and a permissive, or enabling, environment. Cumulative extremism 

dynamics and new places of radicalisation emerge as other trends to watch. 

While being dramatically under researched, the gender dimension and its relation wit drivers of 

radicalisation is mainly described by the literature in terms of empowerment and emancipation 

across all kinds of extremism. Men’s subjectivity is often overlooked in empirical research. The 

youth dimension is frequently researched through the lens of the recruiter-vulnerable person 



13 

 

paradigm, which partially denies agency to the youth. Social and economic factors feature 

frequently among drivers of radicalisation. In some kinds of extremism, political participation is 

an emerging trend among the youth, especially when the dominant perception is that of being 

unheard. 
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1. Introduction 
 

 

 

1.1 This deliverable 
 

This deliverable is the outcome of task 2.1. It consists in a systematic review of the existing 

literature about drivers of radicalisation leading to (violent) extremism that has been recently 

published. Together with other tasks that are running in parallel (3.1, 4.1, 5.1 and 6.1), this task 

provides the basic coordinates for the next steps in the project, and it contributes to build the 

corpus of background knowledge that is necessary to kickstart participatory activities under the 

Social Labs.  

 

1.1.1 Specific contribute to PARTICIPATION project 
PARTICIPATION project is built around the positive interaction between desk-based research and 

field research carried out through participatory methodologies and tools. A distinctive feature of 

the project is the Social Labs that will be held under Work Package 3, in close integration with 

other tasks under Work Packages 5 & 6. This deliverable contributes to set the scene for these 

participatory research activities.  

Specifically, Social Labs are local hubs that act as multipliers of the effectiveness of research and 

innovation actions by triggering local experiential learning processes and are increasingly 

important in policy innovation and design. They consist of a team, a process and space(s) 

supporting social innovation and experimentation. The team is made up of societal actors invited 

into the Social Lab to work together on the Social Lab process. Experiential learning under the 

Social Labs will: 

❖ Allow a diagnosis of current P/CVE practices. This will result in an understanding of barriers 

and enablers to tackle radicalisation; 

❖ Facilitate and validate the design and the implementation of social experiments; 

❖ Reflect on the outcomes of the experiments, and learn lessons for further experimenting and 

future embedding of social inclusion into radicalisation policies and funding activities. 

Against this backdrop, task 2.1 contributes to set the Social Labs providing an analysis of the state 

of the art about known drivers of radicalisation toward (violent) extremism across the four main 
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kinds of extremism, namely right-wing, left-wing, religious-driven, and separatist extremism. 

Findings from this deliverable will inform the setting of all Social Labs by providing a detailed 

picture of the state of the art, e.g., the most updated knowledge about what drives radicalisation 

and polarisation processes in European societies.  

These findings will help defining the scope of the Social Labs, as well as the kinds of stakeholders 

that may be involved in the experiential learning processes. In light of the two main focuses on 

gender and youth that innerve PARTICIPATION project, this deliverable scans the literature 

devoting specific attention to the gender dimension and related dynamics, as well as to drivers 

of radicalisation that are specifically relevant for the youth.  

This analysis on drivers of radicalisation is part of a series of deliverables, that run in parallel, that 

will jointly inform all the rest of the PARTICIPATION project. In details, task 2.1: 

❖ it is linked with task 3.1, where a comparative analysis of current prevention policies at 

national and municipal level in a set of European countries is carried out;  

❖ it complements analysis carried out in task 4.1, which consists in a literature review of 

communicative approaches towards prevention and countering of violent extremism 

and radicalisation; 

❖ it is linked with task 5.1, where a comprehensive review of the literature on educational 

and training policies and interventions in the field of P/CVE; 

❖ it complements the analysis carried out in task 6.1, which consists in a literature review 

of existing methodologies for risk assessment.  

 

1.1.2 This deliverable within Work Package 2 
The main objective of Work Package 2 is to provide an updated understanding of the pathways 

and trends constituting radicalisation and violent extremism processes in Europe. Its main 

output will be the development of a multi-dimensional complex model aimed at better 

understanding different pathways leading to radicalisation toward (violent) extremism and 

polarisation. 

In this regard, this deliverable provides the first building blocks of the abovementioned model. 

Specifically, the systematic analysis scans the existing literature to identify known drivers of 

radicalisation toward (violent) extremism with a specific focus on gender and youth, as well as 

gaps in the literature. 

The model will be built through the analysis of the most important studies and research on these 

subjects, and a wide work on the field (with both quantitative and qualitative methodologies) 

involving experts, young people, religious communities, and other relevant stakeholders. While 

the former part of the analysis is to be addressed by this deliverable through a desk research on 

drivers, extracting fresh data through extensive fieldwork, validating them, and integrating them 

to actually build the model is the specific objective of D2.2-D2.3-D2.4-D2.5. Desk research and 
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empirical research will then be integrated in a model by D2.6, which is expected to developing a 

model for understanding the pathways of extremism and radicalisation. 

WP2 is structured as follows. Task 2.1 provides a review of the literature, with 2 focuses on gender 

and youth. Tasks 2.2 and 2.3 extract data about gender and youth with quali-quantitative 

methodologies. Data from the first half of WP2 will then be discussed, assessed, and validated in 

tasks 2.4 (“Validating and enriching: workshops involving experts and civil society”) and 2.5 

(“Future trends: Delphi surveys involving experts, stakeholders and decision-makers”) with the 

participation of a wide range of stakeholders. The results of the assessment and validation phase 

will be integrated in a multi-dimensional complex model in task 2.6. 

 

1.2 Goal of the systematic literature review on drivers of 

radicalisation, polarisation, and extremism 
 

Over the last two decades, a sizable amount of literature on extremism and radicalisation has 

been produced. However, these two concepts remain somewhat elusive. And even more so when 

it comes to radicalisation leading towards violent extremism. To date, there is not an overarching 

scientific consensus on what radicalisation and violent extremism are, nor on how these concepts 

should be defined.  

Moreover, there are competing models explaining how radicalised individuals or groups carry 

out violent acts, that is what causes a passage à l’acte. And similarly, a wide range of possible 

explanations have been put forward to explain what are the root causes, or what are the drivers, 

of radicalisation.  

Writing in December 2016, Daniela Pisoiu and Reem Ahmed1 noted this lack of consensus in a 

RAN document about the state of research on radicalisation. “While a significant amount of 

research on violent radicalisation as well as measures to counter it already exists”, they argued, “an 

underlying lack of sufficient understanding concerning the way radicalisation works remains 

apparent”. The authors traced back this lack of understanding to the multiple angles and 

academic lenses that have been applied to study these issues. Indeed, the production of 

knowledge around radicalisation and (violent) extremism spans across multiple scientific fields, 

each of them with their own trajectory, scope, and scientific background and sensitivity. Pisoiu 

and Ahmed concluded: 

 

1 Pisoiu, D. & Ahmed, R. (2016), Radicalisation Research – Gap Analysis, RAN Research Paper, https://ec.europa.eu/home-

affairs/sites/default/files/docs/pages/201612_radicalisation_research_gap_analysis_en.pdf (last accessed May 7, 2021) 

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/default/files/docs/pages/201612_radicalisation_research_gap_analysis_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/sites/default/files/docs/pages/201612_radicalisation_research_gap_analysis_en.pdf
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Whether deterministic or rational choice, complex or integrated, there is a general 

consensus among practitioners and academics alike that more research is needed 

to understand the causes, processes and mechanisms of radicalisation in order to 

be able to develop effective preventive and counter-measures. Research is also 

needed to understand the dynamics between radicalisation, violent extremism and 

terrorism. Namely, it is important to identify the kinds of radicalisation factors and 

processes which lead to violent extremism and terrorism, given that radicalisation 

is a broader and more complex phenomenon.2 

In the same report, the authors identified another important research gap. It relates to the need 

to bridge theory and practice on such a politically charged, socially sensitive issue which also has 

a potentially huge societal impact. The gap is presented as: 

finding ways to clarify and activate interlinkage between basic research, applied 

research and practical work. Radicalisation research is clearly and intimately 

connected to practice. The need to understand how and why radicalisation emerges 

is not only useful in terms of gaining knowledge on human action in general, but 

also in order to prevent, among others, concrete terrorist attacks. Ideally, basic 

research should inform policy and applied research should evaluate the adequacy 

and effectiveness of these policy measures. 

The need to further scrutinize drivers of extremism and radicalisation, combined with a research 

that aims at linking theory and practice, scholars and practitioners’ work, define the positioning 

of this deliverable.  

In this deliverable, we adopt working definitions that can be found below for radicalisation, 

polarisation, extremism, and violent extremism. It is important to note that identifying new 

definitions or building a new theoretical model are not the objectives of this deliverable. Indeed, 

the goal of this work is much narrower and consists in exploring the existing knowledge on 

drivers as they are currently understood across multiple fields of study and disciplines.  

To do so, we carry out a systematic review of the recent literature that specifically discusses 

drivers of radicalisation, polarisation, and (violent) extremism. As it is detailed below in a specific 

section about methodology, this review is based on both a qualitative analysis and a textual-

statistical (quantitative) analysis of the existing literature. Its main objective is to provide an 

updated, well-informed and nuanced picture of the state of the art of the research on what 

factors are said to influence pathways of radicalisation towards (violent) extremism. This corpus 

of knowledge – and most of all the existing gaps in the literature – will be used in the following 

tasks throughout PARTICIPATION project to calibrate new research activities, and to inform the 

research design of other tasks. 

 

2 Ibid.  
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The report scrutinises the literature on all the four main typologies of violent extremism, namely 

religious-driven, far-right, far-left, and separatist extremism. It identifies factors at micro, meso 

and macro level. This structure was designed to build on, and ideally constitutes the update of, a 

systematic literature review produced by TRIVALENT project (2017-2020),3 a Horizon 2020 project 

which some of the Partners of PARTICIPATION project participated in. 

 

1.3 Working definitions 
 

As discussed earlier in this introductive section, this deliverable has not the objective to discuss 

and assess the many theoretical frameworks dealing with radicalisation, polarisation, and 

(violent) extremism that are used in the literature; rather, it aims at discussing the drivers 

identified in the literature. However, the qualitative and quantitative analyses carried out in this 

report must necessarily embed, or use, a conceptualisation of these basic ideas. For this reason, 

the following working definitions are used throughout this deliverable.  

It should be noted that, in order to support the highest degree of operational flexibility, as well 

as to provide relevant outcomes for the fast-evolving landscape of extremism and radicalisation 

in Europe and the possible emergence of new forms of extremism, this deliverable adopts very 

broad definitions. 

There is not a single, widely accepted definition of radicalisation, both at academic and policy 

level. However, a key feature that can be found in virtually all available definition is the 

understanding of radicalisation as a process, as something that does not happen overnight. 

Additionally, most of the definition also highlight that this process is complex, meaning that there 

are many factors at play that help explaining why an individual enters/is dragged into a 

radicalisation process.  

For instance, the European Union defines radicalisation as  

a phased and complex process in which an individual or a group embraces a radical 

ideology or belief that accepts, uses or condones violence, including acts of 

terrorism, to reach a specific political or ideological purpose.4 

Other institutions adopt similar definitions. OSCE conceptualises radicalisation as 

the process by which an individual increasingly espouses or supports extremist 

ideas. Radicalization is typically caused not by a single influence, but by a complex 

 

3 The website of the project is available at https://trivalent-project.eu/ (last accessed May 7, 2021). 
4 This definition is provided in the page ‘Prevention of radicalisation’ on the European Commission portal, available at 

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/counter-terrorism/radicalisation_en (last accessed May 7, 2021). 

https://trivalent-project.eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/counter-terrorism/radicalisation_en
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mix of factors and dynamics. It is a concept with different interpretations. In some 

cases, the term is used in a manner that suggests an implicit link between radical 

ideas and violence. This is problematic, both because not all who hold radical (or 

extremist) ideas will engage in or support violent action, and because the ability to 

hold ideas — regardless of their nature — is enshrined in international law as a 

fundamental human right.5 

In this detailed definition emerges one of the main dichotomies of the concept of radicalisation: 

the distinction between cognitive and behavioural radicalisation. While exploring how this 

cleavage shapes the debate and the legislative framework for prevention falls beyond the scope 

of this deliverable, it should be noted that the distinction is well represented in a number of 

institutional definitions.  

For instance, the 2005 EU Counterterrorism Strategy refers to “violent radicalisation” as  

the phenomenon of people embracing opinions, views and ideas which could lead 

to acts of terrorism.6 

This definition is still being adopted in national legislations by EU Member States today. An 

example of this is the law on prevention of radicalisation which is under discussion in the Italian 

parliament.7 

The academic debate on radicalisation8 provides multiple definitions from a variety of different 

angles. It is safe to say that, despite these efforts, the concept remains highly fluid in both content 

and scope. To underline both the complexity of the concept of radicalisation and the lack of 

consensus, Neumann has defined it as what goes on before the ‘bomb goes off’.9 The same 

scholar states elsewhere that virtually all academic models conceive of radicalisation as a 

 

5 OSCE (2020), A Whole-of-Society Approach to Preventing and Countering Violent Extremism and Radicalization That Lead to 

Terrorism. Vienna, March 2020, p.20, https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/a/7/444340_0.pdf  
6 EU (2005), COMMUNICATION FROM THE COMMISSION TO THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND THE COUNCIL concerning 

Terrorist recruitment: addressing the factors contributing to violent radicalisation, p.2, https://eur-

lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2005:0313:FIN:EN:PDF  
7 See the Proposta di legge n.243 (243-3357-A), titled  “Misure per la prevenzione della radicalizzazione e dell’estremismo violento 

di matrice jihadista”, art.1.2, p.10, available at 

http://documenti.camera.it/leg18/pdl/pdf/leg.18.pdl.camera.243_A.18PDL0165810.pdf  
8 An important part of the debate addresses critically the use of the concept of radicalisation to describe the journey towards 

adopting radical ideas and/or forms of political violence. The debate also addresses the history, legacy and political uses of 

other concepts, first and foremost the concept of “violent extremism”. A discussion of these debates falls beyond the scope of 

this deliverable. However, the analysis carried out in this report is informed by critical approaches to radicalisation studies, and 

radicalisation as a political construct. 
9 Neumann, P. R. 2008. “Introduction.” In Perspectives on Radicalisation and Political Violence – Papers from the First 

International Conference on Radicalisation and Political Violence, edited by P. R. Neumann, 3–7. London: International Centre 

for the Study of Radicalisation and Political Violence. https://icsr.info/wp-content/uploads/2008/03/Perspectives-on-

Radicalisation-Political-Violence.pdf (last accessed May 7, 2021). 

https://www.osce.org/files/f/documents/a/7/444340_0.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2005:0313:FIN:EN:PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2005:0313:FIN:EN:PDF
http://documenti.camera.it/leg18/pdl/pdf/leg.18.pdl.camera.243_A.18PDL0165810.pdf
https://icsr.info/wp-content/uploads/2008/03/Perspectives-on-Radicalisation-Political-Violence.pdf
https://icsr.info/wp-content/uploads/2008/03/Perspectives-on-Radicalisation-Political-Violence.pdf
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progression which plays out over a period of time and involves different factors and dynamics,10 

which is perhaps the only one point where scholars are converging. 

Graduality and the complex place of violence with regards to radicalisation feature prominently 

in other definitions, provided by Van den Bos and by Hafez and Mullins. The former defines 

radicalisation as: 

a process of growing willingness to pursue and/or support radical changes in society 

(in an undemocratic manner, if necessary) that conflict with, or could pose a threat 

to, democratic legal order,11 

while the latter argues that radicalisation:  

is usually a (1) gradual “process” that entails socialization into an (2) extremist belief 

system that sets the stage for (3) violence even if it does not make it inevitable’.12 

As it appears evident from the few definitions listed above, the concept of extremism somehow 

overlaps with that of radicalisation. Arguably, this is mainly because extremism, as well as violent 

extremism, remains an ill-defined, elusive, and highly politically charged term. Indeed, “violent 

extremism” emerged after 9/11 as a way for Western countries to repackage counter-terrorism 

efforts.  

Importantly, it is often used interchangeably with radicalisation and, even more often, with 

terrorism. As an example, the 2015 UN Plan of action to prevent violent extremism does not 

provide a definition for violent extremism, a concept which appears to be treated as self-

evident.13 Some State definitions of (violent) extremism maintain the ambiguity between ideas 

and behaviours, while other adopt a clearer distinction.  

Australia defines violent extremism as  

the beliefs and actions of people who support or use violence to achieve ideological, 

religious or political goals. This includes terrorism and other forms of politically 

motivated and communal violence,14  

 

10 See Neumann, P. R. 2013. “The Trouble with Radicalization.” International Affairs 89 (4): 873– 893. doi:10.1111/1468-

2346.12049. 
11 van den Bos, K. (2018). Why people radicalize. New York, USA: Oxford University Press, 565. 

12 Hafez, M., & Mullins, C. (2015). The radicalization puzzle: A theoretical synthesis of empirical approaches to homegrown 

extremism. Studies in Conflict and Terrorism, 38(11), 958-975. 
13 UN (2015), Plan of action to prevent violent extremism, 

https://www.un.org/sites/www.un.org.counterterrorism/files/plan_action.pdf  
14 Parliament of Australia (2015) “Australian Government measures to counter violent extremism: a quick guide”, 

https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1415/Quick_Guide

s/Extremism  

https://www.un.org/sites/www.un.org.counterterrorism/files/plan_action.pdf
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1415/Quick_Guides/Extremism
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1415/Quick_Guides/Extremism
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which clearly includes under the label of violent extremism those who have views that justify the 

use of violence at least under certain circumstances. A similar definition is used by the FBI: violent 

extremism means 

encouraging, condoning, justifying, or supporting the commission of a violent act to 

achieve political, ideological, religious, social, or economic goals.15  

On the contrary, Norway’s Action plan against Radicalisation and Violent Extremism defines the 

latter concept as 

activities of persons and groups that are willing to use violence in order to achieve 

their political, ideological or religious goals,16  

with a strong focus on behaviours. 

In all the definitions provided above, it should be noted that a clear definition of violence is 

lacking. Obviously, this is another controversial point in the debate around extremism and violent 

extremism, as different definitions of violence may lead to broader or narrower scopes of 

prevention legislation, while legitimising or stigmatising certain behaviours, ideas, or groups in 

the process.  

❖  

In choosing a working definition for radicalisation and (violent) extremism for this deliverable, 

the main priority is not to consistently reflect a specific interpretation of these phenomena, which 

inevitably would leave out of the frame many other possible models and explanations that are 

indeed well represented in the literature and certainly deserve to be somehow reflected in a 

systematic review of the literature. Rather, the objective is to acknowledge the blurred conceptual 

borders of radicalisation so as to include issues that are closely related to, if not sometimes even 

intimately connected with, the focus of this study. Indeed, this deliverable – together with reports 

from tasks 3.1, 4.1, 5.1, and 6.1 – should be understood first and foremost as a support for setting 

up the fieldwork to be carried out with the Social Labs, as well as for refining their research design 

including the kind of stakeholders to involve and the issues to focus on. 

Thus, the working definitions adopted in this literature review are broad, and try to include as 

best as possible related issues, such as hate speech, polarisation, discrimination, social exclusion, 

etc.  

 

15 See the FBI strategic plan to curb violent extremism https://www.brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/16-cv-00672%20-

%20FBI%20Strategic%20Plan%20to%20Curb%20Violent%20Extremism.PDF  
16 Norway Ministry of Justice and Public Security (2014), Action plan against Radicalisation and Violent Extremism, p.7,  

https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/6d84d5d6c6df47b38f5e2b989347fc49/action-plan-against-radicalisation-and-

violent-extremism_2014.pdf  

https://www.brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/16-cv-00672%20-%20FBI%20Strategic%20Plan%20to%20Curb%20Violent%20Extremism.PDF
https://www.brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/16-cv-00672%20-%20FBI%20Strategic%20Plan%20to%20Curb%20Violent%20Extremism.PDF
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/6d84d5d6c6df47b38f5e2b989347fc49/action-plan-against-radicalisation-and-violent-extremism_2014.pdf
https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/6d84d5d6c6df47b38f5e2b989347fc49/action-plan-against-radicalisation-and-violent-extremism_2014.pdf
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In light of what has been discussed above, in this deliverable extremism is defined in broad terms 

as: 

a set of attitudes that lead people to embrace discourses and behaviours centred 

on a hate culture that fosters discrimination based on race, ethnicity, national 

origin, religious affiliation, sexual orientation, sex, gender, gender identity, serious 

disability or disease. 

Following Antonelli (2019), radicalisation is defined as:  

a complex process of metanoia and socialisation that leads people to legitimize 

political violence as normal means of political action.17 

Understood as a process of socialisation and metanoia (i.e., psychological shift aimed at solving 

a conflict and adapting to a given, or perceived, reality), radicalisation involves the re-

internalisation of a new internal system of values and beliefs. 

 

1.4 Structure of this deliverable and methodological notes 
 

This deliverable includes a chapter with general findings from the textual-statistical analysis 

across all kinds of extremism, followed by four chapters addressing each a specific extremism, 

namely far-right, far-left, religious-driven, and separatist extremism. Each of these chapters 

discusses and analyses drivers of radicalisation and polarisation relying on both quantitative 

(textual-statistical) and qualitative (thematic) analysis. They also include two sections that focus 

on gender and youth, and a final section that presents the main gaps in the literature. A final 

chapter discusses the main findings. Literature consulted includes both academic and grey 

literature. Sources from grey literature considered in this review include reports by governments, 

think tanks and international organisations, policy statements, issue papers, national plans / 

strategies, fact sheets, handbooks, policy papers, EU projects deliverables. 

The overall research design is consistent with the following research questions. 

 

1.4.1 Research questions 
The systematic literature review is structured around the following research questions: 

 

17 Antonelli F. (eds.) (2019). Working Papers In Terrorism Studies: The Present And The Future Of Violent Radicalization In 

Europe. Roma: RomaTre Press, https://romatrepress.uniroma3.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Working-Papers-In-Terrorism-

Studies-The-Present-And-The-Future-Of-Violent-Radicalization-In-Europe..pdf  

https://romatrepress.uniroma3.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Working-Papers-In-Terrorism-Studies-The-Present-And-The-Future-Of-Violent-Radicalization-In-Europe..pdf
https://romatrepress.uniroma3.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Working-Papers-In-Terrorism-Studies-The-Present-And-The-Future-Of-Violent-Radicalization-In-Europe..pdf
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1. Which drivers of radicalisation and the factors fuelling (violent) extremism have been 

identified in recent literature?  

2. Which are the semantic fields of these drivers, as discussed in recent academic research? 

3. What are the drivers of radicalisation and the factors fuelling (violent) extremism that are 

specific for the main typologies of violent extremism? 

4. How the recent literature describes radicalisation in relation with the youth and gender 

dimensions? 

5. What are the main gaps in recent literature about the drivers of radicalisation and the 

factors fuelling (violent) extremism? 

 

1.4.2 Textual-statistical analysis 
This report analyses both the academic literature and the grey literature with mixed 

methodologies. However, the textual-statistical analysis (quantitative analysis) is carried out only 

on the former.  

The textual-statistical analysis provides an added value to a “simple” qualitative (thematic) 

analysis. It is based mainly on natural language processing (NLP). This analysis allows first, to 

identify the contents and trends of the academic literature and, second, using natural language 

processing, it allows to explore their interrelations and overlaps. The results provide information 

about the overlapping between the four types of extremism, their semantic similarities and 

differences as well as their correlation with the categories/clusters, which would be otherwise 

hard to identify through a mere qualitative analysis. More details about the methodology for the 

textual-statistical analysis can be found at the beginning of the next chapter. 

As for the databases used, the identification of the relevant journal articles for the systematic 

literature review is based on targeted searches of well-known scientific databases. For Social 

Sciences the most comprehensive journal databases are Elsevier's Scopus with over 23,452 peer-

reviewed journals (2020 figures) and Web-of-Science owned by Clarivate (former Thomas 

Reuters) covering 12,000 high impact journals (2017 figures). Both databases have fairly 

comprehensive social science citation indexes, and they represent the largest abstract and 

citation database of peer-reviewed literature including scientific journals, books and conference 

proceedings. They also cover the subject areas that this review is focusing on, i.e. Sociology, 

Psychology, Political Sciences, and International Relations, making these two databases most 

suitable for our systematic literature review.  Both databases were used to search and identify 

the relevant peer-reviewed articles literature for our topic.  For Web of Science the search was 

carried out selecting the Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI) and Emerging Sources Citation 

Index (ESCI). For Scopus, the search was carried out within social science and psychology indexes.  
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All procedures followed for this selection are reported in Annex 1 at the end of this deliverable. 

Procedures are also presented and discussed in the section titled “Methodology” in each of the 

four chapters dealing with the kinds of extremism analysed. 

 

1.4.3 Scope 
The literature review was limited to sources published in the timeframe 2015 – early 2021 and 

dealing with radicalisation and violent extremism in Europe. The timeframe is chosen for three 

main reasons. 

The first reason is relevance. The literature on these issues is rapidly evolving, as are the policies 

to prevent and counter radicalisation and violent extremism designed and implemented by 

European countries.  

The second reason relates to important developments in Europe and the world. Analysing the 

last five years allows to take into account the sudden and robust increase in literature about 

radicalisation and violent extremism due to several causes, e.g. the rise of the so-called Islamic 

State (ISIS or Daesh), the spike in terrorist attacks in Europe, increasing polarisation of public 

debate and hate speech occurrences, a general fatigue of democratic systems confronted with 

the spread of populism, and the proliferation of far right extremist ideologies and groups.  

The third reasons is linked with a previous project, TRIVALENT, whose consortium partially 

overlaps with that of PARTICIPATION. In TRIVALENT, a systematic literature review on drivers of 

radicalisation was also performed. The analysis in this deliverable ideally extends the earlier 

review by adopting a similar codebook, and by extending the timeframe considered. 

 

1.4.4 Clusterisation of drivers 
All chapters on specific kinds of extremism discuss the main features and organise data retrieved 

from the literature following a common framework, that consists of three main clusters of 

drivers: micro level, meso level, macro level. They are defined as follows: 

❖ Micro level is broadly defined as the level of the individual. Examples of factors and 

drivers working at the micro level are identity formation and issues, quality of 

integration, perceived alienation, relative deprivation. It basically includes personal 

trajectory, grievances, and motivations. 

❖ Meso level relates to the wider radical milieu where the individual’s reference group 

acts. It is understood as a group/community level that identifies the enabling 

environment that fosters a radicalisation process.  

❖ Macro level takes into account the role of government(s) and society at home and 

abroad. This level includes for instance the evolution of public opinion, party politics, the 

State’s foreign agenda and actions carried out abroad. 
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While a common structure is shared by all chapters on the four kinds of extremism, specific sub-

paragraphs are added whenever needed to reflect topics/areas where research on drivers has 

focused more, producing more nuanced knowledge. This does not affect the overall homogeneity 

of the entire deliverable, which is based on a common and integrated research framework. 
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2. General trends and 

semantic frameworks: A 

textual-statistical 

approach  
 

 

Melios, G. 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 
 

The aim of this deliverable is to provide a systematic quantitative and qualitative analysis of 

recent advances in the literature in radicalisation. Extremism and radicalisation literature has 

developed significantly over the past years. As per the original grant proposal, the deliverable 

aims to provide a literature review of recent research developments in two stages. At first to use 

descriptive quantitative text analysis to identify the current trends and developments of the 

literature synthesising them in a brief quantitative analysis which will provide the fruits of 

analysing different streams of the literature with qualitative and quantitative insights. Using 

innovative text-analytical tools we explore insights of unstructured data and identify current 

interpretive trends and themes of extremism and radicalisation literature. The review is 

structured around four distinct but also complementary aspects of radicalisation and extremism: 

1) Far-Right, 2) Far-Left, 3) Religious-driven extremism and 4) Separatism. This analysis allows us 

first, to identify the contents and trends of the academic literature and, second, using natural 
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language processing to explore their descriptive interrelations and overlaps. The results provide 

information about the potential overlapping themes between the four (4) types of extremism, 

their semantic similarities and differences as well as their correlation with the categories/clusters.  

 

2.1.1 Methodology 

 

This chapter revolves around the development of semantic models, taxonomies and semiotics 

that allowed us to identify the main general semantic frameworks and trends in the literature of 

radicalisation and extremism, using unstructured textual data for text analysis and Natural 

Language Processing analysis (NLPs). The use of text analysis here, serves as an initial 

investigation into understanding the common development of trends in the literature in order to 

build on them with qualitative insights on each string of drivers in subsequent chapters.  

The use of such textual and NLP methods is innovative as it allows for a deeper understanding 

of the underlying trends in the literature. Since the aim of the deliverable is not to synthesise 

insights on the quantitative effects of radicalisation but rather see how different drivers are 

identified and co-developed in the literature over the last 5 years, the use of descriptive text 

analysis is considered appropriate18. Classical linear statistical methodologies and network 

analysis often employ text analysis and unstructured data in order to investigate relationships 

among actors or actions (Ward et al. 2011). In comparison, Natural Language Processing (NLP) 

makes it possible to go beyond simply establishing connections to investigating the state of 

relationships—moving from “whom?” to “who did what to whom?” (Van Atteveldt et al. 2016). 

Automated text analysis has come to prominence across social sciences over the last few years. 

With the massive availability of text data on the web, social scientists increasingly recognize 

automated text analysis as a viable approach to analyzing social and political behaviors such as 

radicalisation. Text-as-data methods expand research opportunities for social scientists in 

multiple ways. First, they leverage the power of computing to make ambitious data collection 

tasks feasible. Second, they offer a growing number of options for analyzing large volumes of 

text quantitatively (Wilkerson, 2017). This process of investigating connections and interpreting 

themes requires a complex and multidisciplinary approach to the topic.  

In particular, our textual-statistical analysis is based on the following steps: 

1. Dataset: The content of each document must then be converted to quantitative data. 

Frequently, the objective is to create a term–document or term–frequency matrix where 

each row is a document, and each column is a feature found in at least one of those 

documents. Using the four (4) thematic clusters as columns and internationally 

recognised lexicons, we begin by treating every unique word as a separate feature to be 

analysed. Our universe of observations includes ~135.000 words in total. The next step is 

 

18 Methodologically this type of analysis allows the consortium to develop both avenues of enquiries on the 

literature (quantitative text analysis and qualitative insights) in a complementary way.  
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to exclude content that is thought to be irrelevant to the analysis and potentially 

misleading. Standard practices include removing punctuation, common words 

(stopwords), very infrequent words (sparse terms), and word suffixes (stemming). The 

next step was to identify and include word pairs (bigrams) such as Far Left, Far Right, 

Violent Radicalisation. Following that, our analysis identified through lexicons, synonyms 

that in the context of radicalisation can be combined into a single feature/topic of 

analysis. Following that, we develop a machine learning lexicon-based process that 

expands exclusion criteria based on the content of the documents used (i.e. removing 

common phrases such as University Press, or Oxford University). The final sample of 

interest to the study includes 347 papers and ~46.000 unique words. 

 

2. Analysis: in the beginning of every quantitative analysis, simple metrics can be very 

useful and have the added virtues of transparency and replicability. In this framework, 

the first stage of our analysis is a frequency analysis of words used more than >5 times 

across different papers. This resulted in a frequency analysis of 2487 unique words. In 

order to further reduce the unique words to those relevant for the identification of main 

trends and discourses, we grouped words with similar meanings (in the context of 

radicalisation) in categories. We then use this categorisation in order to perform different 

kinds of textual analysis and present the findings below. 

 

2.2 Key words and associations 
 

The first descriptive parts of the analysis (Tables 1-2) reveal information about the overlapping 

between the four (4) types of extremism, their semantic similarities and differences as well as 

their correlation with the categories/clusters. The latter, as presented in Table 3 also provides us 

with information on which drivers/effects are associated with which form of radicalization most 

frequently in the literature (using Pearson’s chi-squared test and biserial correlation coefficients). 

Based on these results we find that the main words associated with each form of extremism are: 

1) Populism for Far Right, 2) Terrorism for Religious extremism, 3) Securitization for Separatism 

and 4) police for Far Left. This analysis even though it produces results with very high certainty 

(above 99% confidence) in regards to which form each category is mostly associated to, it does 

not exclude that each category can be a key term to define multiple forms of extremism.  

 

Far right Far left Religious Separatism 

More Less More Less More Less More Less 

Politics Terrorism Movemen

t 

Islam Islam Politics Regional Radical 

Populism Islam Extremis Religion Terrorism Populism Security Gender 



29 
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Gender Youth Terrorism Local Radical Economy Local Islam 

Economy Security Police Education Religion Governme

nt 

Governmen

t 

Populism 

Migration Communit

y 

Politics Social 

network 

Youth Regional Economy Politics 

Governme

nt 

Religion Ideology Gender Communit

y 

Migration Education Migration 

Democracy Police Populism Youth Propagand

a 

Local Movement Youth 

Ideology Propagand

a 

Democrac

y 

Radical Hate Democracy Policy Religion 

Local Radical Society Policy Police Movement   Hate 

Trust Extremism   Community   Ideology   Ideology 

Policy Education   Trust   Gender   Trust 

Movement Hate   Governme

nt 

  Society   Terrorism 

Society Social 

network 

  Regional   Policy   Police 

Christian     Hate   Extremism   Extremis

m 

      Propagand

a 

  Christian   Social 

network 

      Economy       Society 

              Christian 

              Democrac

y 

Table 1. Most and least associated words for each form of extremism 

 

Category Global 

Chi² 

P Max Chi² P Biserial Predict 
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Populism 166.97 0.00 153.60 0.00 16.9978 Far Right  

Islam 66.38 0.00 39.34 0.00 7.8842 Religious  

Democracy 35.23 0.00 29.07 0.00 7.3943 Far right  

Regional 27.51 0.00 21.82 0.00 7.4995 Separatism  

Religion 42.82 0.00 17.21 0.00 5.2334 Religious  

Youth 27.31 0.00 14.31 0.00 4.7609 Religious 

Migration 24.10 0.00 14.13 0.00 5.0741 Far Right 

Terrorism 41.81 0.00 13.64 0.00 4.6402 Religious 

Community 19.20 0.00 7.78 0.01 3.5383 Religious 

Radical 56.92 0.00 7.77 0.01 3.7557 Far Right 

Economy 22.00 0.00 7.16 0.01 3.6798 Far Right 

Propaganda 14.19 0.00 5.42 0.02 3.3013 Religious 

Christian 9.92 0.02 4.97 0.03 3.5335 Far Right 

Policy 11.79 0.01 4.27 0.04 2.8195 Far Right 

Politics 14.82 0.00 3.70 0.05 2.5846 Far Right 

Gender 25.39 0.00 3.62 0.06 2.4002 Religious 

Society 17.03 0.00 3.50 0.06 2.5209 Far Right 

Government 14.58 0.00 3.50 0.06 2.5209 Far Right 

Social 

network 

20.57 0.00 2.58 0.11 2.1588 Far Right 

Local 16.94 0.00 2.47 0.12 2.1213 Far Right 

Ideology 25.98 0.00 1.96 0.16 1.9026 Far Right 

Security 20.29 0.00 1.45 0.23 1.9213 Separatism 

Hate 5.32 0.15 0.88 0.35 1.4118 Religious 
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Police 22.15 0.00 0.55 0.46 1.6005 Far left  

Movement 4.53 0.21 0.29 0.59 1.0311 Far left  

Education 5.76 0.12 0.14 0.71 0.5431 Far Right 

Extremism 7.15 0.07 0.06 0.80 0.3127 Religious 

Trust 2.31 0.51 0.05 0.82 0.5505 Far left  

Table 2. Identification of categories based on Pearson predictions 

In order to conduct a text analysis, we use Python and Wordstat combined in order to build a 

hierarchical cluster analysis by computing co-occurrence and frequency matrices. The data used 

for this analysis of research and academic articles on radicalisation and extremism across the 

aforementioned forms. We have created 4 variables by grouping articles with a similar content 

together as 1 group category:  

1. articles that mainly talk about far-right extremism (94),  

2. articles about far-left extremism (28),  

3. articles that mainly focus on religious extremism (166),  

4. articles on separatism (59).  

These articles are all research articles and their date of publication ranges between the years 

2015 – 2021. As described in the introduction a categorization/grouping process of the 

unstructured data (words) is needed so that data points (words) with synonym/similar meaning 

are not double counted (e.g. “radical” and “radicalization” or “extremist” and “extremism”). The 

categorization process based on the ICT lexicon and natural language processes runned on the 

data constructed 28 categories of similar words that have high frequency. The table below 

presents the categories used which appear most frequently in the sample, the corresponding 

word terms which were grouped together and their frequencies (frequencies are shown as “the 

number of times selected phrases appear in a written text”).   

Digging deeper into the unstructured data, Table 3 provides information about the relative 

drivers associated with each cluster in the literature. Significant emphasis appears to be placed 

in the literature on the political and network drivers of far-right radicalization/extremism. On the 

far-left scale on the other hand, significant drivers are associated with the quality of institutions 

(trust, government) and the police, issues long associated with violence from far- left groups and 

individuals.  

 

Categories Words included Frequencies 
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Terrorism Criminal, ISIS, terror, terrorism, attacks, terrorist, violence, 

violent 

27411 

Politics Parties, party, political, politics, politicalization 21300 

Islam Islam, islamic, islamist, muslim, muslims 13805 

Radical Radical, radicalization, radicalisation 12335 

Social 

networks 

Communication, internet, social media, network, networks, 

online 

10161 

Gender Female, male, gender, man, men, woman, women, masculine, 

feminine 

9400 

Government Elections, electoral, parliament, state, government 8735 

Extremism Extreme, extremist, extremists, extremism 8309 

Society Citizen, citizens, public, society, societies, community, 

communities 

6312 

Religion Religion, religious, religiosity 6200 

Migration Immigrants, immigration, foreign, migration, refugee, refugees 6070 

Ideology Attitude, attitudes, beliefs, ideology, ideologies 5860 

Ethnic Ethnic, national, local 5569 

Youth Youth, school, young, children, 5521 

Populism Populism, populist 4132 

Economy Economic, economics, economist, economists, economy 4097 

Policy Policy, policies 3227 

Movement Movements, movement 2837 

Community Community, communities 2672 

Education Education 2472 

Security Security 2273 

Democracy Democracy, democratic 1670 
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Regional Region, regional 1565 

Hate Hate, hateful, haters, hate speech 1159 

Police Police 1111 

Trust Trust 1008 

Propaganda Propaganda 914 

Christian Christ, christentum, christian 757 

Jihad Jihad, jihadi, jihadist 648 

Table 3. Categorisation processes based on NLPs 

 

2.3 Cluster analysis 
 

Following the categorisation processes, NLPs allow for cluster analysis by grouping a set of words 

together which are similar. We used a dendogram with a set of 100 clusters where each 

represents a set of similar words. A cluster analysis groups a set of objects (e.g. numerical data, 

words or phrases) according to their similarities. For instance, the objects which have similar 

characteristics are grouped together and are considered to be one cluster. Clustering is 

commonly used for statistical and exploratory data analysis to retrieve information, data 

compression and machine learning. This analysis is commonly known as a multi-objective 

optimization problem. NLPs allows us to use cluster analysis in a way to provide the most optimal 

results. In particular, it applies a series of clustering methods until it reaches an optimal result 

that increases consistency, hence, limiting the number of words used in the clusters to the most 

frequently and most relevant used. An early study by Lebart, Salem, and Berry (1998) support 

this approach suggesting that restricting the analysis by clustering only the words most 

frequently reduces the bias arising from large textual data. We have performed a hierarchical 

cluster analysis on a co-occurrence matrix and produced a dendrogram using the categorization 

dictionary with the 28 categories that appear most frequent in the chosen articles and have the 

highest occurrence in the data. 
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Figure 1 Dendrogram

 

The above dendrogram presents the clustered categories that appear within the co-occurrence 

data. Choosing first order word co-occurrence and a maximum of 1000 iterations, we produce a 

dendrogram by computing an inclusion index with a cophenetic correlation coefficient of 0.822. 

The dendrogram identifies the patterns of co-occurrence of the categorised words and maps the 

relationship between these categories. For simplicity, we have restricted our analysis to the 28 

categorization terms.  

As we can see, the categories were grouped into 8 main constellations and 9 clusters. 

● Cluster 1. The first cluster consists of the terms used from the categorization dictionary 

“christian”, “religion”, “community” and “islam”. Although the religious terms are 

connected to one another, the category “christian” has a stronger thematic 

interconnection with the term “religion” compared to “islam”. This cluster emphasizes the 

concept and thematic importance around religion among radicalization articles; 

● Cluster 2.  The second cluster consists of the terms “education”, “gender” and “youth”, 

where gender and youth are highly connected and have a simultaneous relationship to 

education. Our cluster analysis suggests that the first 2 clusters share similar patterns as 

they are linked to one another showing; 
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● Cluster 3. The third cluster consisting of “police” and “society” are shown to be highly 

connected to the connection of the previous two clusters.  

● Cluster 4. The fourth cluster links “democracy”, “politics”, “populism”, “radical” and 

“movement” together. This cluster can be considered as thematically consistent since 

themes around politics and political parties are highlighted.  

● Cluster 5. The terms “economy”, “migration” and “policy” are clustered together in cluster 

5. The analysis shows clusters 4 that contains political themes to be highly interconnected 

with cluster 5 related to migration and policy.   

● Cluster 6: it contains “government” and “trust”.  

● Cluster 7. consisting of the terms “local”, “security” and “regional”. “Government” and 

“trust” are shown to be interconnected with this cluster;  

● Cluster 8. Our analysis further suggests a strong connection between the terms 

“extremism”, “terrorism”, “propaganda” and “ideology” which are shown in cluster 8, with 

extremism and terrorism to be highly connected to one another, while ideology and 

propaganda are indirectly connected. In addition to this, our results show that the 

categories terrorism and extremism are strongly interconnected to the last cluster 

containing “hate” and “social network”, while they are weakly connected to the remaining 

clusters.  

● Cluster 9. The last cluster suggests that hate is strongly associated with social networking 

such as online hate speech and the spread of hate through social media. In fact, hate 

speech through social media is highly linked to extreme ideologies leading to violent 

behaviour, extremism and online propaganda. However, our results suggest that 

extremism, terrorism and the use of social media are not directly related to the 

government, political parties and religious beliefs.  

 

2.4. Correspondence and link analyses 
 

Following the cluster analysis using NLPs, through this task we aim to understand how these 

categories interrelate and overlap over the four forms of extremism in order to approach in a 

more holistic way the current trends and discourses in the literature. This will be achieved 



36 

 

through correspondence analysis19 and link analysis frameworks20. Figures 1-4 present the 

correspondence and link analysis in two and three dimensions (2D -3D). The size of bubbles 

represents the frequency of the category/cluster while the colour the main form of extremism 

associated to it.  

 

Figure 2 Link Analysis 2D 

 

19 Correspondence analysis (CA) is a very popular method for describing contingency tables. CA was developed 

30 years ago by J. P. Benzecri (1973) in a linguistic context. CA is an algebraic method whose aim is to reduce the 

dimension of the problem in order to make the analysis easier based on the decomposition in singular values of 

an ad hoc matrix. Correspondence analysis is very useful in order to decompose thematic clusters and 

understand the drivers behind associations of the contributions of different words and documents to the inertia 

of an axis. CA is a multivariate statistical technique and shares similarities with Principal Component Analysis by 

summarizing and demonstrating the analyzed data in two-dimensional graphics. The method is using biplots to 

display data (mainly categorical and binary data), and it creates orthogonal components and a set of factor scores 

for each row of the table.  
20 Link analysis is a statistical visualization method that allows for the visualisation of the co-occurrence of text-

as-data using force-based graphs, multi-dimensional scaling or circular graphs. Its main aim is to: -Find matched 

data that are of interest to the researcher; - track anomalies of patterns and – examine new pattern. It has been 

used in various disciplines as a method to detect fraud, counterterrorism, computer security, as well as in other 

disciplines such as market research and medicine. Link analysis is said to be a method of knowledge discovery, 

following the steps of Data processing, Transformation, Analysis and Visualization. Krebs (2001) for instance used 

visualization methods to investigate crimes by analyzing certain relationships. The following graphical forms are 

multi-dimensional graphs and represent the co-occurrence of words, showing text segments that are associated 

with particular connection. As outlined in Borg and Groenen (2005), multidimensional scaling (MDS) is “a method 

that represents (dis)similarity data as distances in a low-dimensional space in order to make these data accessible 

to visual inspection and exploration”. A number of studies have based their work on MDS to visualize products 

space (Kagie et. al, 2008; Giamattei and Scholz, 2010), or using a parallel coordinate system (Klemz, 2000; Lee, 

2004). According to Klerks (2001), link analysis can be categorized into 3 generations. That is, the first generation 

dates back in 1975 and requires a domain expert knowledge to examine data and conducting link analysis and 

corresponding matrices. While the second generation is based on automatic graphics-based analysis tools, the 

third generation are link analysis tools such as DataWalk. 
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Figure 3. Link analysis 3D 

 

Figure 4. Correspondence plot 3D 

In order to understand and interpret better the above presented results, a case by case co-

occurrence for each category/cluster is needed. The table below shows the proximity plot 

between each category and the times of co-occurrence. Focusing on three key terms for our study 
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(social network, gender, youth), our results show that youth appears along with Islam and 

terrorism 1031 and 1038 times respectively, while it co-occurs the least with Christian (only 32 

times) followed by trust (41 times). Social network has a relatively large co-occurrence with 

terrorism of 1789 times, while its least co-occurrence is with the clusters regional and democracy. 

Similarly, gender has the highest co-occurrence with the terrorism clusters, followed by politics 

and Islam but surprisingly low with youth, suggesting that the combination of age and gender is 

understudied in the radicalization literature. The last column of Table 4 indicates the strength of 

co-occurrences for each potential matching.  

 

TARGET KEYWORD CO-OCCURS DO NOT IS ABSENT Inclusion STRENGTH 

PROPAGANDA SOCIAL NETWORK 262 6989 472 0.326 •••••••••••••••• 

HATE SOCIAL NETWORK 235 7016 549 0.267 ••••••••••••• 

ISLAM YOUTH 1031 3173 8057 0.198 •••••••••• 

TERRORISM YOUTH 1038 3166 16856 0.142 ••••••• 

TERRORISM SOCIAL NETWORK 1789 5462 16105 0.140 ••••••• 

EDUCATION YOUTH 319 3885 1666 0.138 ••••••• 

TRUST SOCIAL NETWORK 134 7117 632 0.136 ••••••• 

ISLAM GENDER 924 4444 8164 0.120 •••••• 

RADICAL YOUTH 696 3508 8386 0.114 •••••• 

POLICE YOUTH 104 4100 806 0.091 ••••• 

COMMUNITY SOCIAL NETWORK 279 6972 1875 0.088 •••• 

EXTREMISM SOCIAL NETWORK 815 6436 5422 0.088 •••• 

POLITICS GENDER 924 4444 13540 0.083 •••• 

COMMUNITY YOUTH 229 3975 1925 0.082 •••• 

IDEOLOGY GENDER 504 4864 4067 0.079 •••• 

RADICAL GENDER 709 4659 8373 0.078 •••• 

POLICE SOCIAL NETWORK 109 7142 801 0.078 •••• 

SOCIETY YOUTH 442 3762 4808 0.075 •••• 

TERRORISM GENDER 999 4369 16895 0.072 •••• 
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RADICAL SOCIAL NETWORK 915 6336 8167 0.071 •••• 

SOCIETY SOCIAL NETWORK 590 6661 4660 0.069 ••• 

POLICE GENDER 89 5279 821 0.067 ••• 

RELIGION GENDER 431 4937 3984 0.066 ••• 

CHRISTIAN GENDER 62 5306 594 0.063 ••• 

IDEOLOGY YOUTH 376 3828 4195 0.063 ••• 

RELIGION YOUTH 365 3839 4050 0.061 ••• 

PROPAGANDA YOUTH 62 4142 672 0.060 ••• 

EXTREMISM YOUTH 405 3799 5832 0.059 ••• 

POPULISM GENDER 263 5105 2731 0.056 ••• 

SOCIETY GENDER 452 4916 4798 0.054 ••• 

COMMUNITY GENDER 180 5188 1974 0.052 ••• 

EDUCATION GENDER 164 5204 1821 0.051 ••• 

MOVEMENT GENDER 195 5173 2161 0.051 ••• 

MOVEMENT SOCIAL NETWORK 218 7033 2138 0.049 •• 

REGIONAL GENDER 104 5264 1182 0.049 •• 

LOCAL GENDER 365 5003 4178 0.048 •• 

LOCAL YOUTH 307 3897 4236 0.046 •• 

ISLAM SOCIAL NETWORK 739 6512 8349 0.045 •• 

IDEOLOGY SOCIAL NETWORK 390 6861 4181 0.041 •• 

EDUCATION SOCIAL NETWORK 166 7085 1819 0.040 •• 

HATE YOUTH 50 4154 734 0.039 •• 

PROPAGANDA GENDER 50 5318 684 0.036 •• 

POLITICS YOUTH 538 3666 13926 0.035 •• 

SECURITY SOCIAL NETWORK 155 7096 1810 0.035 •• 

MIGRATION GENDER 303 5065 4298 0.033 •• 
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DEMOCRACY SOCIAL NETWORK 109 7142 1314 0.033 •• 

MOVEMENT YOUTH 135 4069 2221 0.032 •• 

GOVERNMENT YOUTH 307 3897 6575 0.031 •• 

GOVERNMENT SOCIAL NETWORK 521 6730 6361 0.030 •• 

EXTREMISM GENDER 364 5004 5873 0.029 • 

POLICY GENDER 169 5199 2554 0.029 • 

TRUST YOUTH 41 4163 725 0.028 • 

POLICY YOUTH 142 4062 2581 0.027 • 

POLITICS SOCIAL NETWORK 877 6374 13587 0.025 • 

CHRISTIAN YOUTH 32 4172 624 0.024 • 

LOCAL SOCIAL NETWORK 315 6936 4228 0.024 • 

RELIGION SOCIAL NETWORK 297 6954 4118 0.022 • 

MIGRATION YOUTH 206 3998 4395 0.021 • 

GOVERNMENT GENDER 333 5035 6549 0.019 • 

MIGRATION SOCIAL NETWORK 287 6964 4314 0.017 • 

DEMOCRACY YOUTH 61 4143 1362 0.017 • 

HATE GENDER 37 5331 747 0.014 • 

POLICY SOCIAL NETWORK 159 7092 2564 0.013 • 

SECURITY GENDER 88 5280 1877 0.012 • 

ECONOMY GENDER 141 5227 3026 0.011 • 

ECONOMY YOUTH 117 4087 3050 0.011 • 

SECURITY YOUTH 68 4136 1897 0.009   

POPULISM SOCIAL NETWORK 157 7094 2837 0.007   

REGIONAL SOCIAL NETWORK 66 7185 1220 0.006   

DEMOCRACY GENDER 54 5314 1369 0.005   

TRUST GENDER 28 5340 738 0.003   

Table 4. Case-by-case co-occurrence 
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2.5 Discussion 
 

1. This chapter aims to provide some initial understanding on the trends and themes of 

the recent literature on radicalization and extremism along the four main clusters 

presented in more detail in the rest of the chapters of this deliverable. Using text-

analysis on all academic articles published between 2015-2021, we identified the main 

drivers, themes and co-occurrence patterns on four clusters of radicalization/ 

extremism: 1) far-right, 2) far-left, 3) religious and 4) separatism. The results provide 

information about the overlapping between the four (4) types of extremism, their 

semantic similarities and differences as well as their correlation with the 

categories/clusters.  

2. Digging deeper into the unstructured literature data, we explore the relative drivers 

associated with each cluster. Significant emphasis appears to be placed in the literature 

on the political and network drivers of far-right radicalization/extremism. On the far-left 

scale on the other hand, significant drivers are associated with the quality of institutions 

(trust, government) and the police, issues long associated with violence from far- left 

groups and individuals. In regards to religious radicalization, emphasis on the academic 

literature is still placed in terrorism, Islam and youth radicalization. As far as separatism 

concerns, literature identifies it as a local problem trying to uncover the political, ethnic 

and cultural drivers of this phenomenon. We believe that this brief text-analysis of the 

literature provides important initial insights on the current development of the 

academic literature that will be further expanded on individually for each cluster on the 

chapters that follow.  

3. Our analysis shows that a common discourse on extremism and radicalisation exists in 

very weak forms. In other words, scientific research tends to be specialised on a particular 

kind of extremism, developing special themes, key words and perspectives. Mainly, that 

depends on the specificity of the analysed phenomenon. Nevertheless, some matters - 

that, in theory may be taken in consideration for all considered kinds of extremism and 

radicalism - are just specific for one kind: so, gender questions as well as youth 

participation to extremism political experiences are mainly analysed in studies about 

religious extremism or far-right. On the contrary, the role of social networks seems to be 

the only common ground in all extremism and radicalisation studies. 

4. The scientific discourse on far-right extremism seems to explore a sort of “grey ground” 

between “institutionalised politics” and “non-conventional collective actions”: populism, 

migration or economy are not only all questions present in public discourse of far-right 

parties that are in democratic institutions and take part in elections. Since they are terms 

also discuss very frequently in scientific literature on far-right extremism, they show, 

probably, that the focus of such studies is on the anti-establishment potential of far-right 

extremism actors rather than on our terrorism potential.  
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5. Literature on far-left extremism appears to be moving in a very traditional direction, 

typical for such a kind of extremism: the nexus between social movements and far-left 

extremism as well terrorism, the relation with the police (and probably, with public order 

troubles) or with the political system are all subjects characterising the action of and the 

reflection on far-left extremism since the ‘70s, the “golden age” of it. 

6. The literature on separatism seems to suggest that it is midway between the 

characteristics of far-left and far-right extremism: if local and regional questions are at 

the core of the analysis, political and economic aspects as well as the relationship with 

the government, appears to be important.  

7. The literature on religious extremism - that is made up of the majority of the articles - is 

characterised of the centrality of Islamism as well as some key words as terrorism, radical 

and youth. If previous kinds of extremism are defined by their nexus with some sort of 

link with institutional or political questions, in a “middle earth” between conventional and 

non-conventional politics, religious extremism takes up a special ground. Beyond official 

politics and not in relation with it, religious extremism is defined mainly in socio-cultural 

terms, as an outsider and radically anti-establishment actor.  

8. Based on the previous suggestions, it is not difficult to understand why the semantic as 

well as the key words of studies about religious extremism are completely opposite to the 

discourse on far-right and far-left developed within specialised literature: they seem to 

be part of completely different universes. Probably generated by distinct dynamics, with 

the only common “technical” and “social” ground in social networks - similarly to all 

contemporary social processes.  

9. Methodologically this type of analysis allows the consortium to develop both avenues of 

enquiries on the literature (quantitative text analysis and qualitative insights) in a 

complementary way but comes with certain limitations. The use of alternative 

methodologies such as Principal Component Analysis or other classification methods  

might provide more robust quantitative insights on how each driver is structured in the 

literature around different terms (i.e. how terrorism shapes the religious radicalisation 

literature) but requires assumptions on the type of data used in the analysis. The idea 

here is that this text analysis considers the literature developments from a certain period 

onwards, with a lot of literature developed before 2015 on the drivers of radicalisation. 

Given the experience of the consortium with this literature and the predecessor 

TRIVALENT project, we believe that in comparison to such assumptions, the analysis of 

the literature could benefit more from a descriptive text-analysis enhanced with context 

specific qualitative insights in the rest of the chapters than a more quantitative-focused 

text analysis that assumes all heterogeneity comes from the sample under consideration. 

The main limitation of the chosen methodology is that we rely on the unstructured data 

to provide us interesting insights and links between different drivers and forms of 

radicalisation that we then analyse more in depth with qualitative literature review. In 

that sense we have to sacrifice the analysis of robust quantitative insights on the 
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magnitude of different factors in order to look at the literature in the broader way 

possible.  
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3. Drivers of violent 

religious extremism 
  

 

Annovi, C.; Daher, L.M.; Di Liddo, M.; Gamuzza, A.; Leonora, 

A.M. 

 

 

3.1 Introduction  
  

Since the Second World War, the phenomenon of violent religious extremism has characterised 

the global political landscape in profoundly changing its different forms and manifestations. 

Throughout its millennial history, Europe has been the scene of development and clash of 

numerous types of violent extremism, including religious ones. 

If we analyse the European scenario in the last 30 years, it is possible to note how the panorama 

of violent extremism of religious origin is dominated by radical Islamism in its many ideological 

and operational nuances. This statement is supported by data provided both by the law 

enforcement agencies and by the ministries of Justice and Internal Affairs of European countries 

as well as by the institutions of the European Union. These data describe a situation in which 

almost all violent episodes, perpetrated by individuals or organisations whose actions are 

inspired by religious convictions, belong to the bed of violent radical Islamism. 

For this reason, the focus of this work is on Islamist-inspired violent extremism and on the drivers 

that contribute to the radicalisation of individuals and communities in that direction. 
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3.1.1 Methodology 
  

This study is concerned with the academic and grey literature (non-peer-reviewed papers and 

documents including policy papers, research reports by think tanks and NGOs, and government 

reports) that focus on the manifestation of violent religious extremism in Europe. As explained 

in the first chapter, this report concentrates its attention on drivers of radicalisation (micro, meso, 

macro), youth, gender, and counter-radicalisation issues. This structure was designed to build 

on, and ideally constitutes the update of, a systematic literature review produced by TRIVALENT 

project (2017-2020), a Horizon 2020 project which some of the Partners of PARTICIPATION project 

contributed to. To understand and analyse this phenomena, a literature search was carried out 

to first identify the relevant material in the field, as a means of providing text to conduct a 

machine AI-led textual statistical analysis and, finally, to inform a content analysis of the literature 

on Islamist extremism in Europe. 

The research design for the academic literature search (which is shared across all chapters) was 

based on a review of two databases and two journals, selected alongside of the databases in light 

of their relevance to the field: 

❖  (Journal) Perspectives on Terrorism; 

❖  (Journal) Journal for Deradicalisation; 

❖  (Database) Web of Science; 

❖  (Database) Scopus; 

  

To ensure that all the relevant sources were included in the results, a combination of keywords 

was used to search in the Title, Abstract or Keywords; these combinations cover synonyms and 

truncated words. To identify the relevant key terms for Islamist extremism we built on the 

systematic literature search of the Horizon 2020 Dare project on radical Islamist and extreme 

right/anti-Islam(ist) (Franc and Pavlovic, 2018) and modified and expanded these to adjust it to 

the focus of our research. Furthermore, as it has been done for the other typologies of extremism 

analysed in this deliverable, a pilot search was carried out to identify the most relevant search 

terms for the final article extraction. 

The key terms used for the Scopus and Web of Science database exploration were: 

Religion/Religious, Jihad/ist/ism, Muslim/s, Islam/ist, faith associated to radicalism and extremism; 

with further inclusion criteria translated by the keywords: drivers and roots. 

The resulting searches were then used to construct the following search strings:  

 Scopus: (radical* OR extrem* OR terror*) AND (relig* OR jihad* OR muslim OR islam* 

OR group* OR fait* ) AND (cause* OR root* OR trigger* OR determin* OR process* 

OR motiv* OR factor* OR role* OR driver* OR dete* OR influ* OR devel* OR evol*)  
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Web of Science: (((TS=((*radical* OR extrem*) AND ((relig* OR jihad* OR muslim OR 

islam* ) AND (cause* OR root* OR trigger* OR determin* OR process* OR motiv* OR 

factor* OR role* OR driver*)))  

The timespan selected for the research was from 2015 to 2021 inclusive, with further filtering 

based on limitations on the language selected (English) and on the sources selected (Journal 

Articles). We focused on articles published in English and limiting the geographical coverage of 

the articles to Europe. The aim was to focus on the most recent developments concerning the 

drivers of extremism and radicalisation in Europe.  

For Islamist extremism, applying the above-mentioned search terms and filtering down to 

European countries and by relevant subject area, Scopus yielded 680 hits and Web of Science 

504 hits. This resulted in a combined total of 1,184 journal articles. After duplicates were 

removed, 761 articles remained. A scanning of the titles and abstracts of the retrieved items for 

relevance reduced the number of articles on Islamist extremism to 321. After an in-depth reading 

of the abstracts, the data set was further reduced to 166 articles. These articles were downloaded 

and included in the quantitative and qualitative analysis of Islamist extremism. 

The articles on religious extremism were then given to the analytics team and partner KMOP, 

which proceeded, “to conduct a text analysis, using Python and Wordstat combined to build a 

hierarchical analysis by computing co-occurrence and frequency matrices.”21 

The qualitative analysis based upon scientific literature was organised by UNICT as follows: 

The 166 articles available for qualitative analysis; 

First, each abstract was read. Then, for each of them, the authors answered a series of questions 

(shown later in the graphs) about: 

❖ Whether or not they focused on Micro drivers (coded 0/1, Yes=1, No=0); 

❖ Whether or not they focused on Meso drivers (coded 0/1, Yes=1, No=0) 

❖ Whether or not they focused on Macro drivers (coded 0/1, Yes=1, No=0) 

❖ Whether or not they focused on Youth (coded 0/1, Yes=1, No=0) 

❖ Whether Gender was present in the literature (coded 0/1, Yes=1, No=0), 

❖ Whether or not they focused on Counter-radicalisation (coded 0/1, Yes=1, No=0), 

❖ If the piece was based on empirical research (coded 0/1, Yes=1, No=0) 

❖ If the piece was based on theoretical/literature review (coded 0/1, Yes=1, No=0) 

The selected papers were categorised considering (as will be explained in detail in the following 

section) that the religiously driven radicalisation process depends on different factors that can 

 

21 For a comprehensive view on the statistical analysis of the texts, see Chapter 2, “General trends and semantic 

frameworks: A textual-statistical approach” 
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be explored at micro, meso and macro level (fig. 1). The distribution of articles along the micro-

meso-macro drivers highlights a balanced proportion between the three levels. 

 

Figure 1 - Distribution of selected articles focusing on micro, meso and macro drivers  

These levels are often interconnected and sometimes appear in combination. Along this 

segmentation, over half (59%) of the academic literature that was reviewed is based upon 

empirical data (fig. 2) and the 41% is theoretical reviewing or discussing existing literature. It’s 

important to note that the literature retrieved is characterised by a vast array of research 

techniques, ranging from qualitative (documental analysis, in depth interviews, focus groups, 

case studies) to quantitative methods (survey, secondary data analysis). Moreover, the 

categorisation of selected articles along the micro-meso-macro drivers (fig.3) shows the 

prevalence of micro and meso for the empirical-based literature reviewed (almost 40%); the 

distribution within theoretical literature shows a more balanced proportion between micro, 

meso and macro articles.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 (left):  Empirical research-based papers considered. Figure 3 (right):  Proportion of Micro-Meso-

Macro drivers in the research-based and theoretical papers.  
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The literature focusing on youth (fig. 4) shows that this issue is relatively relevant in quantitative 

terms (33% of the total of the retrieved articles) highlighting the scientific interest for the 

understanding of forms of conflict, intolerance, and discrimination among youth that can work 

as a trigger for radicalisation. In addition to this, as it will be discussed below, youth plays a pivotal 

role in the growing body of literature oriented towards designing counter measures to prevent 

polarisation, radicalisation and violent extremism. To put it another way, younger generations 

are both one of the most important actors in the new hybridised forms of radicalisation, and the 

most important social component advocating for its resolution. 

 

Figure 4: Percentage of Youth issue present in the 166 articles and Micro-meso-macro distribution of 

selected articles.  

 

The gender issue (Fig. 5) can be considered an underappreciated theme in the literature on 

religious motivated radicalisation and violent extremism. The literature we selected showed a 

prevalence of micro and meso drivers associated with this issue, while macro drivers associated 

with the gender issue only made up one fifth of the total. 
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Figure 5: Percentage of Gender issue present in the 166 articles and Micro-meso-macro distribution of 

selected articles.  

The counter-radicalisation issue (Fig. 6) is the last focus of the proposed categorisation. It appears 

as a relevant field of inquiry (30% on the total of selected papers) with a prevalence in meso 

drivers. This is because the community-level is often associated with counter-radicalisation as 

shown (table 1) within the ranking of the words that were used more in literature on religious 

extremism and radicalisation: community is one of the most recurring all over themes. 

  

Figure 6: Percentage of counter-radicalisation issue present in the 166 articles and Micro-meso-macro 

distribution of selected articles.  

 

More Less 

Islam Politics 

Terrorism Populism 

Radical Economy 

Religion Government 

Youth Regional 

Community Migration 

Propaganda Local 

Hate Democracy 

Police Movement 
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 Ideology 

 Gender 

 Society 

 Policy 

 Extremism 

 Christian 

Table 1 - List of the most and least used terms in the academic literature on religious extremism and 

radicalisation, as emerging from the textual-statistical analysis. 

 

3.1.2 Historical notes and relevance of the phenomenon 

in the European context  
 

Contemporary violent Islamist extremism in Europe is the product of a series of societal and 

political dynamics that began decades ago, both within and outside the continent. While, at the 

beginning, violent Islamist extremism represented an imported phenomenon of Muslim 

immigrants, who arrived in the aftermath of World War II (El Karoui 2018), since the 2000s it has 

become a homegrown reality and an increasing security challenge for the European context. In 

many cases, violent extremism has reached the apical form of terrorism. For example, from 2014 

to 2019, nearly 53% of suspects arrested for terrorism offences were jihadist-affiliated individuals 

(Statista Research Department 2020), and in 2019, nearly 60% of jihadist attackers had the 

citizenship of the country in which attacks or plots took place (Europol 2020). The high percentage 

of jihadist extremists conducting terrorist attacks in Europe and the growing share of European-

born individuals involved in terrorist plots makes violent Islamist extremism one of the major 

and most complex security threats EU Member States face nowadays. 

For the sake of the historical framing of our discourse, it is important to report that the history 

of violent Islamist extremism in Europe can be divided into three different times, frames or 

“waves” and each of them should be considered as a reaction to various internal and external 

dynamics (Vidino 2019; Nesser 2019; Micheron 2020). Violent Islamist extremism in Europe 

developed itself as a highly flexible phenomenon which combines both historical and situational 

factors. The three different phases described below underline how violent Islamist extremism 

has transformed over the last decades and how it has become a major security threat to Europe 

and Western societies by exploiting mass media to achieve maximum visibility, hence dividing 

society and influencing government decisions (Schuurman and Horgan 2016, Lobato et al. 2020). 
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The first wave of violent Islamist extremism in Europe traces back to the mid-1980s, wherein 

several jihadist militants settled in the continent to avoid prosecution in MENA countries after 

joining domestic extremist organisations in Afghanistan (during the Afghan war against the 

Soviets) or elsewhere in the region (Vidino 2019). The amnesty granted by several European 

countries to immigrants – Belgium, for instance, introduced this mechanism to encourage work 

integration of newcomers (Nesser 2015) – contributed to creating a room of manoeuvre for 

violent Islamists to continue supporting their groups fighting in home countries through 

propaganda, fundraising and active recruitment (Vidino 2019). 

In this first phase, Islamist groups were mainly divided by nationality and focused solely on the 

struggle against the homeland regime, thus reflecting the loose structure of the violent Islamist 

spectrum. For instance, the 1995 bombings in France were orchestrated by the Algerian Armed 

Islamic Group (DW 2020) in the attempt to force the French government to change its position 

on the Algerian Civil War. 

The second wave of the evolution of violent Islamist extremism in Europe was marked by the 

emergence of al-Qaeda, which profoundly reshaped the violent Islamist landscape by introducing 

the concept of global jihad against the far enemy, namely the West (Rabasa et al. 2002). On the 

one hand, the presence of a well-structured transnational organisation that could link local 

groups with a broader international jihadist campaign encouraged the creation of more 

coordinated jihadist networks in Europe. On the other hand, the invitation to join a global jihad 

and fight the West fuelled an anti-systemic perspective and prompted jihadist extremists to 

struggle against European democracies (Vidino 2019). Indeed, al-Qaeda’s dichotomic 

interpretation of society provided the ideological justification to react violently to the increasing 

inequality between Muslim communities and native populations in Europe (Nesser 2019). 

A prominent role in this “cross-pollination” (Vidino 2019: 3) of ideas and methods among 

extremist groups was played by the most radical European mosques, such as London’s Finsbury 

Park Mosque, Milan’s Islamic Cultural Institute and Hamburg’s al-Quds (Mullins 2015; Zelin 2020). 

Actually, extensive literature on Islam in Western Europe highlights the growth of conservative 

Islamic milieus in many European cities and the increasing integration of Muslim religious 

institutions into European societies (Astor 2014; Koenig 2007; Mourão Permoser et al. 2010). It is 

rooted in the studies on the relationship between religion and transnational migration (Levitt 

2003, 2004) and points out the religious influence on migrants’ integration into host societies, 

strongly preserving their homelands’ cultural and religious belongings (Falco and Rotondi 2016). 

In the second half of the 1990s, these conservative centres represented both a crossroad for 

those violent jihadist militants who wanted to join foreign conflicts and an important 

headquarters for the recruitment of new members. This transformation, both in terms of goals 

and operational capacity, helped these extremist networks to survive after the 2001 US-led 

invasion of Afghanistan, when al-Qaeda’s leadership struggled to maintain control over its 

offshoots worldwide (Vidino 2019). Indeed, during the 2000s, despite being always loyal to al-
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Qaeda’s ideology, violent European Islamist extremist groups gained more independence and 

started targeting European countries directly. 9/11 events were soon followed by a series of 

jihadist attacks with the aim of striking at the core of Europe, such as the 2004 Madrid and the 

2005 London bombings: in the latter case, a group of Islamist terrorists made a series of suicide 

attacks on the London Underground. Policymakers, intelligence services and law enforcements 

were surprised when it came out that the perpetrators did not come from the Middle East as had 

the terrorists of 9/11. As a matter of fact, they were British citizens who were either born in the 

UK or had migrated to the UK. This fact highlighted a new perception of terrorism, currently 

known as the “homegrown terrorism” threat (Tolis 2019).  

Moreover, since September 2001, the fight against terrorism has become the main political 

objective of most European countries. A common fight to defeat the threat coming from radical 

Islam had begun. Islam was stigmatised by political agendas, obtaining reactions by radical 

Islamists who declared Jihad against all non-believers and miscreants who offended the Islamic 

community (Kortham 2017). 

The third wave of the evolution of violent Islamist extremism in Europe was characterised by the 

rise of the Islamic State (IS or Daesh), which defined a new pattern in international jihadism. The 

establishment, in 2014, of a state-like jihadist entity in Iraq represented a new benchmark for 

global jihad and, thanks to the organisational resources it displayed, it managed to reactivate 

several jihadist networks in Europe and provoke an unprecedented mobilisation of foreign 

fighters (Vidino 2014). By 2019, nearly 8450 jihadist extremists left Western Europe (Cook and 

Vale 2019) to join IS, hence revealing a recruitment pool at the European level that was wider 

than expected. 

Besides its material and operational resources, IS impact on the European context should also 

be assessed according to the strength of its narratives in the long run. Indeed, while at the 

beginning IS propaganda focused more on Muslim countries, since 2015, it has moved from 

simply encouraging “lone wolves” to attack Europe to dedicating extensive resources for blows 

in the West (ICG 2016), as proved by the November 2015 multiple coordinated attacks in Paris; 

one of the deadliest in recent European history. Moreover, even after its territorial defeat in Iraq 

and Syria, IS continues to fuel lone wolf terrorism in Europe with its narratives and to secure the 

allegiance of several, yet reduced in size, cells across the continent (Reed and Aryaeinejad 2021). 

Therefore, while IS organisational capacity in Europe has significantly reduced, the narratives of 

the Islamic State succeeded in encouraging radicalised individuals to strike attacks against 

European targets, as demonstrated by the 2018 Strasbourg shootings and the 2020 murder of 

Samuel Paty. 

There is no doubt that the widespread acts of terrorism emerging from radical religious 

belonging is a key threat for security and international stability of Western society (NATO 2018). 

Indeed, the Islamic State represents the most active group with 22,487 attacks committed 

worldwide in 2017 (Global Attack Index 2017). As shown by the aforementioned historical brief, 

the phenomenon has taken different features in different waves. In addition, both political and 
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scientific understandings have changed in recent years in Europe, focusing on the increase of 

‘homegrown’ terrorists, born and raised in Europe, who join violent radical Islamism (McGilloway 

et al. 2015, Oppetit et al. 2019). 

Today, research on radicalisation of religious behaviour asks for cooperation among different 

knowledge in order to understand radicalisation as a complex process influenced by a 

combination of multiple factors, which is still imperfectly known (Rahimullah et al. 2013; Soliman 

et al. Chabrol et al. 2019). This cooperative understanding will also move in the direction to 

prevent religious extremism and radicalisation. In addition to this, a relevant difference between 

the academic and grey literature lies in the different approach to the radicalisation issue: the grey 

literature is more concentrated on the univocity and recognisability of this process; on the other 

side, the academic literature is mainly focused on the processual dimension and 

multidimensionality of the phenomenon, with an unavoidable complexification of its scientific 

explanation. 

Before further analysing how radicalisation can lead to violent religious extremism, a clarification 

regarding the specific focus of this chapter is necessary. As the introduction concerning the 

historical relevance of the phenomenon shows, this report will concentrate specifically on 

Islamism-inspired violent extremism. This analytical choice is based on a series of considerations 

that was made in the earlier steps of Task 2.1 by the partners involved, such as 1) the presence 

of a vast archive of data, sources, articles, publications and official documents concerning the 

phenomenon; the quantity, the level of depth and the multidisciplinary system of sources on 

Islamic religious extremism is profoundly broader than that referred to other types of violent 

religious extremism, and therefore allows a more extensive information base on which develop 

research and analysis; 2) the relevance of the phenomenon on the basis of its past and present 

danger (deductible from the number of attacks, the quantity and diversity of organisations, the 

number of arrests and the extent of online propaganda) and the risks of future danger; and 3) 

the potential threat in terms of radicalisation and polarisation that Islamist-inspired religious 

extremism can bring to European societies due to the hypothetical pool of vulnerable individuals 

and communities (both Muslim and non-Muslim). A broader discussion on religious-driven 

extremism, as well as a detailed explanation of the term “Islamism” can be found in paragraph 

1.2.1. 

 

3.1.3 Religious extremism: looking for a definition 
 

Before investigating the main drivers of violent religious extremism and radicalisation in Europe, 

this section will clarify some core concepts that are fundamental for the following analysis. 
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3.1.3.1 Working definitions of religious violence and extremism 
The first element that requires attention is the definition of religious violence and extremism. 

The use of the term religious violence is rather controversial and is considered a matter of debate 

even today. As Cavanaugh explained extensively in The myth of religious violence (2009), labelling 

violent acts as religious whenever they are carried out in the name of a God or a system of belief 

can be questionable, as it is based on two arguable assumptions. On the one hand, it implies that 

there exists a shared and universal definition of religion that academics from various disciplines, 

governments and faith-linked groups themselves agree upon (Debuisson 2003). On the other, it 

reveals a general tendency to conceive faiths as inherently more inclined towards violence than 

ideologies and institutions identified as secular (Cavanaugh 2009).  

These assumptions are considered inherently flawed and biased for various reasons. Religion 

cannot be considered as a transcultural and transhistorical phenomenon, as it changes according 

to the time and place in which it exists (Masuzawa 2005). Faith-linked groups and communities 

are extremely diverse: being religious as a form of social identity, helping people to define 

themselves vis-à-vis a given social context (Ysseldyk et al. 2010), it is impossible to establish an 

unambiguous definition that fully grasps the complexity of religiosity at the global level. As a 

consequence, even determining whether religion as a whole may or may not justify violence is 

questionable. At the same time, suggesting that the secular social order brings peace and 

prosperity while some forms of religiosity are more prone to violence appears to be an 

Eurocentric assumption. The alleged myth of religious extremism, as it was framed by 

Cavanaugh, appears to be the product both European history and its political system, founded 

on a principle of state-church separation (Casanova 2008), as well as on the subsequent need to 

justify a number of secularising arrangements across the world over the last century (Ibid.).  

Against this backdrop, some functioning definitions for the following analysis are deemed 

appropriate. First and foremost, this section draws upon the conceptualisation provided by Allen 

et Allen (2016) to define religions. They are conceived as “systems of shared activity organised 

around transcendental signifiers” (p. 559). Such a description comprises two key features. On the 

one hand, by focusing on a system of shared activity, it sheds light on the common social element 

of all religions -  that is, the social religious dimension involving those practices that are produced, 

performed, spread and sacralised by individuals, groups, communities, and authorities (Vàsquez 

2011, 321). On the other, it concentrates on those transcendental signifiers that refer to entities 

beyond the realm of humanly conceivable meanings, and give sense to the words and gestures 

of believers. 

Emphasising these two key features when describing religion helps lay the foundations for the 

working definition of religious extremism and violence used in this research, since some 

fundamental conceptualisations of these phenomena revolve around these two elements - 

namely, specific action and transcendental signifiers. Aran and Hassner (2013), for instance, claim 

that religious violence can be seen as a sub-category of ideological extremist violence in two 

ways. “It can be firstly regarded as violence sponsored or performed by individuals or groups 
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who self-define and are identified by those around them as religious. Secondly, these actors 

account for their violence in a religious language, invoking religious symbols and referencing 

religious norms and values.” (p. 357). As such, religious violence is conceived as the result of an 

alternative ideological framework, based on reinterpreted transcendental signifiers, through 

which the perpetrators justify their practices - in this case, violent extremist action. On the same 

line of thought, Wright and Khoo (2019) assert that aggression and violence do not uniquely 

belong to religious violent acts. On the contrary, religiously-motivated acts are “religious variants 

of more general psychological processes” (p.2) that encompass biased perceptions of social 

identity, coalition commitment and obedience to an authoritative figure. The sole distinguishing 

feature is the supernatural and transcendental element. As a result, religious violence is 

conceived as the event resulting from a psychological process that justifies religiously sanctioned 

warfare through transcendental means. Similarly, Abbink (2020) proposes another definition of 

religious violence, insisting on both the concept of harming activities and on the set of 

transcendental signifiers underpinning it. As a consequence, the concept is defined as “contested 

armed action to hurt, incapacitate or kill others, based on ideas justified by religion or related 

supernatural appeals, supposedly giving it legitimacy beyond human motives” (p.198). Therefore, 

with all of this in mind, a working definition of religious violence for the present analysis can be 

proposed:  

“religious violence can be considered as a form of violent action that is allegedly justified 

by transcendental signifiers interpreted in an extremist way”. 

Delineating religious violence contributes to a better definition of religious extremism. Indeed, 

although these two phenomena are deeply intertwined, some substantial differences can be 

detected. Religious violence, by its very nature, is based on extremism, but not all the forms of 

religious extremism lead directly to violence (Abbink 2020). For instance, in the case of Islam, the 

great majority of Salafists can be considered as extremists in thought, but not in practice, since 

their perspectives on various spheres of social life - first and foremost, politics and law - do not 

always translate into violence. However, the core feature of religious extremism is that they 

interpret reality as an enduring battle “that may be cast in Manichean moral terms as being 

between good and evil or in metaphysical terms as the clash between order and disorder” 

(Juergensmeyer 2013, p. 282). 

Thus, in order to provide a working definition as wide as possible, based on the assumptions of 

the chapter Radicalisation and (violent extremism): working definitions of this report, religious 

extremism will be described as follows: 

“religious extremism can be considered as a set of exclusivist ideologies, attitudes and 

discourses rooted in supernatural thought and centred on a hate culture towards non-

group members”. 
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3.1.3.2 The case of Islamism-inspired extremism: the focus of the report 
The label of religious extremism potentially comprises a wide variety of religiously-motivated 

phenomena; however, this analysis focuses on Islamism-inspired religious extremism for those 

reasons that were presented first in the Introduction. First and foremost, the emergence of global 

jihadist organisations - namely, al-Qaeda and the so-called Islamic State (IS or Daesh) - spread 

throughout different continents and were capable of effectively conducting large-scale terrorist 

attacks over the last twenty years, making Islamism-inspired extremism an international security 

concern. The very inception of the Global War on Terror - the term used to refer to the 

international military campaign against al-Qaeda launched by the United States in the aftermath 

of the 9/11 attacks - as well as the existence of a Global Coalition against Daesh speaks volumes 

to the size of such a threat. Secondly, Islamism-inspired extremism still manages to mobilise a 

significant number of supporters to commit violent attacks in EU Member States (EUROPOL 

2021). Between 2010 and 2020, half of the terrorism-related arrests in the EU and in UK were 

connected to Islamism-inspired extremism, as the chart below shows. Thus, given the primacy of 

the phenomenon at European level, Islamism-inspired extremism requires further attention. 

 

The use of the term “Islamist” implies a fundamental distinction between the notions of Islam 

and Islamism: while the former refers to the religious faith, the latter is more linked to its political 

and ideological dimension. Broadly speaking, Islamism can be defined as “a form of social and 

political activism, grounded on the idea that public and political life should be guided by Islamic 

principles” (Poljarevic 2015: 1). As such, it should be considered as a wide and diverse 

phenomenon with many undercurrents and tendencies, both moderate and extremist. 

The debate over moderate and extremist forms of Islamism has flourished both within academic 

and political circles in recent years. Specifically, after the 9/11 attacks and the wave of Islamism-

inspired terrorist attacks in Europe, Islamism has become the synonymous of the ideological 

framework of al-Qaeda, IS and other similarly inclined international groups (Roy 2011). On the 

contrary, as expressed by Dalacoura, Islamist extremism “constitutes only one element in a wider 
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and more complex picture. Most Islamist movements in the Middle East have taken steps 

towards moderation and, in particular, towards incorporating human rights and democratic 

principles into their ideological discourse.” (2007, p.X). A clear distinction between these forms of 

Islamism is therefore necessary.  Moderate (or mainstream) Islamism is composed of soft-liners 

and reformers that come to terms with the mechanisms of the democratic system. Moderate 

Islamist groups, such as the Tunisian party al-Nahda, have embraced gradualism over its 

existence (Hamid 2016). On the contrary, extremist Islamism is considered as an ultra-

conservative and revolutionary current that does not accept the mechanism of the democratic 

system, and ultimately could advocate for the use of violence as a political tool.22 Therefore, 

Islamism-inspired extremism should be considered as religiously sanctioned warfare that aims 

to elevate the status of the Muslim community while excluding and fighting the “others” – namely, 

non-Muslim individuals and political authorities (kuffar) and apostates (muratidun) – on the basis 

of a strict interpretation of Islamic principles (Bak et al. 2019). 

The category of Islamist extremism should be, in turn, further investigated, as it comprises a wide 

variety of expressions of Islamist extremist activism and militancy. Indeed, the term of Islamist 

extremism refers, first and foremost, to Salafism, a revivalist Sunni Muslim doctrine advocating 

the rediscovery of a genuine Islamic identity through the return to the Islamic ‘purity’ 

characterised as the period of Prophet Muhammad and his companions (Wiktorowicz 2006). 

Salafist groups therefore reject political involvement in ‘impious’ governmental systems (e.g. 

elected parliaments where secular forces are present), arguing that human legislation is 

inherently in conflict with God’s status as the sole lawgiver (Bassam 2012). However, the Salafist 

ecosystem is rather heterogeneous, as it comprises different forms of activism. The complexity 

of the Salafist community has been clearly described by Wiktorowicz (2006), who classified 

Salafists in three main branches: the purists, the politicos, and the jihadists. “The purists 

emphasise a focus on nonviolent methods of propagation, purification, and education. They view 

politics as a diversion that encourages deviancy. Politicos, in contrast, emphasise application of 

the Salafi creed to the political arena, which they view as particularly important because it 

dramatically impacts social justice and the right of God alone to legislate. Jihadis take a more 

militant position and argue that the current context calls for violence and revolution.” (p. 208). 

More specifically, jihadist groups justify the use of violence by resorting to Sayyid Qutb’s23 

 

22 It should also be stressed that Schwedler (2011) argues that the traditional distinction between moderates and 

extremists - labelled as protodemocratic on the one hand, anti-systemic on the other - is flawed insofar it is based 

on the assumed infallibility of the Western democratic system. 

23 Sayyd Qutb (1906-1966) was one of the leading Islamist ideologues of the 20th century. After being part of the 

secular literary movement in Egypt as a poet and writer, he embraced the ideology of the Muslim Brotherhood 

in 1948 and, after a ten-years period in prisons where he radicalised, he became one of the most radical and 

controversial Muslim thinkers. He was convicted and executed in 1966 by the Egyptian government, becoming a 

martyr in the eyes of many. See Oxford Bibliographies (2017). 
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interpretation of jihad as a legitimate tool to achieve political goals. According to this 

categorisation, all these factions share a common creed, but violence is confined to the jihadi 

branch, which represents the “enactement of the ideological rupture with Western society 

advocated by Salafism” (Blanc and Roy 2021, p.5). The passage from purist and political forms of 

Salafism to proper jihadism - hence, to the legitimation of violence - is not systematic, as not all 

necessarily support the use of violence to advance their views (Wagemakers 2018). However, it 

must be noted that, given the shared ideological continuum, the spread of Salafism can be seen 

as fertile ground for recruitment into armed jihad (Reinares 2017). 

Against this backdrop, a number of conclusions regarding the terms that are used in this report 

can be drawn. To refer to Islam-related forms of extremism, the first term used is Islamism, as it 

comprises the wide variety of Islamism-inspired ideologies and activities that, if not directly linked 

to violence, can represent an ideological and practical benchmark for and individual to radicalise. 

The second term that this report resorts to is jihadism, intended as a violent revolutionary 

programme that gives a central role to jihad as an armed political struggle to overthrow ‘apostate 

and infidel’ regimes and restore Islamic principles in society (Sedgwick 2015). The term will be 

used with reference to the global jihadist movement, a definition which better reflects the 

multipolar and decentralised nature of a phenomenon that operates and recruits both globally 

and locally.  For this reason, in this chapter the consortium have considered those sources 

dealing both with Jihadism and violent and ultra-conservative Islamism. 

 

3.2. Main drivers of religious (Islamist) 

radicalisation 
 

What is important to underline since the beginning of our work, is the structural complexity linked 

to radicalisation phenomenology. This element is highlighted by the critical view of the joint 

analysis of sources coming from academic and grey literature, impacting the three levels of 

drivers to radicalisation considered in our work (micro-meso-macro). As it will be shown more 

clearly in the following pages, there are two main points to consider in analysing the state of the 

art of radicalisation studies: a) the first one is the inescapable interplay between different levels 

of scientific observation and analysis to grasp the evolving tendencies of the radicalisation 

dynamics and, b) the heuristic necessity of interdisciplinarity of approaches and competences 

«without reducing the young radicalised to a status (author or victim), in a specific field 

(psychological, social, political or religious) and in a given dimension (emotional, relational or 
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ideological) as this would deny the existence of other possibilities» (Bouzar and Laurent 2019: 

664). 

The engagement in the radicalisation process depends on different factors that can be explored 

at micro, meso and macro-levels linked to each other in different, and sometimes unique 

combinations (Chabrol et al. 2019). Moreover, each factor at micro, meso and macro level can be 

sub-categorised in two groups: push factors and pull factors. In any case, the vast majority of the 

scientific and grey literature on radicalisation studies tends to identify the sub-categorisation of 

push and pull factors exclusively for micro / individual level drivers. The concept of pull and push 

factors has been widely used in migration studies (European Commission & Statistical Office of 

the European Communities 2000) and, to a lesser extent, in criminology studies (Cardwell 2013) 

to try to classify the reasons that push an individual to leave their country to settle in another or 

that push an individual to commit a crime. In the field of radicalisation studies, the concept of 

push and pull factors tries to explain why some individuals are more susceptible than others to 

adopt violent extremist views and behaviours.  

This chapter refers to the UNODC (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime) definitions of pull 

and push factors in radicalisation processes, also adopted in the VE Action Plan. Hence, push 

factors can be described as those set of “conditions conducive to violent extremism and the 

structural context from which it emerges. These include: lack of socio-economic opportunities; 

marginalisation and discrimination; poor governance, violations of human rights and the Rule of 

Law; prolonged and unresolved conflicts; and radicalisation in prisons.” (UNODC, Counter 

Terrorism). On the contrary, pull factors are identified as “the individual motivations and 

processes, which play a key role in transforming ideas and grievances into violent extremist 

action. These include: individual backgrounds and motivations; collective grievances and 

victimisation stemming from domination, oppression, subjugation or foreign intervention; 

distortion and misuse of beliefs, political ideologies and ethnic and cultural differences; and 

leadership and social networks.”(Ibid.).  

When looking at the micro-level, factors influencing the radicalisation process can consist of 

feelings of insignificance and personal uncertainty. At the meso-level these factors can include 

discrimination, alienation, lack of close social ties and a sense of injustice. Whereas, factors 

influencing radicalisation at the macro-level could be the perception that Western cultural 

lifestyle prevents one from practising one’s religion to the fullest.  

Due to this, radicalisation processes should be considered as a complex outcome coming from a 

multifactorial interaction between risk factors, access routes and triggering events involving the 

individual, the group and societal dimensions (Ayanian et al. 2018). Nevertheless, religious-

oriented terroristic attacks are considered, at the same time, as threats driven by religious 

motivation and an ideological bond between international terrorism and domestic violence 

episodes. As highlighted before, the uncontrollable and unpredictable nature of the  present 

evolution of radical phenomenology makes the identification of the actors of the “third wave” 

much more complex. Lindekilde et al. (2016) identify a shift concerning how isolated radical actors 
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interact with other activists and radical environments during the radicalisation process. Following 

the recognition of this paradigmatic change, Malthaner (2017) identified a typology that connects 

types of lone actors with different radicalisation pathways: from a) “peripheric” lone actors that 

remain on the border of radical movements in consequence of their particular personal 

characteristic  (withdrawn/indecisive, anti-social, or volatile/unstable personality) to b) partially 

embedded lone actors that become disconnected from radical groups in consequence of  

external (due to law enforcement activity) or internal reasons (leadership conflicts) or c) subjects 

deciding to carry out violent attacks without any external support because of strategic choices 

(Malthaner 2017: 390-391). In consequence of this, D’Amato (2019) argues that this mechanism 

activates a dynamic that considers the majority of discourses dealing with the connection 

between religious extremism and terrorism as based on similar assumptions and, in certain 

cases, ideology-driven overlapping. This convergence seems to create a dangerous mechanic 

equivalence that combines religious radicalism (considering Islamism as a “natural” consequence 

of a radical interpretation of the Quran) with Islam as a faith. Therefore, radicalisation can be 

easily understood as the first step towards (that is, the cause of) violence. In spite of that 

unidirectional explanation, these uncritical assumptions can be put in crisis taking a closer look 

at some studies - applying a quanti-qualitative approach in the French context (Bouzar and 

Martin 2016) - unveiling a wide array of motivations, explicit and implicit, in religious-based 

radicalisation (and the related decision to leave the EU to join the former IS in Syria). Seven main 

reasons for radical engagement have been identified. All arise, in one way or another, either: (1) 

from a search for an ideal, whether it is an ideal of self, of the world, of the spouse, or a 

community, (2) and/or of a flight from the real world to a supposedly better “elsewhere.” (Bouzar 

and Martin 2016). The concrete difficulty in identifying (and understanding the nature) of the 

radicalised subjects brings this uncertainty (with serious operative consequences) in 

distinguishing between the “Good Muslims” (moderates who fit the profile of the liberal 

democratic discourse) and Bad Muslims (radicals who are against liberal democracy) (Schwedler 

2011; Umar 2016). In fact, policymakers and scholars often link the notion of violent Islamist 

extremism with the concept of violent radicalisation. 

There is no question on the importance of elements as belonging, identity, group dynamics, and 

values in the radicalisation transformation process. On the contrary, it can be seen as a 

conceptual overthrow between terrorism and Islam that could be summarised into the very 

evocative formula proposed by political scientist Roy, which separates in a very punctual way the 

equation between terroristic/extremist organisations such as al-Qaeda and the history of the 

Muslims’ world “[...] terrorism does not arise from the radicalisation of Islam, but from the 

Islamization of radicalism” (Yacouub 2018: 90). 

Radicalisation processes are, in fact, extremely diverse from one another and they cannot be 

predicted by one variable alone. For violent Islamist extremism to grow, there must be an 

alignment of situational and individual factors. Radicalisation can occur at different levels. 

Individuals are radicalised by personal frustrations and by identity-group injustices. They are also 

radicalised because they are themselves members of “face-to-face” and online groups. The 
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communication and interaction by the internet work at a structural level if mass media are 

considered as social institutions. Of course, the three levels require separate and in-depth 

analysis (McCauley and Moskalenko 2008). 

In order to proceed with a scientific understanding of the radicalisation processes, it should be 

noted that clear limits among the micro-meso-macro levels cannot be traced. As argued by 

Collins (1988), the macro level concerns huge extensions of space and large masses of people. 

Of course, this level concerns structural conditions in which the individual is involved/allocated 

in mass phenomena as the internet. Following this line, a low social and economic condition of 

the individual can be seen as a macro radicalisation factor even if the effective push factor to the 

radicalisation is not the social and economic status itself but the perception that the individual 

has of his social position, perceived as injustice and marginalisation, that must be considered 

indeed at a micro level. 

Moreover, the internet can be included in the macro level. Mass media can be seen as a social 

institution, functioning as a medium for several cultural institutions (church, school, etc.), 

involving a huge mass of people, but at what level does the internet affect the individual’s 

radicalisation process? Actually, the use of the internet works as a push factor for radicalisation, 

and depends on the level of involvement of the single subjectivity. It is also the virtual space 

where the individual meets and becomes a member of a radical group (meso). 

The Staircase Model to Terrorism (Moghaddam 2005) can be seen as an example answering in 

part to the above questions. The three phases of the model provide a distinction between micro, 

meso, and macro developments: the first step is “a sensitivity to a radical ideology,” when the 

single individual gets in touch with extremist languages (micro); the second phase concerns the 

process of becoming “a member of a radical group”; the need to belong to a specific social group 

and the perception of injustice towards the group (meso); the third phase is when the individual 

is “ready to act on the basis of the group’s ideology,” meaning, the individual is ready to join the 

threat posed by the dominance of the West in the eyes of radical Muslims at a macro level. (Ljamai 

2020). 

Such considerations suggest that cooperation is needed in order to analyse the main drivers of 

religious radicalisation in-depth  and located at different levels. Indeed, to sketch out the profile 

of religious extremists at the three aforementioned levels and achieve an extended 

understanding about reasons and causes of violent and radical religious acts, the major social 

sciences achievements need to be  combined and capitalised following common key issues. 

The above concerns aim at problematising a theoretical approach to radicalisation drivers (the 

micro-meso-macro) which, even if widespread among social scientists, useful and effective in 

radicalisation social research should be carefully implemented, considering that it is impossible 

to create clear-cut dimensions of analysis in social reality and within such complex processes. 
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3.2.1 Micro-level 
 

Even if attempts to identify a common psychological profile for terrorists have also been largely 

unsuccessful (Palasinski 2017), research on radicalisation singled out a number of individual-

related drivers of violent Islamist extremism, which may be divided into three main clusters: 1) 

identity crisis; 2) socio-psychological factors; and 3) other traumatic triggering drivers (RAN 2016).  

Regarding the first cluster, there is substantial evidence that religious identity can be a powerful 

mechanism of self-expression leading to extremism (Allan et al. 2015). In this perspective, Tolis 

(2019) argued that “the concept of identity contributes to individual engagement in terrorist 

activities […]. It may be suggested that the search for identity may be particularly prevalent in 

younger people, which may explain why the average age of ISIS fighters is considerably low” (Tolis 

2019). Following the same line, Morgades-Bamba, Raynal and Chabrol (2018) identify cultural 

identity as one of the explanans of the radicalisation dynamics and engagement in terrorism, 

even if it has been shown that radicalisation is often not related to mental disorders (Sageman 

2004). Also, even if the psychopathological features are common between radicalised individuals 

and radicalised behaviours, it could be preceded by radicalised cognitions. Some 

psychopathological tendencies (particularly borderline, schizotypal, and depressive ones) would 

be more likely to contribute to radicalisation: depression seems to be common among Western 

young people who engage in religious radicalisation (Morgades-Bamba et al. 2018). 

Concerning the European context, research showed that some young and second-generation 

Muslims do not manage to strike a balance between the religious culture they inherited from 

their parents and their European identity, thus seeing a religious clash at both the individual and 

sociopolitical level (Yusouzfai and Emmerling 2017). Indeed, when individual grievances combine 

with social cleavages between the native population and the Muslim community, the resentment 

towards mainstream society may increase and people may turn to their Islamic identity to find 

answers to their discomfort (Ibid.). In extreme cases, the quest for a new sense of purpose, 

whenever it does not result in finding a balance, might ultimately lead to violent Islamist 

extremism, which offers new coping mechanisms in European society and a simpler self-

understanding (Allan et al. 2015). 

Identity crisis as a driver of violent Islamist extremism seems to be a recurring radicalising agent 

among second-generation Muslim terrorists in Europe. Sunde, Ilan and Sandberg (2020), argue 

that “jihadism harnesses the ‘status frustration’ of second-generation Muslim immigrants who 

feel like ‘losers’ despite their best efforts to thrive. Blocked from achievement within mainstream 

socio-economic life, they couch negativist blows against perceived symbols of their oppression 

as heroic rather than delinquent” (Sunde et al. 2020).  The case of Hofstadgroup, a Dutch jihadist 

network active throughout the 2000s, represents an example. According to the research 

conducted by Schuurman, most of its members were Muslim immigrants living in the 

Netherlands, who were looking to restore their own sense of identity and purpose in a perceived 
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hostile environment (Schuurman 2018: 203). Yet, a process of identity reconstruction according 

to violent Islamist principles has also defined the path of radicalisation of some converts, who 

could not find their own place in European society and ultimately endorsed an extreme system 

of beliefs that might give them a new purpose in life (Geelhoed et al. 2019: 30). Indeed, 

Schuurman and Eijkman claim that “in 2003, four of these individuals appear to have tried to join 

Islamist insurgencies in Chechnya and Afghanistan. One of them also displayed an interest in 

committing a terrorist attack in the Netherlands, which led to his arrest in October 2003 and 

again in June 2004. The Hofstadgroup’s remaining participants were arrested in November 2004, 

after one of their number murdered Dutch filmmaker Theo van Gogh” (Schuurman and Eijkman 

2015: 3). 

A second cluster of individual-related drivers of violent Islamist radicalisation is represented by 

socio-psychological factors, intended here as feelings of social or psychological discomfort 

stemming from societal pressures, both real and perceived. While extreme poverty is not 

considered as a direct cause of violent Islamist extremism (McCullough and Schomerus 2017), it 

is widely accepted that perceived inequality, discrimination, marginalisation and social exclusion 

may fuel anger and resentment and, in some cases, violent extremism, especially when these 

social fissures coincide with religious or ethnic fault lines (Allan et al. 2015). Moreover, it is 

empirically well established that “experiencing personal and psychological crisis might trigger a 

period of self-discovery and exploration, a cognitive aperture that leads individuals to question 

previous beliefs and values, and renders them open-minded to new interpretative frameworks 

of reality, a circumstance that can be exploited by recruiters” (Vicente 2020: 18-19). 

Actually, the perception of injustice and status threat are strong predictors of extremism, also 

among high-status groups (Obaidi et al. 2018), where perceived injustice is related to the 

individual feeling of being treated undeservedly by other members of a societal group. This 

confirms what Schils and Pauwels considered as connected to “general theory of strains (GST) 

[that] argues that negative treatment by others leads to negative feelings that may lead to a 

number of behavioral, cognitive, and emotional outcomes, including violent attitudes and 

behavior” (Schils and Pauwels 2016: 79, emphasis added). Under this light, perceptions of 

injustice and discrimination can be considered as important stressor factors that stir up a 

cognitive opening to violent extremist messages. For instance, the interplay of the worsening 

economic situation in Europe in the last ten years with the new wave of migrants from MENA 

region has fuelled Islamophobic sentiments across Europe, thus strengthening negative attitudes 

towards Muslims (Hafez et al.2019; Burgat and Arqué 2017). Moreover, research has shown that 

Muslims in Europe are more likely to be unemployed than non-Muslims (Lindemann and Stolz 

2018), and descendants of Muslim immigrants are confronted with a wider gap between their 

professional expectations and their actual chances in the job market. The combination of the 

growing social marginalisation with discrimination and economic exclusion might thus increase 

the polarisation between Muslims and non-Muslims, potentially resulting in higher receptiveness 

to violent Islamist radicalisation. 
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Despite these socio-psychological grievances, they cannot be considered strictu sensu conveyor 

belts to violent Islamist extremism (Vidino 2015a). However, under certain circumstances, they 

may be regarded as contributing factors for individuals entering the path of radicalisation. A case 

in point is provided by the history of Bilal Abdulla, the jihadist terrorist who attacked Glasgow 

airport in 2007: despite being born in England and becoming a well-known medical doctor, the 

hatred speech against the West (which he accused of targeting Muslims (Brocklehurst 2017)), that 

he displayed before the attack, highlights a strong resentment towards the society he was raised 

in. 

The final cluster of drivers of radicalisation at the micro level is “traumatic triggering factors”, 

which comprises different individual traits and personal experiences. Despite the fact that there 

are no psychiatric specific patterns for violent Islamist extremists (Roy 2015), evidence shows that 

the interplay between traumatic experiences and other contributing factors might lead to violent 

Islamist extremism. In many cases, for instance, research has found that individuals with troubled 

experiences in crime, petty delinquency or prisons are more prone to embrace violent Islamism 

(Geelhoed et al. 2019), since the criminal milieu, by its very nature, exposes individuals to 

different forms of violence. In other cases, a later shift to jihadism has been instigated by 

personal failure or trauma – e.g., troubled childhood, divorce, abuse or layoffs (Yusoufzai and 

Emmerling 2017; Rekawek et al. 2018). From several interviews of Dutch converts, for instance, it 

appeared that many of them had to deal with broken homes and dysfunctional family situations 

during their childhood and adolescence. Sieckelinck et al. (2017: 14) affirm that “the youth, often 

triggered by these events of loss or turmoil, find it hard to cope with the situation, some 

experienced a lack of authority and/or emotional support (mainly from the father’s side) and 

consequently turn their back on the family before resorting to an extreme group”. 

The radicalisation is, often, mainly understood as linked to individual level factors such as a 

problematic background and identity confusion, since conversion to (radical) Islam offers a sense 

of belonging, self-worth and a consolidation of identity (Kleinmann 2012; Schuurman, et al. 2016; 

Karagiannis 2012; Francis and Knott 2017). Social background should be understood here as a 

personal family social background, such as family life, upbringing and personal experiences, as 

opposed to structurally defined life situations. Kleinmann (2012) found that “individual-level” 

factors such as these especially affect the radicalisation of converts. Emotions such as frustration, 

anger and hatred that stem from experiences within the social context can be reinterpreted as 

religious emotions, which, in specific interpretations of Islam, can initiate and amplify 

radicalisation. (Larsen 2020: 3-7, 18) 

Individuals who converted before their twenties expressed educational underachievement, while 

other respondents reported troubled peer relations (Geelhoed et al. 2019: 15-18). The spectrum 

of personal traumas goes thus from minor tensions to profoundly troubled lives and highlights 

how a wide range of individual negative experiences can contribute to violent Islamist 

radicalisation: for example, Mohammed B., the man who murdered Dutch filmmaker Theo van 

Gogh in November 2004, was the only participant in the Hofstadgroup with a documented history 

of violence against others (Schuurman and Eijkman 2015: 8).  
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In his work on Islamist extremism, Wiktorowicz argues that a “necessary precondition” to the 

often complex and lengthy process of radicalisation is that individuals experience a “cognitive 

opening”, whereby they become willing to engage with new, fundamentally different worldviews 

and belief systems. ‘Radical activists’ seek to create and exploit these cognitive openings by 

“shak[ing] certitude in previously held beliefs and generat[ing] a sense of crisis and urgency”. Yet, 

the process may also occur organically, without targeted action on the part of activists. As 

Kundnani explains, “emotional distress (such as a death in the family), experiences of 

discrimination, political repression, confusion over identity” are all factors that could precipitate 

a cognitive opening on the part of the individual concerned (Moran 2017: 6). 

However, after a terrorist attack, the same questions seem to rise alarmingly: when, where, and 

how did he/she radicalise? Frissen (2021) offers an interesting theoretical option about the 

recurring literature about these issues that investigate how: “normal individuals would have 

never radicalised without access to extremist materials on the internet, which are viewed in 

isolation from others in safe spaces such as the ‘bedroom’” (cfr. “Bedroom radicals” in Ahmed 

and George 2016). While a great amount of scientific literature has focused on the contents of 

radical messages that are disseminated on the internet, illustrating the pivotal function that the 

virtual space and digital communication have in radicalisation process, much less is known about 

who is actually exposed to these materials and what types of personality is associated with a 

higher risk of radicalisation. (Frissen 2021: 2-5). “One mechanism that has received reasonable 

attention within the literature of terrorism and radicalisation is ‘moral disengagement’” (Bandura 

1999, 2002, 2004; Weimann 2008). Cognitive radicalisation—whether it ends in acts of terrorism 

or not—is not necessarily a phenomenon for the mentally disturbed or “the lunatics,” but rather 

for normal individuals (Jones 2008; Post 2007). But if there is not some kind of “sickness,” how 

can we understand and explain that seemingly normal people radicalise and eventually even 

engage in such “shocking” behaviour (cf. Horgan 2005)?” (Frissen 2021: 1). 

The concept of moral disengagement, in connection with other elements mentioned before, 

complete our brief excursus on this level of observation connected to radicalisation 

phenomenology setting a relevant link between individual-centred dispositions of the subject - 

such as identitarian crises and socio-psychological factors - with the living experience of the 

subject itself (traumatic triggering events). Moreover, the conditions of hardship caused by an 

economic crisis affecting a territory or a society can be perceived by an individual in a vexatious 

way. Such subjects, especially young people, can find in the forms of extremism a kind of identity 

prosthesis that will reduce the gap between self-image and self-idealism (Drouin 2020). 

Within the micro level drivers, the sub-categorisation of push and pull factors allows to further 

refine the spectrum of the analysis. According to Jakobsen (Jakobsen 2017), push factors are: 

❖ Searching for identity, or difficulties in combining two different identities. 

❖ Perception of alienation (an individual or social group feeling of belonging). 

❖ Perception of discrimination (an individual or social group feeling of belonging). 

❖ Perception of global injustice. 
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In parallel, the pull factors are: 

❖ Sense of belonging. 

❖ Sense of having a purpose or pursuing a grandiose goal. 

❖ Perception of having power and control. 

❖ Significance, respect or status in the group. 

❖ Sense of adventure. 

These push and pull factors are common to both men and women. However, their frequency, 

distribution and relevance differ according to gender. For instance, according to Jakobsen,  

“a sense of power and control was found to be exclusively relevant to women and a present in 

several of the studies using women as sources. Difficulties in combining identities of two different 

cultures are undoubtedly a push factor for women, as it is a theme present in a considerable 

amount of the included research. It was not possible to find evidence that combining culture and 

identity acted as a push factor for men. [...]. However, there was some evidence present 

indicating that the search for identity was a factor for men. Discrimination as a push factor also 

differed depending on sex. Women expressed much greater concern about racial and religious 

motivated attacks, whereas men expressed feelings of discrimination in life opportunities 

between ethnicities. Both sexes were pulled by the sense of purpose, though the purpose 

manifested differently between women and men. Women sought to fulfil expectations such as 

being good wives and mothers, in addition to being able to practise their religion without 

judgement. For men, the purpose most often reflected a desire to protect and rebuild ‘the state’. 

Third, some factors were found the be more prominent than others, which indicate that some 

factors are more important. The importance does not seem to be symmetrical across categories 

and between the sexes. Identity was a more central theme with women, than men and thus, 

seemed to be an important push factor for women. Feelings of discrimination also differed 

between the sexes. Despite women being the subjected to racial or religious attack and men 

having difficulties naming specific situations of discrimination against them, men did perceive 

being discriminated more often than women. Perceived global injustice did affect women more 

than men, as it was present in most of the used research. [...] The need for belonging also 

differentiate between men and women. Compared to their female counterparts, limited evidence 

was present that belonging was a pull factor for men. It was however found that a sense of 

purpose was a common pull factor for men, whereas it was found to be a less prominent pull for 

women.” 
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Fig. 1 - Jakobsen (2017) (relevance of push and pull factors for men and women)  

 

3.2.2 Meso-level 
 

The drivers of violent Islamist extremism at the meso level can be divided in two clusters, each 

considering a different set of factors: 1) group membership and dynamics, including the issue of 

the so-called collective identity and 2) radicalising narratives. 

Regarding the first cluster, Waldman (2008) introduces the terms “radical milieu” to identify the 

relational environment of extremists. Focusing on religious extremism, the radical milieu can be 

seen as a community, a subculture or a movement, it can also be a social network, such as  the 

transnational Islamic terrorism. The radical milieu is not a mere sum of individuals holding the 

same faith, it is based on a social structure and it can be observed through the group cohesion 

and collective attitudes and aims. It is the place where the radicalised subject constructs and 

reinforces his/her new identity by having regular relationships with groups and people who 

recognise him/her as a member of the group. 

While in the past decades, belonging to certain political movements or specific mosques could 

represent a warning bell, as the radicalisation of 9/11 ringleaders at al-Quds mosques in 
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Hambourg showed (Schmid 2016: 38), a new trend of radicalisation among small social circles 

has emerged. Today, violent Islamist extremists have either a loose or any connection with 

Muslim communities in Europe (Roy 2015): the Pilè-Sagrari couple for instance, two Italian 

citizens who left for Syria in 2016, had very few contacts with local mosques (Marone 2017: 55). 

On the contrary, peer pressure and group dynamics seem to play a more crucial role in violent 

Islamist radicalisation. Schuurman and Eijkmana (2015: 9) affirm that “operating in groups offers 

advantages such as the ability to pool resources, to share expertise, experience and connections 

and, through the coordinated division of labor, to organize complex attacks. More broadly, the 

appeal of a group’s identity and its internal dynamics are important elements when accounting 

for individuals’ involvement in terrorism and their adoption of extremist beliefs. The group level 

of analysis is also insightful with regard to how terrorist groups form, a process in which 

preexisting ties of friendship and kinship play important roles”. Indeed, many young violent 

Islamist extremists have been radicalised in the framework of a small network of friends or family 

members, among which connections are closer (Kharroub 2015). “Peers act as facilitators who 

drive their friends into an environment where radical ideas are shared, expressed and lived out, 

fostering bottom-up radicalization processes” (Vicente 2020: 13). Within this framework, a 

rejection-identification model comes into play: while discrimination (perceived or real) against 

society or other groups increases, leading to further isolation, the attachment towards in-group 

members grow alongside (Ibid: 4). The case of Bencharki-Moutaharrik family and Abderrahmane 

Khachia in Italy offers an example of how peer pressure operates both within family and among 

friends, ultimately leading to the violent Islamist radicalisation of several individuals (Marone 

2017: 54).  

Whenever analysing the mechanisms of group affiliation in the process of violent radicalisation, 

the role played by collective social identity should be equally taken into account. Collective social 

identity is here intended as an “individual’s membership in a social group that offers him/her 

pride and self-worth and prescribes what is acceptable behaviour – as a group member – towards 

outgroups” (Aghabi et al. 2017: 4). This concept is fundamental in the investigation of violent 

Islamist extremism: indeed, when the process of self-identification with a given group takes place, 

its system of values and its worldviews combines with structural socioeconomic sufferings (e.g., 

widespread unemployment, social and cultural discrimination and urban segregation) of a 

culturally homogeneous community, a hatred-filled interpretation of out-groups (and of society 

as a whole) is more likely to arise. The personal grievance experienced by each member of the 

group is thus perceived as a disadvantage faced by the group at large (Murshed and Pavan 2011). 

In many cases, the experienced social discomfort may evolve into the desire of imposing the 

group’s supremacy on the others (vanBergen et al. 2016: 121) and can eventually facilitate the 

individual’s participation in extreme violence. 

In order to further look into the meso level drivers of violent religious extremism, we have 

enriched the systematic review of the main interpretive trends and avenues of research in the 

academic literature over the past 5 years. This has been done by conducting a quantitative in-

depth textual analysis (based on NLPs as described in the methodology section of this report) of 
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all relevant papers identified in this subcategory of violent extremism that allows us to extract 

information and frequencies of particular phrases.  Regarding the first cluster of the meso level 

extremism drivers, we are interested to analyse the frequency of the expressions “collective 

identity” and “group memberships.” In order to do so, we have carefully chosen a series of 

collective identity phrases to conduct the analysis. Collective identities and group membership in 

the meso level is a complicated phenomenon in social and political sciences. Motivated 

reasoning, spontaneous collective action and selective exposure mechanisms are necessary to 

explain how people form and follow collective identities (for a recent review of the literature on 

how such meso level collective actions occur see Klein Teeselink & Melios, 2021). 

Since such complicated phenomena are hard to identify in the literature as a whole, we decided 

to pursue the enquiry of collective membership in the literature of violent extremism in a group 

of factors that identify the main collective identities within the text analysis. The following 

collective identity phrases have been extracted containing the following factors: 

 

 Frequency No. of cases % of cases Length TF • IDF 

SOCIAL 

IDENTITY 

367 76 22.16% 2 240.2 

NATIONAL 

IDENTITY 

117 60 17.49% 2 88.6 

RELIGIOUS 

IDENTITY 

64 31 9.04% 2 66.8 

MUSLIM 

IDENTITY 

63 30 8.75% 2 66.7 

IDENTITY 

FUSION 

51 9 2.62% 2 80.6 

CULTURAL 

IDENTITY 

48 18 5.25% 2 61.4 

ETHNIC 

IDENTITY 

35 16 4.66% 2 46.6 

Table 1 - Collective identity phrases 

The analysis has been conducted on a series of articles on radicalisation that have been split into 

four categories: - articles that talk about far-right radicalisation - articles on left-wing 

radicalisation - articles that give emphasis on religious radicalisation and articles on separatism. 

Since the focus here is on violent Islamist extremism, the analysis is restricted to religious 

radicalisation. 
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3.2.2.1 Frequencies of collective identity phrases by variable (far right; far 

left; religious; and separatism) 
As seen in the Figures below, the phrase “social identity” occurs in the religious radicalisation 

papers over 200 times (Figure 1), while religious identity and Muslim identity are mainly 

mentioned in the religious papers at least 60 times each (Figures 3 and 4). The phrases “national 

identity” and “cultural identity” both appear in religious articles just over 30 times (Figures 2 and 

6). The phrases “identity fusion” and “ethnic identity” both appear the least times in religious 

articles (see Figures 5 and 7 respectively). 

  

 Figure 1 Frequency of the phrase “SOCIAL IDENTITY” 

 

Figure 2 Frequency of the phrase “NATIONAL IDENTITY” 

 

  

Figure 3 Frequency of the phrase “RELIGIOUS IDENTITY” 
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 Figure 4 Frequency of the phrase “MUSLIM IDENTITY” 

  

Figure 5 Frequency of the phrase “IDENTITY FUSION” 

  

Figure 6 Frequency of the phrase “CULTURAL IDENTITY” 
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 Figure 7 Frequency of the phrase “ETHNIC IDENTITY” 

  

  

Focusing on group dynamics and collective identity helps to point out the several meanings that 

this complex dimension suggests. First of all, the “collective relative deprivation” is considered 

one of the most significant dimensions related to collective identity and group membership 

issues in order to understand the use of violence to defend one’s ethnic or religious identity 

(Moghaddam 2005). In fact, our text analysis shows several co-occurrences of collective identity 

factors (group identity) and the expression group membership with terms such as terrorism, 

extremism, religion and Islam. In particular, the term terrorism co-occurs with social identity 50 

times in the same paragraph, 49 times with group membership and 119 times in the same 

paragraph with the overall expression “group identity.” The term extremism appears at least 78 

times in the same paragraph as group identity and 26 times with group membership. In addition 

to this, the term Islam and religion co-occur with group identity in the same paragraph 127 and 

80 times respectively. 

Collective relative deprivation is strictly connected to socio-psychological factors, in particular to 

the perception of being positioned in an unfair social position. This belief is shared by the 

members of the group that perceived itself as marginal and discriminated against, and treated 

worse than other groups  (Riek et al. 2006; Smith et al. 2012). Collective relative deprivation 
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feelings can, in fact, trigger the perception of in-group superiority, considered by a large part of 

scientific literature a critical factor associated with attitude towards violent in-group defence 

(Doosje et al. 2012; Schmitt and Branscombe 2002). Both of these perceptions may drive the 

group to feelings of anger and dismay, and lead to collective action, deviance, and hostile 

intergroup attitudes (Smith et al. 2012, Doosje et al. 2013; Moghaddam 2005; Stroink 2007, 

vanBergen et al. 2016: 122). According to Sallè, the degree of incorporation is such that beyond 

strengthening community belonging and identity, the latter sometimes play on it, turning the 

stigma around (Sallè 2020: 76) . 

The phase of “group membership” occurs largely at the meso level: strengthening the bonds 

among the group members, the individual becomes isolated from other social networks (Doosje 

et al 2016, Ljamai 2020: 4). In the group, the individual’s radical frame is validated by the other 

members who share similar views. Often, the involvement in a process of radicalisation reduces 

the individual’s social contacts to the radical group, which becomes a unique source of validation 

of radical social construction and identity. The contact with radical groups can derive from the 

individual choice of the subject, but may also result from an active and systematic recruitment 

campaign by such a group (Winter and Feixas 2019: 5). The process of “becoming a member” is 

described by Swann as “identity fusion” (Swann et al. 2014). 

The following graphs present the text analysis conducted on the expressions “group identity” and 

“group membership.” In particular, we have grouped the aforementioned collective identity 

phrases into one category in order to examine the frequency and occurrence of all the identity 

phrases combined. As a whole, group identity consisting of the collective identity factors 

mentioned earlier appears in total 450 times in the religious articles (Figure 8). While the phrase 

“group membership” is mentioned 399 times in all radicalisation articles as a whole, it appears 

over 200 times in the religious articles alone (Figure 9). 
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Figure 8 Frequencies of the categorisation variable “group identity”24 

  

The following table reports the frequency of the phrase “group membership” which was 

extracted from the words “intergroup” and “groups.” 

  

 FREQUENCY NO. CASES % CASES TF • IDF 

Group 

membership 

399 69 20.12% 277.9 

Table 2 Frequency of “group membership”. Frequencies of the phrase Group membership (included 

words: intergroup and groups) 

 

 

Figure 9 Frequencies of the categorisation variable “group membership” 

 

As stated by Ferguson (2015) “they [former foreign fighters in Syria] illustrate that narratives 

around perceived injustices, collective identity, and critical incidents persist in individual accounts 

of radicalization, and as social psychology has consistently shown us, what people believe is a 

motive for their conduct is at least as important as the actual sequence of events. While this 

search for an understanding of how an individual can become radicalized into committing 

politically or religiously motivated violence is in its infancy, the search for a model of the 

conversion process, where the individual goes from a place of non-engagement to one where he 

is committed to the organization and involved in their activities, is not new and many well-

 

24 The category “group identity” includes the following expressions: social identity, national identity, religious 

identity, Muslim identity, identity fusion, cultural identity, and ethnic identity. 
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researched suggestions have been made regarding this process. The psychology of religion may 

offer new insights into this conversion process, drawing on established frameworks to offer a 

deeper and more thorough understanding of the process of radicalization.” (Ferguson 2015: 21). 

Previous analyses on radicalisation also suggest that if the individual is experiencing a state of 

uncertainty about the self and the world (Hogg et al 2010, 2013; Hogg 2012; Doosje et al. 2013; 

Klein and Kruglanski 2013; Meeus 2015), this state may foster the identification with a radical 

group which provides him/her a new sense of certainty. Consequently, the resulting increase of 

self-esteem can also go in the direction of justifying violent actions (Taylor and Louis  2004; 

Dalgaard-Nielsen 2010; Winter and Feixas 2019: 2). 

Radicalisation can be seen as a collective enterprise, facilitated by kinship and friendship groups, 

with only a minority favouring lone action. Networks have the role to lead individuals to 

familiarise with, and grow their belief in, the cause of violent ideology. This belonging will drive 

their behaviour and give meaning to their sense of significance in the world. “Many al-Qaeda and 

Isis attacks in the West have demonstrated how important family members can be in forming 

close-knit radical networks, collaborating in the perpetration of violent attacks. The Kouachi 

brothers, for example, were involved in the Paris attacks of November 2015; the Bakraqui 

brothers were among the perpetrators of the March 2016 attacks in Brussels; the Tsarnaev 

brothers carried out the Boston Marathon massacre in April 2013; and Syed Rizwan Farook and 

his wife Tashfeen Malik carried out the San Bernardino killings in December 2015. Even when 

they focus on the networks, Kruglanski, Belanger, and Gunaratna always remember that ideology 

plays a decisive role by clarifying that a social network can promote violent extremism only if its 

members embrace a radical ideology” (Orsini 2020: 28). 

The enhancement of a collective identity emerged as a central factor of radicalisation in reacting 

to a collective threat or mistreatment, as emerged by convicted terrorists' evidence (Porter and 

Kebbell 2011; Ozer et al. 2020: 1242). The group membership importance is strictly linked to 

existential concerns, resulting in deviant intentions and behaviour (Belmiet et al. 2015, Ozer et 

al. 2020: 1232). Religious emotional apparatus within radical Islamist groups may amplify and 

trigger radicalisation. “The processes of radicalisation within the groups can thus also be 

understood through the sense of structure the emotional regimes connected to the specific 

interpretation of Islam within the groups gave them, and the emotional experience of 

empowerment it bestowed upon them” (Larsen 2020: 14- 16). 

At this level, social media works as a social space in which radicalised people can express 

thoughts and ideologies that might be rejected elsewhere (Chun and Lee 2017; Lee and Chun 

2016). This makes social media “a particularly suitable platform for disseminating hateful or 

“fringe” opinions and ideologies” (Barkun 2017). In fact, online interactions promote the group 

identification and the intragroup processes of these groups work to legitimate and amplify 

extreme attitudes (Postmeset et al. 2001; Spears et al. 2002; Douglas 2007; McGarty et al. 2011; 

Kaakinen et al. 2018). 
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Last but not least, it is thought that cultural identity plays a key role in the understanding of 

radicalisation and individuals’ involvement in terrorism. “For example, it has been shown that 

individuals who rate their Muslim identity as being more important than their national or ethnic 

identity tend to have more positive attitudes toward jihad and martyrdom. On the other hand, it 

has also been shown that perceived discrimination not only predicts normative beliefs about 

violence, but also serious physical violence perpetrated against others. In accordance with this, 

perceived injustice and perceived group threat seem to be major determinants of radicalization 

of youth” (Morgades-Bamba et al. 2018: 2). 

The second cluster, closely related to the aspects above, could be considered as a conduit to the 

first contact with the “radical mileu,” and because it takes place at group level even if it often 

happens on the internet. The angle that requires attention is how extremist narratives and 

propaganda contribute to violent Islamist radicalisation, a pattern which can be analysed under 

different perspectives. 

As shown above, the violent Islam-inspired radicalisation often falls within the framework of 

Salafi jihadism. This very type of Salafism, with its system of principles made up of clear-cut do’s 

and don’ts and its either-or interpretations of society, provides a personal psychological 

structuring effect (Roy 2015) which fits into the cognitive need of simple social categorisation 

(Kharroub 2015). Extremist-prone individuals are given a new sense of purpose and a new cause 

to fight for: elements of the counterculture (Fernandez 2015), created by the social fissures in 

European society, merge with jihad, which represents today the only cause on the global market 

that can raise social mobilisation to the status of international terrorism (Roy 2015). Therefore, 

violent Islamist narratives, if combined with other drivers, can contribute to the violent 

mobilisation of extremists, as they create a new framework of personal reconstruction according 

to rigid worldviews and approaches to reality. The most widespread narratives are those which 

accuse non-Muslims or Westerners for shaming Muslims, those who promote the use of Sharia 

to replace corrupt Western governments and narratives and building an ideal society under an 

Islamic government. This sort of narrative highlights one of the key issues in the micro-meso 

dimension of the radicalisation process: the “us versus them” narrative. These narratives aim, in 

fact, at dehumanising ‘the others’ (the hostile Western society) by producing a cognitive 

dissonance that justifies violence against anyone who does not conform to them. As highlighted 

above, narratives can be action-oriented towards the recruitment process. Nowadays, 

recruitment occurs mainly via social media (Twitter, Telegram, Facebook, etc.) “by using private 

chats and spreading the propaganda through public messages or incitement to join the jihad 

(Tolis 2019: 130-134).  

As suggested by our textual analysis, the term “propaganda” is highly co-occurring with 

“terrorism,” “Islam” and “social networks.” This is a distinct characteristic of the subpart of the 

systematic literature review of violent extremism that deals solely with religious extremism. 

Social networks are also traditionally associated with political propaganda and right-wing 

violence, connections that are not apparent in the religious extremism literature. These results 

suggest that there is an implicit bias on the investigation of the possible duality mechanisms that 
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“propaganda” and social media have in the case of religious extremism. An in-text analysis of 

random samples within the text analysis confirms the above-mentioned bias. 

Although social spaces cannot be categorised as drivers of violent radicalisation at meso level, 

empirical research has demonstrated that critical social environments can act as a ‘social market’ 

for violent radicalisation by encouraging the encounter between more vulnerable and receptive 

individuals and violent Islamist narratives. A more nuanced understanding of “recruitment 

grounds” was developed by Neumann and Rogers (2008), distinguishing two different types of 

settings where recruitment into jihadist networks takes place according to their characteristics 

and functions in processes of radicalisation. The first place concerns the Muslims congregations, 

such as mosques or Islamic book shops; the second place concerns the spaces in which 

«individuals are particularly vulnerable and potentially receptive to the message of radical 

movements such as prisons or refugee centres» (Malthaner 2017: 388). 

In prisons, prisoners often come into contact with radical ideas due to contacts with radicalised 

fellow prisoners (Vellenga and De Groot 2019: 230). In fact, “prisons offer radicalizers an ideal 

atmosphere for introducing their extreme ideologies and doctrines by playing on certain 

prisoners' concerns and feelings to gain their trust, garner their support, and recruit them into 

their group” (Yacouub 2018: 79). 

According to several observers, prisons have become jihadist headquarters for already 

radicalised individuals to conduct proselytising activities among other detainees, who are usually 

more receptive to this kind of anti-systemic rhetoric once in prison (Marone and Olimpio 2019). 

As Micheron stated, these spaces have increasingly turned into the missing link between 

idealised Muslim countries (the cradle of Islamism and the ultimate destination where many of 

them wanted to fight) and Europe; a perceived hostile environment (Micheron 2020). For 

example, Anis Amri, the 2016 Berlin attacker, had reportedly undergone a process of 

radicalisation while serving time in Sicilian prisons (Marone and Olimpio 2019). Nonetheless, the 

nexus between crime and violent Islamist radicalisation is highly controversial and should be 

further analysed. 

Other social environments that seem to be more vulnerable to violent Islamist recruitment are 

urban or peri-urban settings where marginalised majorities concentrate and feelings of 

alienation and marginalisation are more likely to arise. Indeed, such a spatial concentration of 

immigrant groups in certain areas has fostered two phenomena. On the one hand, it fuelled the 

creation of spaces wherein Islamist extremist norms and values have strengthened. On the other 

hand, it has widened the social gap between native populations and immigrants, hence 

increasing a sense of alienation and discrimination (Abbas 2020). The case of Molenbeek, a 

municipality of Brussels-Capital Region, has repeatedly been analysed and yet represents a 

meaningful example, as it has frequently been described as the “hotbed” of extremism. 

Throughout the decades, Molenbeek has become an impoverished and Muslim-rich part of the 

country, with high levels of youth unemployment and criminality (Van Vlierden 2016). According 

to some interviews conducted in Molenbeek, institutional investments for the social and 
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educational rehabilitation of this municipality were limited, while housing discrimination is 

rampant (Musumeci 2017). Such a poor demographic and social reality has provided a fertile 

ground for jihadist organisations to influence and recruit new members (Teich 2016): not 

surprisingly, the country’s share in the number of foreign fighters is one of the highest globally, 

and most of them come from Brussels’s peripheries (Van Vlierden 2016). 

  

3.2.3 Macro level 
 

The cluster of drivers at the macro level comprises various political, socioeconomic and cultural 

shifts that contribute to leading to violent Islamist extremism. It is clear that macro level factors 

that can lead to radicalisation process could be broadly referred to the weakening of the 

structural elements constituting social order and social structures. This weakening is the result 

of unfair policies, unpredictable social changes and unequal social policy that affect(ed) 

vulnerable individuals or social groups by excluding, labelling or marginalising them (Tolis 2019: 

138). Confronted with the perceived conflict and a lack of social bonds, social subjects might 

begin to feel distanced or alienated from society and can develop the perception of not 

belonging. In this direction, strains and poor social ties can contribute to feelings of 

powerlessness. Some empirical studies have linked feelings of (political) powerlessness to violent 

extremist ideology (Schils and Pauwels 2016: 80).  This means, from a socio-relational point of 

view, that it is possible to highlight a strong connection between macro-level structural problems, 

influencing biographical experiences that are shared by individuals and the micro- and group-

level identity formation and reactions to these problems (Jensen and Larsen 2019). Given the 

complexity of this level (macro) of investigation, the analysis will follow an analytical framework 

that takes into consideration developments within and outside Europe. 

The socioeconomic dynamics that have been underway for fifteen years in European countries 

represent the starting point of this analysis. The post-2008 economic crash policies of austerity 

have exacerbated preexisting inequalities and led to downward social mobility, both across 

native population as well as within Muslim minority communities (Abbas 2020). Specifically, these 

structural changes have affected first and foremost the Muslim youth, especially in post-

industrial cities, where underemployment has dramatically increased (Triandafyllidou 2015). 

These socioeconomic grievances that have grown among specific deprived societal segments 

have fuelled tensions within society, hence increasing the likelihood, whenever in combination 

with other radicalising factors, of violent Islamist radicalisation. For instance, the case of 

Birmingham, which the media often referred to as the “hotbed” of jihadism in the UK, shows how 

the interplay of economic grievances and social strains may lead to embracing violent Islamist 

extremism (Bennhold and de Freytas-Tamura 2017). It must be noted that economic factors are 

not the only analytical key to understand radicalisation at macro level. Benmelech and Klor 

reported a more articulated reading about this issue, combining a detailed data set on the 
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number of IS foreign fighters emerging from countries around the world with data on countries’ 

social, political, and economic indicators (political freedom, social fragmentation, economic 

development, inequality, and unemployment). The authors showed that poor economic 

conditions cannot be considered as a consistent significant predictor of participation in terrorist 

organised groups (such as ISIS). Instead, the number of ISIS foreign fighters is positively 

correlated with a country’s GDP per capita and Human Development Index (HDI) (Benmelech and 

Klor 2020). 

At the political level, the emergence of a transnational jihadist organisation such as the Islamic 

State and al-Qaeda contributed to increasing the sociopolitical leverage of European jihadist 

networks in two respects. Firstly, the rise of a state-like entity such as IS and the continuous 

armed offensives launched by al-Qaeda in different regions provided a political benchmark for 

violent Islamist activism in Europe, reactivating jihadist entrepreneurship either to conduct 

attacks in Europe or to help foreign fighters travel abroad. Jihadist-affiliated arrests between 2015 

and 2019, which accounted for the highest number of terrorist arrests in Europe (3057 out of 

5358), can be partially understood as the reaction to the proliferation of transnational jihadist 

cells (EUROPOL 2020). 

Secondly, the growth of completed jihadist attacks in Europe since 2015 helped jihadist networks 

in Europe gain more credibility within the Muslim extremist milieu, hence becoming more 

appealing to more vulnerable misfits and, in some cases, leading them to engage in violent 

Islamist extremism (Nesser et al. 2016). Moreover, despite the fall of the Islamic State and its 

propaganda, violent Islamist extremism in Europe did not experience substantial setbacks: as the 

2020 terrorist attacks showed, the terrorist legacy of IS and its message is still widespread and 

appealing among Muslim extremists. 

Another political aspect requiring attention is the correlation between the diffusion of far-right 

parties and ethnic nationalism in Europe and violent Islamist extremism. The two phenomena 

are directly linked because anti-Muslim outlooks play a crucial role in the radicalisation of far-

right extremists: using concern about immigration and religious terrorism, far-right political 

parties and social movements have built a rhetorical discourse grounded on Islamophobic 

sentiments and anti-Muslim hostility (Hafez et al. 2019). Conversely, direct structural racism, 

often paralleled with social polarisation, has in some cases fuelled the radicalisation of some 

young Muslims towards violent extremism (Burgat and Arqué 2017). Therefore, besides 

representing a direct threat to European democracies, the rise of right-wing ideologies in Europe 

may reinforce Islamism-inspired extremism, following a pattern of reactive co-radicalisation 

(Abbas 2020). 

The cultural changes at the European level may represent as well good indicators for violent 

Islamist radicalisation. Roy, for instance, claims that the growing number of young people 

embracing jihadism should be read as the product of a widespread generational nihilism (Roy 

2015): Islamist culture, and specifically jihadist Salafism, only offers a well-structured and 

dichotomic paradigm to understand an increasingly fluid reality through stricter and simpler 
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categories. Khosrohavar, on the contrary, states that violent Islamist extremism should be 

understood as a reaction to the problematic secularism – specifically, the worldwide known 

French laïcité – that has developed in Europe (Khosrohavar 2020). 

Despite the importance of European macro-dynamics, a shift to Islamist violence reflects also 

changes at the international level and, specifically, general patterns of jihadist transnational 

groups. Firstly, a rise of violent Islamist extremism and jihadist attacks in Europe has been 

historically recorded in conjunction with European military interventions in Muslim countries 

(Nesser 2019). Throughout the last twenty years, for instance, major terrorist attacks were 

conducted on European territory after various European external military actions – namely, 2004 

Madrid bombings and 2005 London attacks after the US - and UK-led invasion of Iraq as well as 

2015-2017 attacks after anti-Islamic State coalition left for Syria in September 2014 (Ibid.). Hence, 

it appears that whenever European countries interfere with conflicts in Muslim countries, anti-

systemic and anti-Western narratives are reinforced, ultimately leading to violent mobilisation. 

Secondly, the civil war in Syria during the 2010s and the emergence of the Islamic State has given 

new life to European jihadism. The reactivation of a series of sleeping terrorist networks and the 

rehabilitation of terrorist entrepreneurs revealed a wide recruitment pool in the continent: 

throughout the years, at least 5000 foreign fighters who fought in Syria and Iraq came from 

Europe (Marone 2020). The momentum that these external groups have obtained highlights how 

jihadist networks survived and continue to operate, hence narrowing the gap between distant 

situations, such as the conflicts in MENA region, and Europe.   

Linked to this, it is important to remember that since the 9/11 attacks, public discourses on Islam 

and Muslim have changed, giving rise to a new form of Islamophobia, which has strengthened 

the construction of Muslim people – especially those living in non-Muslim countries – as 

intrinsically “other.” Between 2014 and 2017, the expansion of IS, the emotional impact of 

terrorist attacks, and the simultaneous arrival of refugee flows from Syria created a “Muslim 

threat” at a European level, characterised by a symbolic overlap between 

migrants/refugees/Muslims (Elia 2020; Ljamai 2020). After 9/11, in fact, “the young (single) Muslim 

man, imagined as culturally and racially different in ways that are incompatible with the imagined 

community of W.E.I.R.D. [i.e. Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich, Democratic] nationals has 

become an iconic figure of radical alterity” (Kirtsoglou 2018). 

Last but not least, considering structural aspects, much more attention should be paid to the 

power of cyberspace as a communication medium rather than just a surveillance tool (Palasinski 

2017: 1), even though the virtual space cannot be overlapped with a real training camp 

configuring itself as “a resource bank that allows militants to share substantial technical 

knowledge, along with religious, political and ideological information” (ibid.: 3). 

For example, al-Qaeda looked to forums as an alternative strategy to mask their role in the online 

dissemination of radical propaganda. Platforms of this type draw their inspiration from the Web 

2.0 philosophy, where the internet user is no longer just a passive consumer but participates in 

a virtual community, while also producing content. An extensive transnational community of 
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radical web users meets and interacts on these platforms, which are increasingly used for 

terrorist radicalisation, recruitment, and coordination. It is interesting to note that these virtual 

experiences, which we can see from a sociological point of view as a form of socialisation to 

culturally structured acts of violence, realise an effective performance for the creation of a 

cultural trauma (Romania and Pozzo 2017), realised through a performative act and oriented to 

destabilise the context where attacks take place. 

Furthermore, participation in jihadist forums affords sufficient credentials to be admitted into 

groups that wage violence. The network of contacts built up through the platforms enables 

participants not just to travel and make contact with armed groups but also to join their ranks 

without being formal members of the organisation. Many of these activists retain their internet 

pseudonyms and play the role of ‘‘battlefield’’ representatives of the forum (Torres-Soriano 2014). 

In fact, if we take a closer look to the strategy of media production related to terrorist 

organisations (such as IS), as highlighted by Leander, we can see the creation of an imaginary 

community online. This online community is not limited to the building of a strictly ideological 

and radicalised message, but also proposing a mixture of different cultures reproduced in a 

clashing context “intertwining of digital and commercial logics and their significance is made 

visible and probed by close and situated observation of how (in)visibility is re-produced, a method 

characteristic of approaches that theorize in terms of practices. Such approaches focus on what 

is there for all to see to but still overlooked, since it jars with the dominant point of view: in this 

case that DAESH appeal rests on a sui generis web-presence and the digital 

Orientalism/Occidentalism this point of view reproduces” (Leander 2016: 2). In order to trace a 

brief conclusion, it must be noted that the macro dimension appears as the most contextual in 

its constitutive elements but, on the other side, it gives a really significant analytical framework 

in our work for two main reasons: first, that macro dimensions allow to grasp the inescapable 

link between subject and agency that can be considered as divided only for analytical purposes; 

second, the possibility to really comprehend the very international and inter-systemic dimension 

of the radicalisation phenomenology that took place in a context that is not limited by the nation 

borders, even if it takes place in a defined place and in a defined time. 

  

Micro / individual level Meso / group level 
Macro /national and 

international level 

Identity crisis 
Group membership and 

dynamics 

National socioeconomic 

dynamics 

Misled and manipulated 

religious identity 
“Radical milieu” 

Inequalities and led to 

downward social mobility 

 Collective social identity 
Widespread society 

tensions  
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Socio-psychological 

factors 
Radicalising narratives 

National and 

international political 

dynamics 

Feelings of social or 

psychological discomfort 

stemming from societal 

pressures 

“Us versus them” War and conflicts  

Perception of injustice and 

status threat 
Dehumanising ‘the others’ 

Emergence of religious 

inspired violent extremist 

and terrorist organisations  

 
 

Increase in violent episodes 

and acts  

 

 

Emergence of far-right and 

far-left violent extremist and 

terrorist organisations  

Other traumatic 

triggering drivers  
 

Troubled experiences in 

crime, petty delinquency or 

prisons  

 

Personal failure or trauma 

(troubled childhood, 

divorce, abuse or layoffs)  

 

Table 2. Drivers of radicalisation - religious inspired violent extremism  

 

3.3 Focus on the gender dimension 
 

“Studies of female and male radicalisation have often considered them in isolation from one 

another. Women have often been considered on the margins” (Pearson and Winterbotham 2017: 

62). Violent Islamist female radicalisation requires, instead, further attention: a central concern 

is the adherence of increasing numbers of women to the ideology of the Islamic State (IS) (al-

Tamimi 2014; Pearson 2015). As shown by the text analysis, the word “female” co-occurs with 

Islam, extremism, radical and terrorism 143, 78, 106 and 190 times respectively. This is a 

significant co-occurrence ratio for all categories that shows that the literature follows the 

interesting increasing association of women with the Islamic State ideology. These co-

occurrences also suggest, particularly when correlated with age, that there is an increased 
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interest in the academic community on the investigation of the radicalisation processes of young 

women.  

The potential for women’s violent Islamist radicalisation and involvement in jihadist organisations 

is still relatively overlooked. However, this is not only because violent Islamist extremism is still a 

phenomenon dominated by men (Rekawek et al.  2018), and their minority status in formal 

structures. Indeed, women are more rarely arrested in general, thus their roles are not 

represented in official data (Gonzalez-Perez 2008: 130; Cunningham 2010: 187) and, as OSCE 

highlighted (‘Women and Terrorist Radicalization’ 2011), less attention is paid to women’s 

presence in jihadist organisations by security institutions. Furthermore, scientific understanding 

tended to focus more on male radicalisation and recruitment (Pearson and Winterbotham 2017: 

60-61). 

Nonetheless, “women are much more present in terrorism than it was thought, both in terms of 

proportion and in terms of the necessary role of their participation, in as much as the robustness 

and survival of the extremist organizations seem to depend to a large extent on women’s work” 

(Morgades-Bamba et al. 2018: 2). 

Experts suggest that women generally radicalise for a range of reasons as wide as men’s (Ingram 

2017). A recent transnational qualitative research suggested five shared factors as most 

important in radicalisation for both genders: issues of belonging and identity; the internet; youth; 

status; and the wrong interpretation of Islam (Pearson and Winterbotham 2017: 63). All these 

factors correspond to the main academic literature findings. Most of them can also be seen as 

fundamental drivers also in women radicalisation. 

In addition to that, a real or perceived economic, social and political marginalisation, in 

coincidence with a real or perceived religious or ethnic discrimination, also represents a 

structural “radical mileu” for women (Khalil and Zeuthen 2016). 

At a micro level, motivation towards marriage is found more frequently in young girls than in 

young men. A radical organisation often guarantees a marriage for females, fulfilling the major 

desire of adolescence to find a love outside of the family (Oppetit et al. 2019: 5). 

However, research highlighted that several additional push and pull factors can be added to the 

equation. Gender-based discrimination across Muslim immigrant women, for instance, may 

overlap with and exacerbate female isolation, thus leading to perceive the participation in violent 

Islamist extremism as a way of acquiring emancipation, respect and equality (Orav et al 2016). As 

highlighted by recent qualitative research, an important aspect is the impact of gender on 

expectations of stigmatisation and targeting. For instance, during a focus group, a mother  

declared to be worried about her son, as “he’ll have a stubble and sometimes he lets it grow quite 

long” and several women expressed their worries, especially with regard to religious dresses, in 

seeing that their ways of dressing may increase the risk of suspicion from other citizens (Jarvis 

and Lister 2017: 257-258). 
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Moreover, particular attention has been drawn to specific female traumatic experience – such as 

the loss of a loved one, rape or domestic violence – as a contributing factor in motivating women 

to engage in violent Islamist extremism (Bloom 2016). An interesting feature is also the 

categorisation of women’s role promoted by jihadist organisations such as IS. By providing a 

system of gender constructs – namely, mother, sister, wife and supporter – which women can 

identify themselves with, IS propagandistic campaigns aim at responding to identity crises among 

Muslim women and creating a strong feeling of female empowerment to motivate them either 

to attack the West or to join the organisation (Ingram 2017). However, violent female Islamist 

extremism should be further analysed also in light of the role women play in children’s education. 

Juvenile and family courts across Europe are increasingly dealing with cases of children who were 

radicalised at home or travelled to Syria or Iraq to join IS and other jihadist organisations (Van 

Ark 2019); an element which raises a number of concerns from an ethical and security 

perspective. 

Even if, most of the time, women have historically been involved in nonviolent and supportive 

roles or sometimes in dominant roles that provide leadership, ideology, strategy or motivation 

(Mahan and Griset 2013: 158-9) (Pearson and Winterbotham 2017: 60), it should be noted as an 

emergent issue that a recent study of YouTube sites highlights a tendency to greater extremism 

of expression in jihadist women, who also demonstrated higher sympathy to political violence 

than men (Bermingham et al. 2009; Pearson 2015: 19). 

Moreover, a strict gender division and clear-cut gender roles within radical Islamism can be 

experienced for some women as empowering, as it allows “men to be real men and women to 

be real women” (Necef 2016; Pearson and Winterbotham 2017; Jensen and Larsen 2019; Larsen 

2020). The textual analysis shows in fact a high co-occurrence between gender and radical 

Islamism terms. That is, the gender term co-occurs 161 times in the same paragraph with 

activism, 327 times with extremism,  660 times with the term radical, 829 with Islam and 905 

times of co-occurrence with the term terrorism. 

Nevertheless, statistics show that women do not join radical groups and terrorism  - sometimes 

becoming committers of suicidal terrorist acts within the activity of extremist organisations -  with 

the aim to equalise their rights with those of men. Their choice can be purely rational, following 

a monetary reward and a “career” development within a particular extremist group, or animated 

by the aim of experiencing new emotions (Lehka et al. 2019: 37-38). 

Muslim women also appear to enjoy more “fluid” identities than men (Afshar et al. 2005). The 

internet works Group dynamics can intensify radicalisation processes, with the internet as a real-

word social milieu (Briggs and Strugnell 2011; Conway 2012). Women adherents of Islamic State 

have created an active “sisterhood,” supporting each other both on frivolous and serious matters 

(Hoyle et al. 2015; Saltman and Smith 2015). Recently, Daesh (also known as the Islamic State of 

Iraq and Syria, ISIS) has had a great impact on both the radicalisation and recruitment of females 

(Pearson andWinterbotham 2017: 61). As pointed out by the Institute for Strategic Dialogue 

(2015a), the total number is now thought to be in excess of 550. Recent studies have, in fact, 
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highlighted that gender composition in Islamist violent fringes is changing: in 2016, nearly 550 

Western women left for Syria and Iraq and 26% of people arrested in the EU for terrorist activities 

were women (Orav et al. 2016). Even if their principal roles appear to be that of mothers, wives 

and propagandists, as reported by the Institute for Strategic Dialogue (2015b), some of these 

women still strongly support violence, and declare their willingness to carry out attacks. 

Also, analyses of the IS propagandistic channel Dabiq demonstrated that the jihadist organisation 

is increasingly appealing to its female audience (Ingram 2017). For example, Joanne Picart (2015) 

affirms the existence of a women group of extremists: “jihadi chic.”. Here, subcultural appeal is 

feminised through the portrayal of “good” women living the virtuous life in the “jihadi girl power 

subculture” (Sunde et al. 2020: 4). 

It is widely recognised that the internet appears to function as a key factor, also in women’s 

radicalisation (Hoyle et al. 2015; Institute for Strategic Dialogue 2015; Peresin and Cervone, 2015; 

Sekulow et al. 2014; Pearson 2015). 

In recent years, the internet has become increasingly relevant (Briggs and Strugnell 2011), 

perceived by women as an escape from the gender segregation of real-world Islamist 

engagement (Sageman 2008). Women tend to use online social networks more than men, so they 

might be more exposed to online radicalisation (Morgades-Bambaet al. 2018: 3). Women can be 

particularly vulnerable regarding the internet experience in seeking religious information but 

without prior in-depth knowledge of Islam. They are less able to access information about Islam 

offline, and there might, therefore, be at an increased risk online (Pearson 2015: 19). As Sageman 

argues, Islamist women perceive internet as an anonymous space, without boundaries, in which 

gender structures disappear, enabling liberation unparalleled offline (Sageman 2008) . 

As it turns out, the internet has a role in women’s radicalisation at different levels. In fact, 

travelling to Syria and Iraq became an easy target and social networks also enormously helped. 

Daesh and other radical groups offer, for example, help and advice on how to find contact close 

to the organisation in the journey to Syria and Iraq (Byman and Shapiro 2014). Internet forums 

have a role of connection and recruitment with groups operating on the ground, providing them 

with safe access to the area of operations. Social networks are also useful to contact and 

encourage family and friends to join the cause (Maher 2013), and, in this case, women play a key 

role (Kneip 2016; Moreno 2020: 23). 

Further attention should also be paid to the impact of the emergence of a territorial entity such 

as IS on the role of foreign jihadist women in transnational organisations. In the past, jihadist 

groups operating in various war theatres (Afghanistan, the Balkans, Somalia and Iraq) mainly 

consisted of armed militias that recruited male foreign fighters to carry out armed operations. 

The involvement of women was, hence, not envisaged because of the rigid social structures of 

these groups binding women to the role of mothers, wives or sisters or distant supporters. As a 

result, the phenomenon of female jihadist migration to join jihadist organisations was very 

limited (Hoyle et al. 2015: 12). On the contrary, IS declaration of the emergence of a new caliphate 
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has introduced a new paradigm for women willing to “contribute to the cause” whenever fighting 

is not allowed for women, as women could actively support the creation of an Islamic “pure'' state 

by performing other tasks (Ibid.). For this reason, IS was also able to attract many Western 

women, who have assumed key roles in the structure of the Caliphate as supporters, facilitators, 

recruiters, propagandists, ideologues, and perpetrators. “These women have often been 

stereotyped as inherently peaceful and submissive and have been wrongly assumed, under the 

influence of prejudices that continued to present them as members of the ‘weaker sex’, to join 

the group only under duress, or for romantic and other ‘irrational’ reasons (Mietz 2016)” (Moreno 

2020: pp. 4-5).  IS was not the first organisation to create a proto-State, however, it was the most 

successful terrorist group regarding the recruitment of women, establishing a parallel system of 

gender-segregated institutions. It is a pragmatic approach that reconnects women's faith with 

their labour concerns. They strictly follow the percept of gender segregation: within each 

institution, there is a section managed by women to address issues relevant to women, such as 

education, health, administration, police, finance, etc.; these women have minimal contact with 

their male counterparts. “In this way the organisation made its strict and conservative vision of 

the social and religious role of women compatible with the needs of the new state” (Khelghat-

Doost 2017). 

Furthermore, the professional role of women in recruitment should be stressed (Peresin 2015). 

Indeed, Daesh makes use of hundreds of women to take care of the social networks and public 

relations of the organisation, whose main role is recruitment and gathering of funds (Roubanis 

2020). This highlights the fundamental role of women in propaganda to attract new generation 

of fighters but mainly Western women primarily attracted by the possibility of becoming wives of 

a jihadist and mothers of the next generation of fighters. “The difficulty of identifying and 

monitoring these women and their profiles on social networks was an advantage for the 

continuity of their activities. Their networks steadily recovered from closures and blockages and 

almost immediately reappeared under other aliases or identifications” (Torres 2015). Three 

clusters of Western women’s motivations for joining Daesh can be found in the radicalisation 

literature and research: “the fulfilment of an ideological and religious duty; the search for 

belonging to a group; and the desire to give meaning to their existence” (Moreno 2020: 30). These 

motivations combine the sense of religion with a desire of women’s empowerment and 

emancipation, that can derive from belonging (membership) to the group. It should be noted that 

many of these women were almost adolescents during the misnamed «war on terrorism», thus 

their positive perception of Daesh and its intention to create a perfect Muslim society where they 

could fully live their religion is the result of at certain stigmatisation of Muslims in Western society 

(Hoeg 2019), as outlined in the introduction. This perception has often been combined with the 

rejection and anger aimed at the foreign policy of their countries towards the Muslim world, 

becoming an element in a subsequent process of religious radicalisation. In addition to this, they 

perceive the Caliphate as the opportunity to actively contribute to the creation of a new society 

in which one can be free to follow its own religious precepts and in which women are respected 

differently than in the morally corrupt and decadent Western society. Indeed, they do not really 
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believe in terrorism, but they wish to participate in the creation of a new state, ideologically pure 

(Peresin 2015). 

With regard to the above evidence, it clearly follows that the function of women in consolidating 

the Caliphate and their work should not be underestimated: “ensuring the birth, growth and 

education of the next generation of jihadists, encouraging the men in their family unit to fight 

and, if necessary, taking up arms themselves or carrying out terrorist actions, either because of 

the lack of male combatants or because the tactical or political and strategic situation required 

it” (Kneip 2016). 

Moreover, the symbolic relevance of a terrorist action carried out by a woman rather than a man 

would have a greater impact around the world, in order to attract Muslims to join the cause 

(Roubanis 2020). Daesh’s propaganda knows about this, and has been developing and 

supporting this possibility (Europol 2018). 

The great “flexibility” and capacity of women to take different roles into the organisation should 

be stressed as one of the fundamental aspects in the focus on gender dimension in radical 

religious groups. As argued by Moreno, one of the first steps is, in fact, to recognise that women, 

including Muslim women, can pose an equally dangerous threat as those posed by men. Their 

work as wives of fighters, mothers, educators of the next generation, recruiters and fundraisers 

for the organisation as well as workers in the segregated institutions of the Caliphate, added to 

the possibility to be involved in violent actions when the time comes highlights the importance 

of women as key and active figures in the jihadist fight  (Moreno 2020: 29-30). 

   

3.4 Focus on the youth dimension 
 

A recurring pattern that can be pinpointed in the analysis of the profiles of jihadist attackers and 

foreign fighters is the relatively young age of these individuals, which makes violent Islamist 

extremism in Europe a wide youth phenomenon (Ljamai 2020: 3). As pointed out by Vicente 

(2020), youth has always had a strategic role in global jihadism both in the function of the so-

called jihad defence - in countries where military conflict caused by occupying forces undermine 

the integrity and independence of Muslim communities - and to fulfil the necessity of recruitment 

and operational capacity abroad of the extremist organisations, endorsed by the jurisprudence 

of the fundamentalist sheikhs. In particular, Vincente (2020) points out the growing recruiting of 

youth in Europe, which generated as a result of the civil war in Syria in 2012 and the birth of the 

Islamic State that was consolidated in 2014 with the proclamation of the IS caliphate. Indeed, 

data about the average age of European jihadists between 2014 and 2017 reflect this 

demographic reality: at the time of the attack, 9% of perpetrators were underage, 30% were in 

the 18-24 age bracket, 30% in the 25-30 bracket and, finally, 27% were over 30% (Vidino and 
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Carenzi 2018). In addition to this, the text analysis results indicate that “youth” highly co-occurs 

with terrorism, with 498 co-occurrences in the same paragraph and 442 times with the term 

”Islam”. Despite the fact that radicalised youngsters are not the only category to be taken into 

consideration – March 2017 Westminster terrorists were in their 50s (Vidino and Marone 2018), 

terrorist attacks occurred in 2020, such as Vienna’s and Nice’s, shows that the age composition 

of terrorist attackers has not changed substantially, since both perpetrators were under 25 

(France24 2020; Connolly 2020). 

According to Roy, it is reasonable to talk about a process of Islamisation of the radicalisation (Roy 

2015), meaning that these youngsters, especially second-generation Muslims, frequently frame 

a generational rebellion and nihilism in jihadist terms, that represent the strongest anti-systemic 

narrative. Indeed, all the multi-level drivers explained above – such as socio-psychological, 

identity-related and socioeconomic factors – and the interplay thereof seems to be potentially 

more detrimental when it comes to young people (RAN 2019). The youth is traditionally more 

vulnerable to structural and individual tensions, which make them more receptive to violent 

Islamist extremism. For instance, research conducted by sociologist Lorne Dawson highlighted 

that radicalisation started with a teen identity crisis for some young individuals that joined IS in 

Syria and Iraq (Prime 2017). Feelings of alienation or disregard towards the culture they grew in 

drove them to find alternative answers in more extremist worldviews such as the jihadist 

perspective, which offers a simpler interpretation of reality. This binary logic is expressed in the 

jihadist dogma of loyalty between Muslims and the rejection of non-Muslims (al-wala’ wa-l-bara’) 

(Ljamai 2020: 13). 

In this framework, online platforms and social networks that youngsters widely use help the 

jihadist message to spread and reach out to troubled youth, hence increasing the likelihood of 

violent Islamist radicalisation. As highlighted by literature analysing the ‘communicative 

ecosystem’ of radicalisation, social media plays an important role, both as a coping and 

empowerment mechanism and, therefore, can also facilitate the process of radicalisation and 

the recruitment of new generations of terrorists who perceive violence as a form of activism 

(Orsini 2020). This phenomenon has become particularly evident in recent years, especially after 

the media campaign put in place by the Islamic State after the civil war in Syria and the foundation 

of the caliphate; macabre and shocking cases of extreme violence have been uploaded to 

massive online sharing platforms, such as YouTube, Facebook, Twitter. For example, “the leader 

of a virtual network for propaganda dissemination appointed a teenager as the administrator of 

a Facebook group and provided her with media material to publish. This practice allowed the 

recruiter to test the adolescent’s engagement with the cause while, at the same time, deter her 

from leaving the mobilization process by prematurely involving her in criminal acts” (Vicente 

2020: 20). In the view proposed by Kortam, a lot of radicalised young people suffer from a shared 

lack of acceptance by the society in which they live. In this way, youth seek refuge, acceptance 

and understanding within social networks and thus become the hotbeds of concrete solidarity 

through which to consolidate their personal identity (Kortam 2017). This process leads young 

people to seek within the religious experience, even extreme, a way through which to challenge 
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state institutions. For example, the case discussed by Kortam in the French context reports that 

the choice of young people to enter the jihadist groups is not only a matter of a ‘simple’ 

indoctrination in a virtual environment but, it becomes a personal and individualised way to 

administer justice directly and more effectively (ibid.). The virtual environment provides the 

possibility to receive approval, solidarity and consensus by radical groups and gives access to 

several information and resources, even technical, about planning attacks and warfare strategies 

or making explosives. In addition to this, social media works as a sort of amplifier of the 

communicative potential of the Islamist propaganda (Orsini  2020). It must be noted that this 

framework, in the case of youth and radicalisation dynamics, is much more complex than an 

individual reaction (micro) to contextual elements (macro) through the redefinition of the self in 

a defined group (meso). In addition to factors impacting the individual choice to join an extremist 

group or accept the display of a political agenda through violent means, the relationship between 

the diffusion/perpetration if violence through technology must be considered, as well as the 

recruiting capability of this mechanism for new generations of terrorists (Mansour-Ille 2019). The 

possibility to access materials related/produced by extreme groups and the possibility to 

“virtualise” the relations with them reduces the concrete risk (in an initial phase) of the physical 

presence playing a significant role during the first (attractive) stage of the youth radicalisation 

process. It is important to note that, as highlighted by Lynch and Veale, the entanglement that 

links Muslim youths and radicalisation led the debate on a theoretically dangerous milieu that 

assumes “an untested assumption that radicalization and its perceived consequences were 

processes unique to Muslim youth populations living in Europe” (2015: 2003). In this sense, 

another interesting point to be considered in order to portray the youth dimension of 

radicalisation is the identitarian resistance that could be put into practice as a reaction to specific 

security policies, as highlighted by a research output reported by Faure-Walker: “a year later a 

local PREVENT Counter-Terrorism Strategy [one of the pillars of CONTEST, the United Kingdom’s 

Strategy for Countering Terrorism] had been implemented in the school and these same 

students were among those who informed me that they no longer engage in political debates 

because they feared being reported under PREVENT. As one of them had quoted the Koran to 

justify harming gay men in our earlier discussion, their fear that they would be reported may 

have been justified. As a result of PREVENT, classroom debates were silenced and a mechanism by 

which extreme views were being moderated had been disrupted” (Faure-Walker 2019: 11, emphasis 

added). 

In addition to this, a text analysis has been conducted to examine the co-occurrence of the 

keyword “counter radicalisation” with the target words SECURITY, DIALOGUE and SOCIAL 

NETWORK.25 While the co-occurrence between counter-radicalisation and the words security, 

social networks and dialogue is relatively low when choosing the option of “same paragraph” 

(e.g., words that occur together in the same paragraph and “same sentence”, (e.g., words that 

 

25 The expression SOCIAL NETWORK contains a series of words representing mass media, such as 

communication, internet, media, network, networks and online. 
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appear together in the same sentence), a higher co-occurrence is observed between the words 

of interest when considering the same document. In particular, our analysis shows that counter 

radicalisation co-occurs around 50 times with “security”, “social networks'' and “dialogue” as 

shown in the table below. 

 

TARGET KEYWORD CO-OCCURS DO NOT IS ABSENT Inclusion 

SECURITY COUNTER 

RADICALISATION 

54 1 190 0.959 

DIALOGUE COUNTER 

RADICALISATION 

49 6 216 0.698 

SOCIAL 

NETWORK 

COUNTER 

RADICALISATION 

54 1 283 0.425 

Table 3 - Co-occurrence of keyword “counter radicalisation” – same document 

 

3.5 Gaps in literature  

 

To portray the existing gaps in violent religious extremism studies, it is necessary to clarify that we 

are, obviously, in front of a very extended body of scientific and grey literature focusing on this 

theme. The proliferation of studies implies the multiplication of definitions, epistemological 

proposals and research paths. This is justified from one side by the protean nature of this 

phenomenology and, on the other side, the significant mutation of several macro/contextual 

elements of the last few years. In metaphorical terms we can say that religious extremism acts 

like a “glove”, adapting and hybridising with the new possibilities that arise from time to time. As 

shown above, over half (59%) of the literature reviewed is research-based, discussing empirical 

data but, confronting with such protean phenomenon, much of the literature suggests that it is 

useful to provide new and fresh data on this changing and adaptive topic, elaborating renewed 

epistemological frameworks to analyse it. Moreover, the time needed to carry out research 

makes the research results very exposed to quick explanatory obsolescence.  As underlined in 

our work, these points require a wider analytical framework when looking at such changing 

phenomenology. The interplay between different levels of analysis is necessary to catch the 

interplay that shapes new forms of violent radicalisation based on fragmentation and 

hybridisation. This interrelation, which in our view stands between the crisis of participation and 

the crisis of integration of individuals, urgently needs to assist in re-thinking our cognitive 

frameworks and research tools with a participation-oriented approach. Connecting individuals, 

groups and context-related factors thanks to participative practices help us to understand and 
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design counterbalancing strategies for these new forms of extremism, radicalisation and 

terrorism. Nowadays, the close connection between theory and innovation shall be the guiding 

principle in order to frame the “clues” in the complex field of radicalisation processes. 

Another context which should be further analysed in light of the latest global dynamics is the 

increasingly important role that online platforms might play in the process of violent Islamist 

radicalisation. Although the online dimension of Islamist extremist is one of the most studied in 

recent years, some specific gaps can be identified. In this direction, Torres-Soriano argues that 

“despite notable advances in scientific knowledge of jihadist Internet forums, an important gap 

still exists which conditions our understanding of the phenomenon. The interactions on such 

sites are not confined to the content that is published openly or restricted to community 

members” (Torres-Soriano 2014: 2). Until recently, online social networks have been largely 

understood as propagandistic channels through which extremist preachers, recruiters and more 

structured jihadist organisations reach and indoctrinate new members. Research conducted at 

the European level showed that 19 individuals out of 88 cases sought Islamist extremist material 

online (Rekawek et al. 2018). This point introduces another challenge for methodological 

innovation and research, as PARTICIPATION wants to propose, that should be able to chart a path 

for understanding not only how extremist groups communicate contents, but underlining the 

heuristic relevance of the visual analysis for the comprehension of radicalisation processes, and 

the use of digital media to reach their potential audience of sympathisers (Bouko et al. 2021). 

However, despite being a growing phenomenon, virtual radicalisation and online self-

radicalisation still play a secondary role. Nevertheless, the restrictions of movement due to the 

Covid-19 pandemic may transform online platforms into relevant recruitment channels for 

violent religious oriented extremists with exponentially greater power (Käsehage 2021). In this 

framework, young people may be particularly vulnerable as they are likely to spend more time 

online due to closed schools, the shutdown of leisure activities and the decline of employment 

opportunities (UNITAR 2020). In the US, for instance, some cases of quick online self-

radicalisation of some far-right and conspiracy theorists, such as in the case of Jessica Prim (CeSI 

2021), raise doubts about how extremist online materials, easy to reach and read, may solely 

represent a driver of self-radicalisation within the violent Islamist realm. 

Another controversial element that should be further analysed is the nexus between Islamist 

terrorism and crime. In the latest report by EUROPOL (2020), such a perspective is partly 

dismissed since there is no substantial evidence of a systematic link between these two 

phenomena. However, as highlighted by past research (Basra et al. 2016), the crime-terror nexus 

(CTN) can be a useful concept for investigating the drivers of violent Islamist radicalisation. As 

highlighted by Lakhani in a CTN qualitative study conducted in the UK, there is a growing 

tendency for extremist groups and organisations in recruiting petty and street criminals into their 

network, offering them a “quality leap”, powered by radical ideology, offering new solid 

motivations to intensify their criminal activity (Lakhani 2018). Indeed, since criminal jihadist 

organisations seem to recruit, often unintendedly, from the same pool of people, it is crucial that 

the way violent Islamist groups interact with criminal activities should be further analysed. Some 
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Islamist groups occasionally adopt criminal strategies in order to increase their resources. 

PARTICIPATION proposes the exploration of this relationship through a holistic approach with 

specific research activities - as social labs (T3.2) - in different contexts (prisons, municipalities, 

schools, religious communities, online platforms), as well as different on-line contexts, that can 

support, through particular strategies, processes of disengagement and detachment, using the 

same tools which can driver extremism and radicalisation. 

Researchers should focus their attention on the reasons behind the increasing involvement of 

women in jihadist organisations and social movements. Despite the traditional restrictive views 

of jihadism on women’s social activities, the level of women’s involvement in jihadist 

organisations is growing both in numbers and roles. Such a structural metamorphosis highlights 

new strategic needs of extremist Islamist organisations and provides an insight into the 

challenges these networks are facing, especially in terms of lack of manpower to manage 

organisational activities. However, the radicalising factors that are driving women to actively take 

part in violent and disruptive actions should be investigated. Women are much more present in 

radical groups than it is thought, and the strength and preservation of the organisations seem to 

depend to a large extent on women’s work. Even if literature has explored the possible roots and 

dynamics of women’s radicalisation, the literature on the topic is sparse and limited. There is, for 

example, a clear gap on a possible relationship between global care chains and the involvement 

of women in violent extremist groups (Martin 2020: 4-14). The PARTICIPATION project analytical 

path may relate with this gap by proposing specific research activities devoted to the exploration 

of gender-related issues (T2.3, T4.4, and fieldwork within the Social Labs framework). To 

successfully contest violent extremism and radicalisation what is needed is a holistic approach 

both in epistemological sense and in terms of the actors involved in research and preventive 

actions. 

Indeed, the issue of radicalisation of women has not been explored enough, nor has this issue 

been linked to young socialisation leading to radicalisation through in-depth and empirical 

exploration. Religious radicalisation of youth has become a more investigated subject in recent 

years, but empirical research on the individual psychological and co-occurrent factors in the 

decision of committing radicalised acts remains a critical issue and needs further nuanced 

explorations. “Radicalization is a complex multidimensional process, and the factors that could 

influence it are not well known yet. And we know even less about the factors influencing 

radicalization specifically among women”. (Morgades-Bamba et al. 2018: 2-3).  Radicalised (or at 

risk of radicalisation) youth are the central focus on the European policy agenda on security and 

counter-radicalisation, which is one of the principal reasons for further in-depth investigation on 

the matter. PARTICIPATION project deals with this important issue exploring the mix of 

psychological and social mechanisms of alienation and radicalisation of youth in urban and peri-

urban contexts. The project will develop a specific participatory analysis on the socio-

psychological effects of urban ecology on extremism and radicalisation, as well as polarisation 

and alienation of young people. Within this background, the main units of analysis are 

municipalities, urban districts, schools, religion and ethnic communities (WP3) as well as every 
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place where the radicalisation as re-socialisation and, at the same time, disintegration process 

can start. 

 

GAP RELEVANCE to PARTICIPATION PROJECT 

Research as methodological innovation PARTICIPATION analytical framework to catch 

the interplay between micro, meso and macro 

factors that shape new forms of violent 

radicalisation based on fragmentation and 

hybridisation 

Online platforms as hubs of hybridised 

forms of radicalisation and polarisation 

Visual content analysis drawing data from digital 

media (ie. memes) used to reach the potential 

audience of sympathisers 

Questioning the crime-terrorism link Holistic approach to the matter with specific 

research activities in different contexts (prisons, 

municipalities, schools, religious communities, 

on-line platforms) 

Women involvement in terroristic social 

movements 

Specific research activities devoted to the 

exploration of gender-related issues 

Youth and radicalisation Focus on psychological and social mechanisms 

of alienation and radicalisation of youth in urban 

and peri-urban context 

Table 2: Overview of gaps identified in the literature, and their relevance to PARTICIPATION project. 
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4.1. Introduction 
 

Far-right violent extremism is the fastest growing form of violent extremism in Europe today. This 

development poses complex challenges to policy makers, practitioners and researchers.  Part of 

the complexity comes from the diversity of this extremism, shaped by different national and 

regional cultures, which bring very different relationships with far-right traditions, extremisms 

and memories of violence. Differences in political history between north and south, eastern, 

central and western Europe are evident today in the structuring capacity of representative 

political institutions.  The importance of political context is evident in the development of 

different expressions of populist movements across Europe, characterised by antagonism 

towards and/or rejection of elites, parliamentary democracy, and what is presented as 

bureaucratic politics.  

At the same time, however, there are important convergences occurring across far-right 

movements and cultures, evident in the development of pan-European far-right movements and 

platforms.  These are linked in particular to forms of networking practices and cultures associated 

with social media, online gaming, and digital cultures.  

While much academic literature dealing with the rise of the far-right in Europe focuses on 

populism and the associated dealignment of political representation evident in the rise of new 

populist movements and parties, research is increasingly directed to the ‘re-assemblage’ of far-

right extremism in Europe today (Forchtner & Kolvraa 2017).  These points need to move beyond 
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the ‘recruiter-vulnerable person’ paradigm that remains important in practitioner cultures, and 

to understand instead mutations of activism involved in new forms of violent extremism. In 

particular associated with digital cultures, involving transformations of fandom, gamification, 

‘meme-magic’, consumer cultures, conspiracy theories and identity politics, and new expressions 

of occultism.  All these points to a shift from older expressions of ‘street-fighter’ far-right violent 

extremism, to the urgent need to support new synergies between practitioners and researchers 

to understand and respond to what is emerging as the fastest growing expression of violent 

extremism in Europe today. 

 

4.1.1 Methodology 
 

This study is based on a systematic literature review of scientific and ‘grey’ work on far-right 

extremism, with grey literature consisting of non-peer-reviewed papers, policy papers, research 

reports by think tanks and NGOs, government reports. The focus was on far-right actors and 

movements that may or may not lead to terrorism and political violence. Reflecting the overall 

focus of PARTICIPATION, the work undertaken has a particular engagement with the experience 

of young people in Europe today.  The systematic review that is detailed in this chapter consists 

of both a qualitative and quantitative analysis of the corpus of texts, with a view to capturing 

themes, data, frameworks and transformations. 

The scientific literature involved in this systematic review was identified through the two principal 

data bases, Scopus (over 23,452 peer-reviewed journals) and Web-of-Science covering 12,000 

high impact journals (2017 figures). Between them these two databases cover the core disciplines 

framing this research, such as Sociology, Psychology, Political Sciences, and International 

Relations. For Web of Science the search was carried out selecting the Social Sciences Citation 

Index (SSCI) and Emerging Sources Citation Index (ESCI). For Scopus, the search was carried out 

using both social science and psychology indexes.   

Mirroring the approach taken with regards to the other areas being addressed in this study, the 

systematic review of work on far-right extremism applies the same search criteria.   This involves 

a keyword search of journal abstracts, together with title and keywords of journal articles.  The 

period chosen to study was the last five years at the time the study was undertaken (2015 to early 

2021).  Despite the limitations involved, the systematic review across the four areas being studied 

focuses on articles published in English.  This reflects the status of English as the language 

currently most used for international research communication.  The search also involved a 

geographic focus on Europe, therefore limited to studies specifically addressing European 

experiences or contexts.  Using a shared strategy serves as a common baseline search for the 

four kinds of extremism being explored in this systematic literature review. 
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The key search terms for far-right extremism draw on recent EU projects, in the systematic 

literature review undertaken by the Horizon 2020 Dare project (Franc and Pavlovic, 2018). Once 

a set of search terms was constructed, these were piloted to test for the most relevant in terms 

of final article extraction.  

The final key words included in the search terms for far-right extremism were: Far-right, alt-right, 

ultra-right, identitarian, radical right, violent right, nationalism (extreme, violent, ultra), patriotism 

(extreme, violent, ultra).  Combined, these terms yielded 318 hits and Web of Science search 392 

hits. This resulted in 710 journal articles combined. After 253 duplicates were removed 457 

remained. Following a scan of the relevance of abstract and title, the bibliographical index was 

reduced further to 309 articles. Another more detailed reading of the abstracts led to the final 

selection of  a total 94 articles. Of these, 16 articles had a gender focus (16 articles). The full PDF 

text of these 94 articles made up the corpus of texts for the qualitative and quantitative 

systematic literature review engaging with far-right extremism26. 

The quantitative analysis of the corpus of texts proceeds through several stages.  The first of 

these is a descriptive analysis to consider the concepts and categories associated with each form 

of extremism being explored by PARTICIPATION. Significantly the quantitative analysis associates 

one key term with each of the forms of extremism being examined.  In the case of far-right 

extremism, this is the term ‘Populism’ (compared with ‘terrorism’ for religious extremism, 

‘securitisation’ for separatism, and ‘police’ for far-left extremism.  The strong association of 

different key terms with different expressions of terrorism suggests that these phenomena are 

approached within both ‘research’ and ‘grey’ literature as significantly different, located within 

different conceptual and policy frameworks. 

The descriptive analysis identifies the terms that are most and least associated with each form 

of extremism that we examine in this literature review.  For far-right extremism this gives the 

following: 

More Less 

Politics Terrorism 

 

26 Scopus search term for far-right extremism: 318 hits TITLE-ABS-KEY ( ( *radical* OR extrem* ) AND (alt-right OR 

right-wing OR ultra-right OR radical-right OR violent-right OR identitarian OR extreme-nationali* OR violent-
nationali* OR ultra-nationali* OR extreme-patrioti* OR violent-patrioti* OR ultra-patrioti*) AND ( cause* OR root* 
OR trigger* OR determin* OR process* OR motiv* OR factor* OR role* OR driver*) ) AND ( PUBYEAR > 2014 ) AND ( 
LIMIT-TO ( SRCTYPE,"j" ) ) AND ( LIMIT-TO ( DOCTYPE,"ar" ) ) ) AND ( LIMIT-TO ( SUBJAREA,"SOCI" ) OR LIMIT-TO ( 
SUBJAREA,"PSYC" ) )# . Web of Science search term for far-right extremism: 392 hits (((TS=((*radical* OR extrem*) 
AND ((alt-right OR right-wing OR ultra-right OR radical-right OR violent-right OR identitarian OR extreme-nationali* 
OR violent-nationali* OR ultra-nationali* OR extreme-patrioti* OR violent-patrioti* OR ultra-patrioti*) AND (cause* 
OR root* OR trigger* OR determin* OR process* OR motiv* OR factor* OR role* OR driver*))) AND 
DOP=(2015/2021)) AND DT=(Article)) AND LA=(English))  
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Populism Islam 

Gender Youth 

Economy Security 

Migration Community 

Government Religion 

Democracy Police 

Ideology Propaganda 

Local Radical 

Trust Extremism 

Policy Education 

Movement Hate 

Society Social network 

Christian  

 

This pattern of terms captures some important characteristics of the way both scientific and 

policy-oriented literature approach far-right extremism vis-à-vis other forms of extremism.  Far-

right extremism is more likely to be understood as a movement, more likely to be associated with 

questions of locality.  Gender is more likely to emerge as an axis of analysis, as too are economic 

patterns, social trust, and government and politics. Compared to the other forms of extremism 

addressed in this systematic review, far right extremism less likely to be seen as an expression 

of a community, to be an object of focus for police, is less associated with the term ‘terrorism’, 

and is less associated with youth, propaganda, or hate.  Far-right extremism is more likely to be 

associated with the term ‘Christian’, and less likely to be associated with the term ‘Islam’. And as 

we note above, the term in the literature most associated with far-right extremism is ‘populism’. 

This quantitative analysis captures a dominant semantic framework that has important 

implications not only in terms of research paradigms, but also public policy - whether local, 

national or at the level of the EU as a whole.  This question is a key theme that PARTICIPATION is 

exploring, in particular in terms of prevention strategies. 

The quantitative analysis of the text corpus extends beyond the frequency of different terms, to 

explore the way these are associated by means of a correspondence analysis.  This is presented 

in the overview chapter, where a detailed analysis of the co-occurrence of different terms is 

presented.  One of the key findings to emerge through this analysis is the relative lack of attention 

to the relationship between age and gender in experiences of radicalisation, across both 
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academic research and policy-focused literature.  This area is a key theme being explored by 

PARTICIPATION. 

 

4.1.2 Brief historical notes and the relevance of the 

phenomenon in the European context 
 

Factors relating to radicalisation and recruitment to far-right groups and ideology can be rooted 

in European history, primarily to the roots of the social movements of the far-right in the inter-

war and the Second World War periods. These movements continued to exist and to transform 

during the Cold War, in both Western and Eastern Europe (Camus, Lebourg 2017, 16-18). On the 

fringe of the political spectrum in Europe since the 1990s, with notable exceptions, these 

movements are gaining traction again into the mainstream.      

In specific areas of Europe, such as the Western Balkans and Eastern Europe, the spread of far-

right attitudes and values coincided with the end of the Cold War. It also resulted from revolts 

against socialist ideology (Mulhall and Khan-Ruf, 2020; p. 46). It is argued that the East European 

radical right has been influenced by the relatively low economic performance, cultural legacy, 

and perceived ethnic diversity (Buštíková, 2018; p.1). Literature here highlights how ethnic and 

religious divisions are targeted and accentuated whilst the credibility of local and international 

democratic institutions are frequently defaced (Bego, 2020; p. 46). In the Western Balkans, these 

attitudes have been built on fascist ideas that have existed through skinhead subcultures and 

have been influenced by migration in the region, thereby establishing a strong national belonging 

(ibid; p. 46-47). Extremist groups in the Balkans do not refer to themselves as "far-right" but 

instead as "third way", strongly gaining motivation from historical events such as the World Wars 

(ibid; p. 47). Moreover, relative to populist groups in Eastern Europe, "third way" groups tend not 

to engage in the electoral process and instead seek to gain mass support through extremist 

narratives. However, this phenomenon also has more recent roots and drivers, for instance the 

rising and rampant inequality of neoliberal economics in the region in the early 1990s (Korolczuk 

2019).  

This level of historic ethnic heterogeneity in countries such as Hungary, Poland and Romania, 

moreover, has resulted in the targeting minorities by far-right political groups. That is especially 

true for Roma and Jewish communities, which have consistently been the target of violent 

extremism. Just like in Romania, in Bulgaria, the far-right scene has targeted Roma and Turkish 

communities, whilst the anti-immigration rhetoric was strongly influenced by the 2015 refugee 

crisis (Rone, 2020; p. 66). Individuals exposed to extremist tendencies are influenced by a number 

of historical challenges of “nation-building, mixed with Leninist legacies, were primed to create 

contentious, exclusionary communities that would be incompatible with free markets and liberal 

democratic institutions” (ibid; p.2). The underlying consensus here relating to the increase of far-
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right extremists in Central and Eastern Europe is the transition to democracy for former 

communist countries (Ramalingam, 2014; p. 11). In this sense, there has also been a focus on 

class systems, particularly the 'elites', by the far-right. Extremists here describe financial crises as 

being man made. This also leads to anti-establishment groups that are motivated by inequalities 

(Chhor, 2018). Described as a 'cultural invasion', this causes "a growing sense of cultural anxiety 

and civilisational decline” (ibid). 

Young people are particularly drawn into far-right groups by popular sport culture (for Poland, 

see Kossakowski et al 2018; for Hungary, see Molnar & Whigham 2021). In Romania, far-right 

figures such as Corneliu Zelea Codreanu continue to be public topics of debate about masculinity. 

Furthermore, in schools World War II history is downplayed and ideologies that consumed the 

region, such as fascism and Nazism, are not explored well enough (Milekic, 2020). This is 

important from an educational perspective, especially considering the impact and role that the 

media has in spreading far-right rhetoric (Miller-Idriss and Pilkington, 2017). In other contexts in 

the region, far-right extremists in Croatia are influenced by the country’s roots in “ultra-

nationalism”, of which the spread of ideas on “ethnic supremacy” dating back to the country’s 

independence wars in the 1990s (Jegic, 2020). The various independence wars of the former 

Yugoslavia countries, in addition to war crimes committed in the region notably the Bosnian 

genocide have contributed to waves of far-right.  

One of the most recent events in the new dynamics of the far-right relates to the refugee crisis 

of 2015, where the rising number of migrants and refugees arriving in Europe resulted in the rise 

of violent right-wing extremism. Although anti-immigration attitudes are not new, the 2015 

refugee crisis has been used by the far right to further mobilise the support for stricter anti-

immigration policies and intensified discourses that scapegoats immigrants for societal issues. 

This is evident in the COVID-19 pandemic, in which immigrants and refugees have been blamed 

for spreading the virus (Mulhall and Khan-Ruf, 2020). The anti-immigration discourses that far-

right groups employ are often justified under the banner of threat by immigrants who take away 

their jobs and a perceived fear of demographic change (Chhor, 2018). Some far-right extremists 

refer to themselves as altruists who are ‘protecting’ their country, people and community against 

‘invading’ populations of immigrants (Close, 2020).  

In Western Europe, the notion of 'Islamification' of Europe motivated many actors but especially 

drives the interests of far-right extremists in demographics (based on ethnoracial construction) 

and who target increasing birth rates from ethnic minorities, especially Muslim.  

Also linked to the idea of the 'Islamification' of Europe is the references to ancient crusades. More 

far-right groups are employing symbols of medieval European crusades, the iconology of which 

denotes the protection of the Christian nation (Godwin and Trischler, N/A). The idea of ancient 

crusades against Muslim populations hundreds of years ago has influenced a new generation of 

anti-Muslim extremists (Knight, 2021). Such anti-Muslim rhetoric gained further influence 

following the 9/11 attacks, and the idea of a ’holy war’ against the Muslim population still has 

weight amongst extremists today. This can also extend to anti-Semitic far-right groups who target 
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the Jewish population, again rooted in the Jewish history dating back several years (Meleagrou-

Hitchens et al., 2020). 

Concerning gender, dating back to World War II, far-right extremists have often blamed the wider 

feminism movement for socio-economic insecurity; in this particular context, men feeling 

threatened by women taking over their jobs (ADL, 2018). Today, far-right extremism is more likely 

to focus on the supposed links between feminism and declining birth rates, linked to the 'great 

replacement' theory. 

Other configurations have emerged in terms of foreign policy in Western Europe primarily as a 

heritage of colonialism. For instance, Islamists often claim that France is a legitimate target due 

to its long history of interventions in the Muslim world, particularly the Middle East and North 

Africa (MENA) region. France has historically seen the Mediterranean as a region of strategic 

importance in its struggle against other European states: Egypt, Algeria and Tunisia (despite 

Italian protests), and partitioned Morocco together with Spain. After World War I, France gained 

a further foothold in the Middle East by obtaining a League of Nation mandate to govern what is 

now Syria and Lebanon. French interventionism continued as the decolonisation process ensued 

during the Cold War. Most notably, it tried to prevent Algerian independence, fighting a seven-

year war against nationalist forces which killed hundreds of thousands of people and was 

eventually lost by France.  (Arnold, 2000, 25) 

Linked to the situation is the structure of the French society and economy, which also needs to 

be taken into account when analysing the radicalisation of young French Muslims. The failed, or 

rather non-existent integration policy of the numerous immigrants is an important explanation 

of radicalisation, just as a long tradition of secularism and many of its citizens have held a very 

negative view of any form of religion.  

Similar dynamics are present in the Netherlands. In 2002, after the rise of the new populist right, 

behind the Lijst Pim Fortuyn (LPF) banner, and the political crisis stemming from its leader’s 

assassination on the eve of the parliamentary elections, the religious parties returned to the fore, 

holding power in Jan Peter Balkenende’s four governments (2002-2010). CDA first formed a 

coalition with the populists and Pim Fortuyn’s political successors (de Jonge 2019).  After the 

failure of this coalition, it managed to hold on to power with the support of social democrats and 

the liberals. The target of Fortuyn’s antagonism was not immigrants per se, but rather second 

and third-generation descendants from Turkish and Moroccan nationals who were brought into 

the country when there was a shortage of labor. Some citizens considered that these people had 

failed to integrate into Dutch society. In 2006, Geert Wilders founded the “Party for Freedom” or 

PVV, becoming a controversial political figure worldwide for his views on Islam, calling for the 

closure of all Islamic schools, and the creation of an ethnic registry for all Dutch citizens. Wilders 

also took issue with other European refugees (such as Eastern Europeans). In recent elections, 

his voters opted for a new face in Dutch politics: Thierry Baudet and his party “Forum for 

Democracy.” In his victory speech, Baudet criticized the country’s governing classes for their 

“oikophobia,” a word popularized by British philosopher Roger Scruton, referring to “the felt need 
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to denigrate the customs, culture and institutions that are identifiably ‘ours.’” Additionally, Baudet 

managed to add climate skepticism to his agenda at a time when there was a perceived 

consensus on climate change in Dutch politics. 

      

4.1.3 Contemporary mutations 
 

Populism and the dealignment of political representation: Academic literature on far-right 

extremism is dominated by studies of the rise of populist political parties and movements, 

framed in terms of a ‘dealignment’ of political parties and representation (Alonso and Rovira 

Kaltwasser, 2015; Abou-Chadi and Kraus, 2020).  This development is explored in terms of the 

emergence of anti-immigration movements (Abbas, 2020), movements structured around fear of 

crime (Amengay & Stocjemer 2019; Burscher, van Spanje and de Vreese, 2015) and loss of 

employment as part of responses to deindustrialisation. These movements are frequently 

framed as political expressions of the ‘losers in globalisation’ (Alfonso and Papadopoulos 2020, 

Agarin 2020). 

Adverse impacts of globalisation: The discipline of political science in particular points to changing 

patterns of political structuration, where political parties and debates are less organised in terms 

of economic categories, and increasingly structured by cultural themes. Anxiety about change is 

presented as a driver of authoritarianism, while fear of the impact of migration is seen as a driver 

of xenophobia, which in some cases can develop into anti-immigrant violence. It is argued that 

what unifies these different actors is a belief in the adverse impact of globalisation and associated 

new mobilities. 

Rejection of bureaucratic politics: Studies of populist movements argue that they are characterised 

by a rejection of bureaucratic, impersonal organisational processes and political models.  This is 

articulated and mobilised by political actors in terms of ‘the people’ versus ‘the elites’, sustaining 

political ideologies framed as anti-elitist, anti-institutional, and anti-parliamentary democracy.   

Beyond status-frustration of the losers of globalisation: Significant currents within academic 

literature caution against seeing violent right-wing extremism as a consequence or an extension 

of populist movements.  Such ‘causal’ analyses suggest that violent right-wing extremism is 

‘caused’ by social polarisation, negative personal experiences or social and psychological needs 

(Pisoiu 2015).  While ‘status frustration’ may be an important dimension of the rise of certain 

expressions of populism, the empirical evidence for this in relation to the passage to extreme 

violence appears limited. Pisoiu examines pathways to violent extremism in Germany, 

highlighting the shift from ‘skinheads’ to ‘autonomous nationalists’ in the case of far-right 

activists, with jihadist violence more associated with themes of ‘guilt’ rather that economic 

exclusion. She argues that the key to understanding radicalisation is not the incidence of social 

strain, but the emergence of subcultures that constitute life-worlds where individuals construct 
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meaning, motivation and action. Rather than seeking ‘causal factors’, the study of violent 

extremism needs to capture ‘agency’ and ‘meaning’; something she suggests points to culture 

that she frames in terms of ‘sub-cultures of political violence’.  Other approaches that argue on 

similar lines propose that far-right extremism needs to be understood as a social movement. 

 

4.1.3.1 The creative re-assembling of far-right extremism in Europe today 
‘Re-assembling’ far-right extremism - from political ideologies to the construction of subjectivities:  

Forchtner and Kolvraa (2017) explore this re-assembling in terms of the ‘cultural imaginaries’ of 

the extreme right, through an examination of neo-Nazi groups and networks on Facebook. They 

argue that the scientific focus on populist parties has led to an insufficient analysis of extremist 

groups. These include, among others, contemporary Nazism and the increasing interpenetration 

of Nazi themes with contemporary youth culture through forms of ‘bricolage’ or creative re-

assembling and ad-hoc improvisation. They explore what they argue is a new ‘scale of values’ 

emerging in contemporary fascism, that involve a break with classical expressions of energy, 

dynamism, power, movement, willpower and youth.  While some expressions of this take the 

form of hyper-masculinity, as in the Nordic Resistance Movement, others are more connected 

with intimacy and authenticity. 

The politics of memory: in complex societies, memory has become much more clearly identified 

as a social, political and affective production, and critical to national identity. The field of memory 

is a critically contested space in European societies; not only as part of the attempt by populist 

movements to reframe national narratives (Petzold 2020, Steenvoorden and Harteveled 2018 ), 

but also as a site for the production of local ‘memory landscapes’ that may play a key role in 

creating diverse and pluralist communities (Saunders 2020). 

Food cultures, national socialism and veganism: Forchtner and Kolvraa explore the importance of 

visual media  ̶  from YouTube videos to Facebook  ̶  exploring the way food cultures associated 

with veganism have proved fertile grounds for expressions of Nazism, evident in the Nazism of 

Balaclava Küche (Balaclava Kitchen) and the wide network it was part of on Facebook. What is 

critical to understand here, they argue, is less far-right political ideologies than the construction 

of subjectivities.  

Fashion and Nipsters (Nazi hipsters): Other researchers point to the ‘mainstreaming’ and 

transformation of neo-Nazism through consumer culture, in particular through the growth of 

global fashion brands that celebrate key dimensions of Nazism. Elke Gaugele (2019) highlights 

the importance of ‘street’ fashion, through which celebrations of Nazism become associated with 

its semantic capital of rebellion and commodification of protest and resistance. These emergence 

of neo-Nazi street-style fashion brands break with the skinhead style of street violence. Here 

Nazism is instead framed in terms of the ‘Nipster’, where fashion is emerging as a vehicle for 

unification of European Identitarianism and the US alt-right. 



121 

 

Pre-Christian religions, Nordic mythologies, Satanism: An important challenge facing researchers is 

to understand the significance of new religious movements such as Nordic mythologies and the 

Occult and Satanism to violent far-right extremism. In some cases this appears to be more an 

identity marker, but in others the synthesis of ‘left-hand path Satanism’ and Neo-Nazism recurs 

across groups committed to violent extremism such as the System Resistance Network and 

Sonnenkrieg Division in Europe, extensions of the US-based Atomwaffen Division and the Order 

of Nine Angles (O9A), that emerged from this group.  Occult symbols such as the Black Sun 

(Sonnenrad) were associated with the author of the Christchurch massacre in 2018, while the far-

right extremist who murdered a UK member of Parliament Jo Cox as part of the campaign for 

Brexit in 2016 was connected to occult networks. 

 

4.1.3.2 The re-assemblage of far-right extremism and the digital culture 
Agency, world-building and narratives: The creative re-assemblage of the European far-right in 

digital culture represents a critical challenge to both researchers that are more familiar with 

international politics than memes, and to practitioners who understand radicalisation in terms 

of the recruitment of the vulnerable. The critical challenge to both researchers and practitioners 

is to understand the kinds of agency present in the re-assemblage of right-wing extremism in the 

digital space. One of the most significant expressions of agency in the digital space is fandom, 

that Jenkins (2006) suggests is not simply a source of cultural innovation but a model of 

citizenship and activism. We can see this in the three-finger salute of Hunger Games in protests 

ranging from the United States to Hong Kong, Myanmar, and Thailand. Marc Tuters explores such 

‘transmedia organising’ (Costanza-Chock 214), arguing that this involves ‘the co-creation of world-

building leading to narratives or story elements dispersing across multiple delivery channels’ 

(2019 45). 

Digital platforms, Pepe the Frog and LARPing: In the case of far-right extremism, such ‘world-

building leading to narratives’ emerged out of digital platforms such as 4chan, based on 

anonymity and ‘mask culture’ (McDonald 2015, Tuters 2019). Tuters argues that this culture that 

emerged on 4chan represents a ‘deep vernacular’ where individual identity is ‘effaced by the 

totemic deployment of memes’ (2019 40).  These processes are evident in the world building 

evident in the significance of bizarre figures such as Pepe the Frog, or the convergence of Incel 

misogyny and gaming culture in #Gamergate. This, making the /pol/ board of 4chan and later 

8chan as critical locations for the world-building and narratives associated with novel 

convergences of Nazism and youth culture. In such cases, far-right activism blurs into 

expressions of LARPing (Live Action Role Playing) (May and Feldman 2019).  

Gamification of violent extremism: Mirroring its significance in violent jihadism (McDonald 2018), 

gamification has become increasingly significant in far-right extremism (Tuters 2019). This is most 

evident in ideas of ‘score’ and images of agency articulated by killers, as in the attack on a 

synagogue in Halle in October 2019.  
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LARPing and the production of conspiracies: Gamification is increasingly important as a source of 

the production of conspiracies. This is evident in the creation of ‘Pizzagate’ on 4chan, which 

emerged out of communications where participants on the 4chan /pol/ board set out to explore 

leaked email communications. They believed that they had discovered a secret cabal of child 

abusers among Democrat politicians who were using a Washington Pizza parlour to traffic 

children, described as the emergence of ‘post-truth protest’ (Tuters et al 2018).  

Hiding in plain sight - symbols: An important dimension of far-right extremism is the role of 

symbols as media of communication, structured around hidden messages (Miller-Idriss 2019). 

This is an important dimension of extremist far-right consumerism, where hidden references to 

Nazism are to be found on T-shirts and home furnishings (Kekistan). Understanding this domain 

has emerged as a critical challenge for contemporary policing. 

Hiding in plain sight – conspiracies: Conspiracy theories are both a product of far-right extremism, 

and increasingly a fundamental vehicle for the discovery of, and engagement with, far right 

themes (Sturm and Albrecht 2020). One well-known example is the development of conspiracy 

theories around Covid-19 associated with movements ranging from anti-Vaxx activists to 

conspiracy theory activists that have emerged out of the ‘9/11Truth Movement’ in the United 

States, and which now have a significant presence in Europe. Key aspects of the QAnon 

conspiracy theory figure in the communications of the author of the attack on two Shisha bars in 

Hanau, Germany, in 2020. In this case, the attacker claimed that the United States was ruled by 

a power group involved in Satanism and child abuse; this group involved in murderous rituals 

taking place in hidden underground bases (McDonald 2020). 

While concerning US politicians, this conspiracy theory has ongoing impact across Europe; from 

the claims made by the Hanau murder in 2020, to the emergence of #SaveTheChildren networks 

in Europe as significant pathways for women in particular to become part of extreme-right 

activism. This pathway, based on Pizzagate, is premised on the conviction that those in power 

throughout Europe are part of a conspiracy committed to mind control and child abuse. 

 

4.1.4 (Re)definition(s) of far-right extremism 
 

A difference between far-right parties is often made between those that are radical and those 

that are extremist. This difference is important to distinguish, since countries will either ban or 

tolerate groups of different types. For example, Golden Dawn can be classified as an extreme 

right group, if we define “extreme” as those that “are often openly racist, have clear ties to fascism 

and also employ violence and aggressive tactics” (Halikiopoulou, 2018). Furthermore, ‘extreme’ 

groups are typically opposed to democracy and reject cultural diversity (Gattinara et al. 2020). On 

the other hand, “radical” right groups tend to be more political and include many increasingly 

successful parties throughout Europe, such as the Sweden Democrats. “These parties also use 
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nationalism to justify all their policy positions. But instead of the ethnic nationalist narrative 

adopted by extreme right parties – which focuses on blood, creed and common descent – radical 

right parties utilise a civic nationalist narrative to promote anti-immigrant agendas, which allows 

them to appear legitimate to a broad section of the population” (Halikiopoulou, 2018). In general, 

radical far-right groups, while hostile towards democracy, are not opposed to it, in contrast to 

extreme groups (ibid). 

Following from this, right-wing extremism can be defined as “anti-democratic opposition towards 

equality” (Jupskås and Segers, 2020), whereas right-wing radicalism can be defined as “illiberal 

opposition to equality” (ibid). As such, radical groups often seek to change a political system but 

will refrain from eliminating all aspects of democracy. This is in direct contrast to extremists 

whom seek to end democracy: the recent 2021 White House riots being an example (Golder, 

2016).  ”Historical key ingredients of far-right extremism (FRE) are racism, xenophobia, (ultra-

)nationalism, an anti-democratic or anti-establishment stance and a call for a strong state, 

although individual FRE ideologies may not incorporate all these components” (Sterkenburg et 

al. 2019; p. 2). However, as it will be shown in the gender section below, gender-equality 

discourses have also become a key marker of the far-right. 

 

4.1.4.1 Key features of far-right landscape 
Ideologically, the far-right landscape has been compromised into two main categories. Radicalism 

which calls for “root and branch” reform of the political and economic system without explicitly 

seeking to eliminate all forms of democracy (Golder, 2016). It looks for the support of the people 

by criticising crucial aspects of liberal democracy, such as pluralism and minority rights and 

publicly condemn the use of violence as an instrument of politics. This is the most common 

variant of the right movement with the majority of far-right parties in Europe, such as the Sweden 

Democrats and the Alternative fur Deutschland (AfD), as well as the Justice and Development 

Party in Turkey (Jupskås and Leidig, 2020).  

Extremism, in contrast, is directly opposed to democracy and its features such as sovereignty and 

majority rule. Often inspired by fascism or national socialism, the extreme right views inequality 

as part of the natural order and not something that should be subject to state intervention. It 

rejects all forms of ethnic or cultural diversity within a state and are open to violence for obtaining 

their political goals (ibid). 

Scholars recognize three main variants of the “nativist” component of the far-right ideology: 
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Figure 1. Extracted from Bjørgo and Ravndal (2019)  

 

Cultural nationalists usually operate within a democratic framework and do not promote violence, 

although they may differ in their degree of radicalism. It is typically represented by radical-right 

populist parties and movements against immigration and Islam. These movements are not 

preoccupied with racial or cultural differences but promote assimilation ( i.e. the idea that 

immigrants of a different ethnic and cultural origin should abandon their original culture and 

adopt Western culture) (ICCT, 2019; p. 4). 

Ethnic nationalists are exemplified by the Identitarian movement in Europe (see Generation 

Identity in the youth section). “The Identitarians avoid speaking about “race” altogether, preferring 

to use the less stigmatised notion of “ethnic identity” instead. They believe that all ethnic groups, 

including whites, have an equal right of self- preservation. Furthermore, to maintain ethnic 

diversity, which they see as valuable, different ethnic groups should be kept separate in order to 

preserve their unique norms, cultures, and characteristics. This idea is often referred to as 

“ethnopluralism” by the Identitarians—while others might see it as a new version of “apartheid”. 

Ethnic mixing and assimilation are considered to be harmful. In contrast to many cultural 

nationalists, Identitarians tend to distance themselves from many core liberal values and 

promote conservative views on gender roles. They strongly oppose immigration. The 

Identitarians have embraced and popularised the conspiracy theory of “The Great Replacement”, 



125 

 

claiming that policies by global liberal elites are intentionally replacing the native European 

populations with non-European peoples in a “genocide by substitution”. They claim that in order 

to prevent the so- called “great replacement” of ethnic Europeans, it will be necessary that all or 

most people of foreign descent return to their homelands. However, it is hard to envision how 

such “remigration” can be voluntary and implemented without some element of force. “The Great 

Replacement” rhetoric has subsequently been adopted by cultural nationalists as well as by racial 

nationalists, and was on the title page of the manifesto of the “Christchurch terrorist” (ibid). To 

support these theories, individuals often portray issues within a black-and-white mindset (Obaidi, 

2020), where far-right groups establish simple and easy solutions to perceived issues such as 

mass immigration (Roache, 2020). 

Racial nationalists fight for the so-called “racial purity” and embrace totalitarian principles, 

drawing inspiration from National Socialism, Fascism, Christian Identity or varieties of white 

supremacy. This category is predominantly based on anti-Semitic conspiracy theories, targeting 

Jews as the problem for immigration and egalitarianism, which will destroy the white race (ibid; 

p. 5).  

There is also a civic nationalism movement according to which the state is the primary unit of 

human organisation as individuals “choose” to be members of the civic nations with its common 

cultural values and practices. Civic nationalism emphasises the ideas of both assimilation and 

repatriation as a method for achieving a monocultural state (Mudde, 2020). 

Another feature of radical/extreme far right groups is the growing theme of using traditionally 

leftist ideology demands such as environmental protection and women’s rights to fulfil their 

nativist and nationalist agendas. What far-right groups try to do is blur the line between 

mainstream and far right politics by repackaging radical and extreme ideas in ways that resonate 

with widespread pop culture symbols and world-views. Hence, attracting in this way international 

media and influencing mainstream politics (Jupskås and Leidig, 2020). 

 

 

Figure 2. The four circles represent the core ideological features of the far right. The populism and 

nationalism circles in grey represent the fact that not all far right parties share nationalist or populist 

components and can also be found among mainstream parties. The purple area shows the 

combination of traits—radicalism, populism, and nationalism—that is increasingly dominant on the 
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contemporary far right. The orange region indicates the location of fascism. Figure extracted from 

Golder (2016). 

 

Populism has spread widely among many far-right parties. Unlike elitism, populism considers the 

people to be at the core of society’s decisions and the morally superior group. One of the core 

characteristics of populism is that it works for the “simple, ordinary people” who have suffered 

from disengaged representatives and ignorant elites who do not understand their struggle 

anymore. It attacks the elitist nature of liberal democratic politics, the scale and pace of the ethnic 

change, and the increasingly capitalistic and unequal economic settlement. 

Populism views society divided in “the corrupt elite” and “the pure people” with majority rule at 

its core. It calls for increased use of referenda, popular initiatives, and direct executive elections.  

Populism now is seen as fighting against Europe’s elite which includes the established political 

parties, intellectuals, the media and the economic upper class; all of whom are considered 

responsible for society’s ills. Also, populism has been associated with two types: Inclusionary 

populism, common among left-wing parties in Latin America which calls for additional benefits 

for the historically disadvantaged groups. And Exclusionary populism, dominant in Europe, and 

predominantly associated with right-wing parties, that base their criteria for exclusion on 

cultural, religious or ethnic reasons (ibid; pp 479). Although there are dark sides to populism as 

well, it raises uncomfortable and legitimate questions and its overall objective is to redress the 

balance between the “voiceless” and much less to install a fascist dictatorship.  

National Populism: As seen above, populism is driven by the core values of: 1) making the popular 

will heard and acted on; 2) defend and protect the interests of the plain, ordinary people and 3) 

the desire to replace corrupt and distant elites who do not understand the struggle of the people.   

Nationalism refers to the belief that “you are part of a group of people who share a common 

sense of history and identity and who are linked by a sense of mission or project” (Eatwell & 

Goodwin (2018, p. 69). Moreover, often confused with patriotism, nationalism involves more than 

a love for one’s homeland. It is driven by a strong desire to preserve a national identity from the 

rapid radical change and promote national interest - while being consistent with diversity of class, 

region or sexual orientation (ibid).  

Fascism: Although part of the far-right spectrum, fascist parties in Europe are not very frequent 

anymore as during the interwar period with its revolutionary communism, nationalisation of the 

masses during WWI, the acute systemic crisis that affected both liberal and conservative regimes 

and the economic collapse of capitalism (Golder, 2016). It has been written that the way fascism 

can still be viewed today, although sporadic, is through the so called “groupuscular right”; a group 

composed of militant activists who continue to promote various forms of revolutionary 

nationalism. Another way fascism has adapted to contemporary Europe is by “retaining its party 

form but shedding its revolutionary goals in the search for votes. Parties that have adopted this 

tactic are on the radical, not the extreme, right. Unlike fascist parties that seek to establish a new 
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political system through national rebirth, most radical right parties are reactionary in that they 

desire a “return” to a mythical and idealized version of the past where states were ethnically 

homogeneous. Greece’s Golden Dawn and Hungary’s Jobbik, with their youth movements and 

paramilitary organizations, have recently rekindled concerns with electoral forms of fascism” 

(ibid).  

Several far-right groups ranging from the English Defence League in the UK, to the Golden Dawn 

in Greece use gender values to progress their values against a supposed threat, for example 

immigration (Fangen and Skjelsbaek, 2020). In Eastern Europe, political parties such as Slovenská 

Národná Strana and Liga Polskich Rodzin, are rooted in deep anti-government and anti-

immigration values, which many be shared by other groups in Eastern Europe (Buštíková, 2018).  

Right-wing radical groups overall employ the attitude of “us vs them”, where “them” may refer to 

political elites, refugees and migrants, ‘left’ wing groups or thinkers, LGBTQI+ communities, Jews, 

Muslims, and other targets of hate or communities singled out because of their perceived 

difference and the ‘threat’ they pose to a right-wing group’s collective ethnic identity. Here, radical 

groups share several key features revolving around “radical nationalism, authoritarianism, 

populism, and xenophobia” (Jupskås, 2020). Key features of extremist groups, here contrasting 

with radicalism, often revolve around the idea of the survival of a culture or race. Similar to 

radicalism, extremist groups target outsiders again employing the “us vs them” narrative  ̶  and is 

associated with “antisemitism, racism, xenophobia, exclusionary nationalism, authoritarianism, 

and conspiracy theories” (Jupskås and Segers, 2020). 

Essentially, most groups share common features, or are inspired by certain values and threats: 

❖ “Racial supremacy/replacement, anti-government, policy-centred beliefs such as anti-

abortion, civil liberties, and pro-gun rights, and misogyny” (Ong, 2020; p. 1). Some far-

right groups, such as those in the Balkans, however, refuse to be identified as far-right 

and instead as ‘third way’. These groups “advocate the return to tradition as the only 

possible means to restore authentic national and European values” (Mulhall and Khan-

Kuf, 20201; pp. 47). This is inspired by an increased desire for order, obedience and 

structure (Roache, 2020). 

❖ Whilst there are some extremists that carry out attacks alone - “lone wolves” - a 

common feature is the importance of group hierarchy (Roache, 2020). Even with lone 

wolves, many are involved in online communities, often aspiring and being inspired by 

similar like-minded individuals.  

It is also argued, however, that although it is important to explore these trends between different 

groups, such groups are evolving, “namely the emergence of a transnational and post-

organisational threat” (ibid). In this online, transnational state, groups are less focused on 

traditional groups structures and hierarchies and are instead using social media to recruit, inspire 

and connect with other networks (Ong, 2020). 

Important to note is a new wave called “accelerationism”, exacerbated by the pandemic and 

driven by a violent agenda (ADL, 2018; Gartenstein-Ross et al. 2020). 
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4.1.4.2 The ecology of far right extremism  
The rise of far-right parties' activity and voter trust towards the right seems to have its focal point 

on the “defence of national, political, social and economic ways of life against external actors who 

penetrate the state by migrating, exchanging goods or exerting rule”, conceptualising 

immigration, globalisation and European integration as a Rokkanian cleavage (Hooghe and 

Marks, 2018; p 110).  

Several factors have been invoked to explain the emergence of extremist ideologies - be it 

inserted into mainstream politics, identity politics or the rise of populism and ethno-nationalism 

- or at the root of extreme far right groups and movements: economic causes, globalisation and 

trade openness, rising inequality and adverse income shocks generated by the Great Recession. 

There are also cultural factors playing into the picture, such as opposition to multiculturalism, 

backlash against the cultural evolution over the past 50 years (meaning evolution over gender 

equality, laws addressing discrimination against LGBTQI+ rights and other sexual minorities). 

However, some factors may be both cultural and economic, as is the case of immigration. The 

economic adversities towards immigration are partly borne from the fear of competition over 

jobs with domestic workers. The cultural adversities come from fear as well, but this time 

stemming from presuming that migrants will not adapt to local cultures or will change local 

cultures, mentalities or practices (Noury and Roland, 2020) (sometimes related to women in 

society, young people or power and masculinity), thus creating social tensions and clashes. Going 

deeper, sociologists point towards the integrated threat theory (“us vs them”/ “they are 

threatening”) potentially leading to aggression and outgroup hostility by groups perceiving each 

other’s norms, values and religion as backward or inferior. Therefore, this leading them to 

endorse and engage in violence to “restore their psychological sense of significance” (Obaidi et 

al. 2018; p. 3). 

On the same line, empirical research has shown that not only individuals’ or groups’ negative 

perceptions of outgroup members (“they are threatening our culture”) are important to consider, 

but also meta-perceptions of symbolic threats relating to oneself viewed by others as a threat (“I 

believe they think that we threaten their culture”). This, which fuels outgroup violence and 

influence party votes (ibid; p. 4).  

A cultural “threat” that is becoming prominent, especially in Eastern Europe, is “homonegativity”. 

Of course, the narratives surrounding homosexuality are quite differently framed in Eastern 

versus Western Europe. Research has shown that negativity towards the LGBTQI+ community 

stems in part from religiosity, economic insecurity, and uneven educational opportunities. There 

is also the factor of uneven transitions to democracy and cultural inflexibility characterising the 

post-communist EE states. Therefore, homosexuality is associated with perceptions of threat, 

failed morals and consequences of personal choice such as drug addiction, heavy drinking or 

even AIDS (Bolzendahl and Gracheva, 2017). In Western nations, being part of the LGBTQI+ 

community does not influence voter behaviours that substantially. Usually, the adversity towards 
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this group is targeted toward social groups that are “different” - culturally or ethnically (ibid).  

Right wing parties have traditionally been supporting (or having at their nucleus of their 

ideologies) the traditional forms of authority, patriarchal family structures and conservative 

attitudes towards sexual relations. One belief associated with the far-right ideology is that one’s 

identity based on sexual orientation introduces a level of individualism which is threatening 

people’s solidarity and its overall unnatural and very much corrupting society, family and young 

people everywhere (Siegel, 2017).  

Another cultural “threat” endorsed by the far-right and introduced into European politics has 

been the “myth of the immigrant rapist” once the “refugee crisis” has forced millions of migrants 

to cross the Mediterranean Sea and seek safety in Europe. Together with the reaction of member 

states to close borders, reform immigration policies to curtail the number of people seeking 

asylum a country could admit, and reinstate identification checks, right-wing nationalists have 

flooded the European media with this myth. In fact, studies show that socio-economic factors 

such as immigration and income division increase the popularity and voting patterns for far-right 

groups (Georgiadou et al. 2018). According to the myth, white women’s bodies are in need of the 

paternalist state’s protection from the possible sexual violence by brown men so borders should 

be kept shut and immigration policies harshened. And so, the feminist arguments against sexual 

violence is used to express inflated nationalist concerns about the insecurity of national and 

European borders (Carroll, 2017). 

These discourses, some of which have emerged in recent years, have intensified the “us” and 

“them” narratives normalised through right-wing radical populism. Globalisation and social 

inequality play an important role in the ecology of far-right extremism. In Europe, right wing 

populist have been exploiting economic recessions and anxiety in order to push for anti-

immigration and nationalist programs (Noury and Roland, 2020). Moreover, the media and fake 

news are also an important driver of far-right success. Fake news fosters distrust and provides 

more opportunities for scepticism, on which far-right parties and movements capitalise. An 

example is The People’s Party-Our Slovakia which was recognised as a major social media 

presence alongside the Hunarian Jobbik party (Bayer, 2018). Finally, modernisation grievances 

have also been linked to far-right success. The social-psychological condition of not being able to 

cope with rapid and fundamental societal change, feeling like the “modernisation loser” 

generates frustration at the perceived inability of mainstream parties to offer solutions, has 

opened up the path to the right’s simplistic and nativist narratives and politics (Golder, 2016; p. 

483). 

Push factors such as the refugee crisis, economic recessions and ethnic diversity, have had an 

impact on the political landscape of Europe. Yet, pull factors such as technological improvements 

to communication over the internet have also played a role in how far-right groups have evolved 

and given rise to online-inspired terrorism and extremism. As seen by the Halle synagogue 

shooting in 2019, in Germany, lone actors have responded to technological improvements by 

livestreaming attacks online and are encouraged by fellow viewers to carry out attacks (Ravndal 

et al. 2020). 
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Also seen in the literature is the assumption that whilst Islamist extremism has been around for 

a while often quoting attacks such as 9/11 right-wing extremism is often discussed as being a 

‘new phenomenon’ (Abbas, 2017).  Yet, Rapoport’s (2016) argument questions this understanding 

and puts right-wing extremism into two potential branches: that “modern right-wing terror is 

really part of the fourth, religious wave of terrorism; or that it is merely a continuation of long-

standing right-wing groups (and that those groups engage in what might be called “non-wave” or 

“counter-wave” types of terrorism)” (Auger, 2020).  

Other ways far-right extremism has evolved in recent years include the following. 

 

4.1.4.3 Globalised nature of far-right extremism 
As witnessed in the 2019 attacks in Christchurch (New Zealand), Poway and El Paso (USA), Baerum 

(Norway) and Halle (Germany), far-right extremism is increasingly operating in a globalised 

environment. Far-right attackers have shared manifestos and distribution materials online within 

encrypted communication softwares. The increase in the use of terrorist manifestos also allows 

lone individuals to carry out attacks remotely across the world (Ware, 2020). In fact, according to 

the European Union Terrorism Situation and Trend Report, between 2017 and 2019 there has 

been a rise in right-wing violent extremism by lone wolf actors or by small cells, while being 

directed by larger organisations (TE-SAT, 2018). On this note, there is an increasing prevalence of 

the ‘manosphere’ where individuals will coordinate attacks (Lewis, 2019). 

The ability for far-right groups to operate in a globalised environment is also due to the 

considerable influence that social media has in communication. Social media influence has 

allowed far-right groups to spread their influence and, consequently, “these groups are far more 

communicative, sharing outrage, ideologies, platforms and in some cases defence and military 

training” (Danies et al, 2020). This overall exploitation of the online space to spread ideology and 

conspiracy theories results in the radicalisation of individuals.  Using the terminology of popular 

video games, and also memes, is a method used to attract young people (Danies et al, 2020). 

Algorithms on platforms such as YouTube, Instagram and Reddit also provide far-right groups 

with an increased space to spread extremist views (Roache, 2020). 

 

4.1.4.4 Structure and identity of far-right groups  
There is a growing political and democratic structure of far-right groups which legitimises 

grievances and conspiracy theories (Danies et al, 2020). Ethno-nationalist groups with anti-

immigrant and particularly anti-Muslim xenophobia narratives are pushing the story of the 

hardworking European natives suffering the economic and cultural losses of immigrant and ethic 

minorities’ integration. Examples of this are the AfD in Germany; the far-right, anti-immigrant 

Lega Nord (“Northern League”) in Italy; Jobbik in Hungary and Generation Identity across Europe 

propagating anti-Semitic narratives for young people (Counter Extremism Project, 2021a). 
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Consequently, right wing populism and hate speech are rising and spreading robustly in Europe 

which contributes to a significant growth in “homegrown” radicalisation (ESPAS, 2019). 

Far-right groups have also rebranded their identities to differ from neo-Nazi groups and advocate 

for “ethnopluralism” rather than “apartheid” in an attempt to gain more support and influence 

(Roache, 2020). Subsequently, there is a new wave of Philosemitism: the growth of identity 

politics has generated a new notion of nationhood, based on the concept of a shared culture, 

with far-right parties trying to avoid the traditional association with Nazi or neo-Nazi elements in 

order to achieve relevance. And so, there is an increase in support among Jewish communities 

for the far-right, despite the continued existence of anti-Semitic sentiments alongside 

philosemitism (Rose, 2020). This trend is observed despite the fact that more anti-Semitic 

incidents are taking place, especially online campaigns against Jews and hate crime (Kingsley, 

2019). This reflects a wider trend of the ideology of far-right groups. In the past, neo-Nazi groups 

used ideology as a tool to effectuate uniformity. Nowadays, ideology is much more regarded as 

a personal quest by far-right extremists. Far-right extremists support groups online based on 

affinity with particular expressions or a single issue put forward by the far-right group 

(Sterkenburg, 2020). 

 

4.1.5 Is far-right extremism a social movement? 
 

We saw above in the quantitative analysis of different forms of extremism that far-right 

extremism is most frequently associated with ideas of ‘social movement’.  This theme in the 

research and policy literature reflects an increasing interconnectedness between far-right groups 

and social movements, and an increasing fluidity of ideology. As seen with the 2021 Capitol 

attacks, far-right extremists in recent years have established links with individuals from social 

movements that do not typically align with far-right values; “the events themselves, and 

participation in them, has a radicalizing effect. And they also have an inspirational effect. The 

battle of Capitol Hill is now part of the mythology” (Selsky, 2021). Some U.S. neo-Nazi groups have 

created a European presence. Atomwaffen Division and other U.S.-based groups have inspired 

European offshoots such as the Feuerkrieg Division. The Nationalist Social Club has established 

followers in countries such as Germany and Bulgaria (Counter Extremism Project, 2021). 

Contemporary far-right movement have evolved to vary among each other on the account of 

ideology, membership and strategy, with some of them only mobilising on the streets because 

they lack resources (such as the Nordic Resistance Movement), while others consider themselves 

as part of a movement that will change people’s mentality (the Identitarians, for example). Social 

movements such as the English Defence League or PEGIDA have been increasingly successful at 

organising protests against Islam and refugees (Jupskås and Leidig, 2020). 
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Right-wing extremists, and even groups, can be seen to mix and traverse with other social groups, 

especially if these groups contain similar perspectives and views. The transnational nature of far-

right extremism connects individuals globally, both in the online and offline environments (CTED, 

2020). This is because, just like other forms of radicalisation, far right extremism “takes place at 

the intersection of an enabling environment and a personal trajectory, where the process is 

triggered by personal experiences, kinship, friendship, group dynamics and socialisation” 

(Sterkenburg et al. 2019; 4). In fact, authors such as Daniel Byman explains the broadness and 

interconnectedness of far-right groups, “right-wing terrorism should be seen as a label of 

convenience that lumps together various causes” (Auger, 2020; pp. 88). This is particularly true 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, where lockdowns and other government measures have united 

anti-government groups and movements with an overlapping of ideologies. Thus, more recent 

definitions of far-right extremism has also included conspiracy theories in its definition as “a 

decentralized, grand and multifaceted phenomenon, at once a conspiracy theory, a political 

movement and a quasi-religion, with variants tailored to chime with different subcultures and 

national contexts” (Mulhall and Khan-Ruf, 2021; p. 8).  

Right-wing extremists, therefore, are often interlinked with other social groups in society. For 

example, whilst the Soldiers of Odin claim not to be a neo-Nazi group to be ‘protecting’ women, 

there are several connections with the Nordic Resistance Movement (HopeNotHate, N.A). Social 

movements that come up in response to societal issues such as the 2015 migration crisis have 

provided the opportunity for an increase in far-right engagement of grassroots involvement 

(Gattinara and Pirro, 2018).  

There are also less internally structured and institutionally oriented organisations in contrast to 

parties or social movements, called media and intellectual organisations. They seem to focus their 

work on indirectly changing public debates rather than influencing voting or policymaking. With 

a very loose structure, they are mostly made of think tanks, clubs, online and offline media 

organisations and their activities vary from organising conferences to publishing books or 

magazines (eg. GRECE in France and the publishing houses Arkos and Counter-Currents) (Jupskås 

and Leidig, 2020).  

During the COVID-19 pandemic, measures by governments to curtail freedoms and limit rights 

have connected social movements, such as those protesting against the use of face-masks, with 

anti-establishment far-right groups. In Ireland, for example, far-right extremists are known to mix 

with anti-mask protests (Gallagher, 2020). This has also extended to other anti-COVID 

movements in Germany to the point where far-right extremists are involved in a mass majority 

of ongoing protests (Rettman, 2020). In Germany, which has been described as the epicentre of 

anti-lockdown movements in Europe during the COVID-19 (Ankel, 2020), far-right extremists have 

been involved in anti-vaxxer protests and more general protests against government lockdown 

measures (Gossner, 2021). Due to the large number of protests occurring in Germany, the nature 

of protests included "conspiracy theorists, radical extremists, anti-Semites''; all of whom mix with 

ordinary citizens to unite against a shared goal, in this context, government’s COVID measures 

(Ankel, 2020a). Branches of Generation Identity have also infiltrated other types of protests and 
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social movements in countries such as the UK. Whilst far-right extremists have mixed with these 

social movements, some grassroots movements have also actively attempted to get extremists 

to take part (Briggs and Goodwin, 2018).  

The inclusion of individuals from different backgrounds, cultures and ethnicities in movements 

such as the US Capitol insurrection, are further evidence of the growing interconnection between 

far-right individuals and social movements (Newton, 2021). Moreover, it is often difficult to 

distinguish social movements, of which seek to challenge existing structure, with far-right groups. 

This can be seen with groups such as Greenpeace and Extinction Rebellion: environmental groups 

that use unorthodox techniques to enforce climate action. Furthermore, the online environment 

makes it possible for far-right extremists to interact with social movements and other groups 

without needing to declare formal membership, thus increasing the spread of the ideology (Janik 

and Hankes, 2021). It is also possible for independence movements to be linked with far-right 

extremists, such as the Catalonia independence movement.  

Important to note are also subcultures which may define the contemporary far-right, especially 

among youth. “They comprise a myriad of loosely linked groups sharing specific identities, values, 

and codes. These subcultures differ from other organizations because while they coalesce 

around far right cultural objects (e.g., music or sports), they rest on a fluid organizational 

structure and lack internal institutions. Furthermore, their primary motivation is often more 

identity-related than political. Because of their looseness and emphasis on identity building, it is 

often difficult for parties and other more established political groups to form enduring 

collaborations with them. Most far right subcultures today are also present online and on social 

media platforms and mobile applications such as 4chan, 8kun (previously 8chan), Telegram, and 

Signal, which illustrates that the far right is quickly adapting to new technologies to spread their 

ideology, recruit members, and mobilize support” (Jupskås and Leidig, 2020).  

 

4.2. Main drivers of radicalisation 
 

4.2.1 Drivers at the micro level 
 

Psycho-sociology has much to contribute to the understanding of violent extremism (VE), but that 

should not lead to the understanding of a general shared psychopathology; it rather provides 

valuable insights into group dynamics or “groupthinking” processes and the feeling of 

commitment and friendship that leads to very strong and prolonged dedication to the cause. 



134 

 

The openness to extreme violence can be understood based on a variety of factors and their 

interaction, keeping in mind that no single factor can validly describe why some people or groups 

choose the violent path.  

Based on both academic and grey literature, the following section will analyse some of the 

‘psychological factors’ seen as common in perpetrators of VE acts. 

Individual-level attributes matter widely because, due to their background and pre-existing 

individual narratives and outlook on life, certain types of individuals will be more vulnerable to 

VE groups and organisations. As a result of these structural issues, the identities are blurred, 

which can refer to a lack of hope and self-actualisation. This, ultimately leading to individuals 

seeking for a purpose - aptly filled by far-right groups (Abbas, 2017; p. 56). 

One of the reasons for right-wing extremists’ behaviour is believed to begin in dysfunctional 

familial and interpersonal relations. The stress of dysfunctional family relationships can 

predispose young people to seek belonging with peer groups, gangs, or the “fictive kin” of a 

violent extremist group. In search of safety and the comfort of a substitute family, young people 

can become susceptible to the familial narrative of a violent extremist group (Nemr and Savage, 

2019). Whilst relatively few individuals have family members involved in violent groups, many 

report growing up in environments marked by racism, prejudice and extreme right-wing views. 

Moreover, the search for acceptance and belonging seems to be one of the most prominent pull 

factors into right-wing groups. Many far-right extremists lack social connections and report being 

isolated and lonely before finding friends in the extreme right. The desire to maintain these links 

motivates extremists to deepen their involvement and helps them deal with extreme ideas or 

actions they might otherwise feel uncomfortable with. Some of the factors resulting from issues 

with family backgrounds include: maltreatment and abuse; dysfunctional family environments; 

absent family members; childhood trauma; poor relationships with family members; permissive 

environments for extremism (Copeland and Marsden, 2020).  

However, common factors related to psychological distress such as toxic or lacking familial 

support, rigid mindset, avenging the death of a loved one or reciprocate for pain inflicted on their 

communities, is not always the case; the truth is nuanced giving that research shows radicalised 

individuals also come from “normal” and non-toxic backgrounds (Jupskås and Leidig, 2020; p. 50). 

In many cases, what brings violent extremists together is their shared dedication to a particular 

vision of how society ought to be organised, and/or their strong questioning of the foundations 

upon which their societies are presently organised. A strong commitment to an ideology does 

not exclude personal motivations or economic advantages. These opinions are often driven, in 

part, by culture-based and culture-specific perceptions of what is fair and unfair, just and unjust. 

Women’s participation, support and vulnerability to VE groups or movements have to also be 

analysed from a cultural perspective.  

Distraught individuals looking for meaning, a sense of brotherhood / sisterhood, companionship, 

and a conceptual framework to make sense of a bewildering environment may be particularly at 

risk. Yet again, however, it is difficult to separate such personal attributes from the environments 
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that often promote them. Thus, for instance, widespread social exclusion, marginalisation and 

dispossession may feed the search for empowerment through violence. Combining these 

feelings of marginalisation with external events, such as the pandemic, promotes the ideals of 

far-right groups, of which offer a sense of direction and family (Mulhall and Khan-Ruf, 2020). By 

the same token, for reasons analysed earlier, urban or peri-urban enclaves that are culturally 

and socio-economically alienated from mainstream society may encourage a propensity to lash 

out at that society (USAID, 2009). This can extend particularly to refugees in regards to mental 

health, whereby “if not addressed and treated, traumatic experiences due to violence and 

mistreatment risk adding to social exclusion, economic insecurities and disorientation, and can 

thus turn into risk factors for violent behaviour and violent radicalisation” (Abushi and 

Nordbruch, 2020; pp. 4-5). It has been said that this aspect of trauma can “isolate individuals from 

their social circles and society, making it easier for violent extremist recruiters to offer appealing 

messages of belonging, stability, and structure”. Furthermore, “an individual may fuse 

emotionally with the mutual sufferings of their in-group at home or abroad, which further lowers 

complexity of thought and can be used by radicalizers and recruiters to legitimize violence” (Nemr 

and Savage, 2019; p. 3). 

Another factor is related to education, or lack thereof, as a driver of radicalisation. Research 

shows that “the term education refers not only to formal schooling but also education across the 

life course, in formal and non-formal settings, such as popular culture” (Miller-Idriss and 

Pilkington, 2017; p. 135). In addition to formal education and media rhetoric, individuals  ̶  

particularly youth  ̶ are influenced by the non-formal cultural environment, including music, 

clothing and aesthetics. Clothing can become part of an identity, as with music concerts or music 

in general becoming an entry point. With this in mind, individuals radicalised into far-right groups 

may similarly find interest and/or opportunities in other social movements (Copeland, 2019; 

Copeland and Marsden, 2020; Miller-Idriss, 2020). 

Alongside these factors, “pull factors” play a significant role in the decision of adherence or 

support for a VE group. These would be: the appeal of the leader, diverse rewards which 

membership in a group or movement gain such as social status, materials, jobs and an overall 

sense of purpose, adventure and a sense of a higher purpose. 

Emphasis is added on a particular pull factor and that is networks and social relationships that 

often attract people into VE groups and the group dynamics that eventually “seals the bond” and 

radicalises them (Danies et al. 2020). 

What is important to note is that the nuances of the analysis should be equally seen from the 

cultural, economic, social and political and personal experience of both men and women. This, 

while recognising the perhaps underestimated linkages between their participation beyond 

gender, which tend to be separated by the patriarchal view on VE participation. However, there 

is not enough empirical research based on gender differentiating data that accounts for women’s 

agency on the ground and in the online space, part of VE, or radicalised. We must put emphasis 
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on “how” they are drawn into radicalisation to better understand the why and act in prevention 

and countering. 

 

4.2.2 Drivers at the meso level 
 

Psychological factors that pull individuals into considering their participation into violent acts or 

which act as a radicalisation element are closely related to their participation into certain groups, 

and closely related to the groups’ approach to them.  

Far-right groups aim to target vulnerabilities in youth and adults. These groups, subsequently, 

feed on these feelings of isolation and offer a sense of belonging, purpose and cause (Copeland, 

2019). Moreover, whilst radicalisation can occur from a variety of factors, authors agree that 

vulnerable individuals are connected by "identity or lack thereof" (JAN Trust, 2018). The lack of an 

individual and collective identity is a strong pull factor for vulnerable individuals, and these 

feelings of identity can arise from various socio-economic factors. The emphasis on individual 

and collective identity also plays a key role in women's involvement in far-right groups, especially 

since far-right groups have mobilised female voters by linking their goals with women's rights 

(Miller-Idriss and Pilkington, 2019). This narrative is effective when framed in a way that 

showcases that a group's identity is under threat. For women, the narrative is often framed in a 

way that far-right groups are defending the female population against rape and violence from 

migrants (ibid). This is further evident in groups such as the Latvian National Front which believe 

that women are superior to men and are committed to defending the nation (ibid).  

The group dynamics that drive people into far-right movements are usually seen as focused on 

binary thinking – between black and white. With this simplistic image, groups simplify their causes 

as being between ”us” and ”them”, which can extend to a number of focuses such as immigration, 

religion, ethnicity, gender, and social status. Additionally, group dynamics often employ a sense 

of superiority, empowering otherwise vulnerable individuals within these groups (Copeland, 

2019). For example, individuals with feelings of isolation will be drawn to groups that offer easy 

explanations, i.e job loss as a result of immigration (Roache, 2020). This focus on "the other", 

however, is framed in the sense of masculinity. In terms of masculinity, "the others" are not seen 

as men, either because they are too feminine, or reserved, or they generally do not possess 

typical masculine characteristics (Mudde, 2018). Crucially, the reason suggested here for why 

men join far-right groups is to reclaim their masculinity and, amongst other things, reclaim their 

social and economic status. "The other" typically involves non-white men, generally immigrants, 

whereby in joining far-right groups, masculine men are sought to defend "their women" and 

restore natural order (ibid).  

Individual perceptions of threats and other extremist attitudes are often influenced or 

exacerbated by group behaviour. For example, “individual perceptions of economic threats have 
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been linked with stronger anti-immigrant attitudes. Anti-immigrant attitudes have, in turn, been 

strongly linked with far-right support” (Golder, 2016; p. 484). Gaston (2017) describes that far-

right extremists will seek to define a constructed enemy for their citizens to defend against, which 

is often justified under the lens of immigration. The same author correlates the rise and strength 

of far-right groups in Europe with the increase of migration. This narrative establishes a group 

identity against a perceived threat of the 'other'. Moreover, within these group structures, 

individuals portray their ideology as an “absolute, unqualified truth and pits it against the ‘all bad’ 

out-group and their ‘false’ ideology” (Nemr and Savage, 2019). Under the latter, people are drawn 

towards far-right groups under the feeling that their identity, or group, is under threat. Again, 

this is where a strong anti-Muslim perspective gains weight, and in some cases, outweighs anti-

immigration as the main threat to their way of life (Perraudin, 2019).  

As seen by the UK’s EDL, although people joined to unite under the perceived threat of Islam, the 

lack of direction, motive and goal of the movement ultimately caused people to disengage from 

participating in the group (Allchorn, 2016). This feeling of connection, purpose and community is 

a strong driver that motivates individuals to join groups.  

While many do join groups to engage in violent behaviour, some join far-right groups for other 

psychological and social needs (Bjorgo and Munden, 2020). These individuals are referred to as 

‘followers’ who are influenced by the social attraction of joining a group and having a community. 

Some examples of factors playing into this can be: seeking protection against discrimination and 

marginalisation, such as by being bullied previously; peer pressure from friends and other 

connections already inside the group structure; and the need for belonging (ibid).  

Other group level dynamics include (Bjorgo and Munden, 2020): 1) militancy and the 

opportunism for violence. Here, less people are concerned about the ideology of the group and 

more by the opportunity to justify violent action; 2) family structure: this is the case where 

individuals are “born” into the narrative and group dynamics of far-right groups in their 

community and family.  

Additionally, researchers split drivers of radicalisation into several levels, all of which can 

influence group dynamics (Sterkenburg et al., 2019):  

❖ Conformists: who are motivated by the desire to please or support a friend – not 

ideologically driven but will support the cause; 

❖ Loners: already radicalised meeting like-minded people;  

❖ Wanderers: who see themselves as saviours defending the people of ’the nation’ – 

convinced that migrants receive preferential treatment.  

Far-right groups also react to individual vulnerabilities, particularly via voids in government 

responses. For example, groups are known to provide vulnerable individuals with material 

support, which can range from food and accommodation to also providing religious support 

(Abushi and Nordbruch, 2020). 
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Personal psychology being so diverse and very differing – even in a group dynamic – requires a 

more effective line of analysis, which would be to look at the “how” of radicalisation or “self-

radicalisation”. Additionally, using the “how” and the “root causes and drivers” of radicalisation to 

understand the pathways they take and the modules or elements that drift them to support or 

engage in violent extremism; rather than predominantly looking at the “why” factor.   

While the profile of extremists varies significantly across regions and time periods, social 

networks and group dynamics consistently play a critical role in recruitment, self-recruitment and 

radicalisation. 

An area to explore could be not only the reason why individuals join far-right groups (“us vs 

them”, for a sense of belonging, etc.), but why they stay and participate in these groups and if 

they join other groups at the same time. It might be useful in the case of policies or country 

specific programmes required for helping people to transition from VE groups.  

 

4.2.3 Drivers at the macro level 
 

It has been recognised that “the typical story is a social-psychological one in which individuals 

who are unable to cope with rapid and fundamental societal change—the modernization losers—

turn to the far right” (Golder, 2016; p. 483).  

Historical and recent trends show that rising frustrations are a more frequent driver of 

radicalisation and extremism rather than economic deprivation. That’s because the upward 

mobile, educated and future orientated demographic show discontent with the local or global 

inability of sluggish economies, political and social discrimination, lack of true representation or 

gap in education on significant needs of the labour market and global economy (USAID, 2009; p. 

20).  

 

4.2.3.1 Social exclusion and marginality 
Social exclusion and marginalisation, especially affecting the youth, may feed VE. This variable 

plays a significant role in building personal relationships and adhering to old or new group 

dynamics that are formed in response to the phenomena. The communities being born out of 

social dissatisfaction and social marginalisation are increasingly being formed online, though 

social media: Facebook, Instagram, 8kan, telegram, etc. This should be thoroughly analysed since 

violent discourses disseminated through online social channels are becoming increasingly 

popular (Townsend, 2021). This, attracting curiosity even in individuals who do not associate 

themselves with the movements (Odorfer, 2015).  
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4.2.3.2 Economic and cultural exclusion 
Individuals resorting to violence seek a measure of influence, recognition and dignity for their 

countries or regions as well as for themselves. Governments failing to remedy or address 

economic and cultural affairs – or which exist in a subordinate political position or in a precarious 

military situation – are bound to generate dissatisfaction, and with that, frustration and anger. 

This will then lead individuals to engage in widespread actions to remedy the situations, including 

through extreme violence. Moreover, there is a continuous argument that men are more likely 

to have suffered from the Neo-liberal economic restructuring and the post 2008 recession, 

“explanations for the electoral success of the populist right have stressed frustration in response 

to economic distress, massive migration, and economic globalization” (Caiani and Porta, 2018; 

p.16). 

Endemic corruption, nepotism, cronyism and favouritism are also suggested to have possible 

linkages with VE. However, this is not to say that widespread corruption and impunity necessarily 

lead to a general response of VE, as the majority of times it either generates political 

disengagement or a feeling of an inescapable phenomena - without the need to resort to 

violence. Some indirect linkages from corruption to VE is the former’s ability to foster 

dissatisfaction by acting as a powerful deterrent on both domestic and private investment. 

Therefore, in relation to youth, unemployment can represent a major driver, especially for 

marginalised communities. As unemployment creates a particular individual narrative related to 

possible large amounts of free time, no purpose, no excitement and possibly no connections or 

friendships, VE movements may allow for new kind of adventures and excitement and above all, 

a sense of revenge on a system that seems to have turned its back on them (USAID, 2009; p. 40; 

Jupskås and Leidig, 2020; p. 53). 

4.2.3.3 Civil injustice 
The systematic denial of avenues for influencing decision-making at a local/national level while 

being confronted with corruption and unjust treatment based on lack of representation or lack 

of civil liberties, can lead to a significant influence to join VE groups or activities. Violence is seen 

as a justified modus in the face of exclusionary regimes. The state of political rights and civil 

liberties represent the decisive macro-variable, alongside economic variables, shaping a 

country’s vulnerability to VE and radicalised citizens. Additionally, there is the predominant trend 

of “absolutizing” conflicts by the injection of religious imagery into the violence fed by political 

and social exclusion (USAID, 2009; p. 40) 

An important point to look at and deeply analyse is the possible links – if not outright 

institutionalised cooperation – between clandestine or extra-parliamentary groups and 

established political parties from the far-right spectrum. Right-wing parties, movements and 

propaganda do have a big influence on levels of everyday and general xenophobia and racism 

that are, in turn, intensified and made more explicit in smaller, more extremist groups (Koehler, 

2016; p. 87). 
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4.2.3.4 Combined causes 
Often forming the historical motivation for groups not satisfied with government measures, far-

right groups exploit the idea of mass immigration conflicting with cultural norms and values, 

leading to some arguing that “no far-right party has been successful without mobilizing 

grievances over immigration” (Ivarsflaten 2008, p. 3). Additionally, the rise of far-right parties and 

political movements can be correlated with rising levels of immigration, of which has provided a 

“mainstreaming for right-wing views, encouraging extremists to believe that violence would be 

more acceptable and less risky” (Auger, 2020; p. 90). 

Declining international collaboration, accompanied with the challenges faced by governments in 

different countries, has encouraged an increase in individuals exploring racial ideology (Mulhall 

and Khan-Ruf, 2021). This can be correlated with increasing themes of anger and frustration, 

either caused by human rights abuses or corrupt governance (Nemr and Savage, 2019), which 

leads to individuals joining groups for a sense of purpose and ability to express themselves 

(Pearson, 2018). 

Social vulnerabilities can make it difficult for individuals to find a place in society, especially due 

to limited access to basic social conditions, such as education and housing. As a result, from past 

and current experiences, grievances can be formed, which then forms a route into far-right 

groups (Abushi and Nordbruch, 2020). Furthermore, youth experiencing entry barriers in their 

economic or political prospects or who are coming from disadvantaged economic backgrounds 

or developing countries are more sensitive to experience relative deprivation and feel anger, 

denial and exclusion. It increasingly seems to grow as a cross-class phenomenon.  

Socio-economic root causes driving VE should be analysed in combination with causal factors like 

contextual features, individual and group level dynamics that encourage or facilitate recruitment 

or self-recruitment and cultural and ideological variables. 

 

4.3. Focus on the gender dimension 
 

4.3.1 Gender and women 
 

Gender has increasingly become a prominent issue within the far right both ideologically as well 

as in terms of women’s representation and involvement. Research on gender is predominantly 

focused on explaining the gender gap that has been observed consistently in voting behaviour 

and in public support of women for far-right political parties (Coffe, 2018; Harteveld and 

Ivarsflatten, 2016; de Lange and Mugge, 2015). While these studies still dominate, especially in 

the political sciences literature, more ethnographic case studies have emerged that look at the 
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agency of women in a variety of ways; as supporters, members, affiliates and even as leaders in 

far right movements, parties, groups, online platforms etc. Increasingly, studies are shifting their 

focus to investigate not so much on why women are proportionally underrepresented in the far 

right, but rather on how they are involved and how these movements are gendered. 

About one fifth of the peer reviewed articles that were identified through the systematic literature 

review on the far right and extremism and radicalisation (2015-2021) had a focus on women and 

gender. Yet these studies and other books, reports, working papers and media articles that were 

included in the review here, range from in-depth ethnographic studies, to quantitative analysis 

and review papers. They present a rich -albeit not exhaustive- picture of the gendered nature of 

the far right, focusing not only on women’s participation and representation but also on how 

their involvement has shifted the gendered discourses and ideologies of the far right. While 

research on gender and the far right is increasing, studies that look specifically at the extreme 

far right are still scarce; particularly empirical studies that go beyond the analysis of publicly 

available leaflets, pamphlets, statements, media representations, social media postings, party 

programmes and election manifestos.  

As mentioned earlier in this report, the far right encompasses a wide spectrum of movements, 

parties and networks of groups, organisations and actors that are not only geographically 

widespread, and historically rooted in different political movements, but also ideologically 

diverse with different political nuances and dispositions. Yet, most literature points out that 

gender equality (and to a certain extend the politics of sexuality) has become central to the 

mobilisation of far right movements and parties. This, against the perceived threats of ‘western 

values’ and ‘white ethnic identities’ from the Immigrant and predominantly Muslim others in 

Europe. Several ethnographic close-up studies and other studies have demonstrated the 

inherent contradiction of the far-right. This as it has traditionally been associated with 

conservative family values and essentialised notions of gender, but has adapted to pro-gender 

equality and sometimes even gay rights policies and positions (Pilkington, 2017; Akkerman 2015, 

Spierings and Zaslove 2017). They do not align easily with the wider policies and practices of the 

far right movement, and several scholars have suggested that they seem to be mainly rhetorical 

and instrumental to anti-immigration and anti-Islam agendas (Blee, 2020; Fangen and Skjelsbæk 

2020; Fangen 2020; Akkerman, 2015; Erzeel and Rashkova 2017). 

Studies that look at the gender gap within Populist Radical Right (PRR) parties in the last five years 

build on the political behaviour literature that explain the under-representation of women within 

such parties. Such studies explained the gender gap by socio-economic factors, arguing with the 

‘losers of globalisation’ hypotheses which holds that groups most vulnerable to completion from 

immigrant labour will strongly oppose immigration and ethnic diversification. As women are in 

less completion with migrants, this is most relevant for the Nordic countries where women are 

over-represented in public service jobs, they tend to hold lower levels of anti-immigrant attitudes 

(Immerzeel et al 2015 find in, Spierings and Zaslove, 2017). Other studies focus on motivation 

rather than socio-economic and ideological explanations. Such studies argue that due to 

different socialisation and low level of political efficacy and political interest, women are more 
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inclined to vote for established parties and less inclined to support political movement with 

openly xenophobic agendas, especially if they are associated with social stigma. This does not 

indicate that women do not hold strong anti-immigration and racist views. Rather that they 

merely hold stronger social norms against the expression of prejudice and therefore withdraw 

from publicly supporting or associating themselves with parties or movements known for hate 

speech, anti-immigrant rhetoric, and xenophobic views (Harteveld and Ivarsflaten 2016, Spierings 

and Zaslove, 2017, Alvarez-Benjumea 2020). In fact, a study conducted by Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung 

even concluded that women are more susceptible to xenophobic, racist and anti-Muslim 

attitudes than men and equally prone to in-group-out-group thinking (Gutsche, 2018). Likewise, 

a survey conducted in 2016 showed that women had a significantly higher tendency to privilege 

the rights of native Europeans than men and were slightly more inclined to sympathise with “new 

right attitudes”"(Ebner and Davey, 2019). 

Studies on the gender dynamic and involvement of women in extreme and radical right 

movements and parties have identified that women are increasingly involved in all levels, as 

followers, members and leaders (Meret, 2015). Downing (2018) study for example focuses on two 

contradictive leadership styles; that of Marine Le Pen, the leader of the National Front in France 

since 2011, and Anne Marie Waters, the Islam-critical candidate who was runner-up for the UK 

Independence Party (UKIP) leadership in the UK in 2017, and who has since started her own 

political party (For Britain). Analysing critically the media representation and coverage of both 

female leaders as well as their self-representation in their media campaigns, the article argues 

that in the case of the NF, the idealised white womanhood is constructed as opposed to Islamic 

femininity. Here the party has worked to portray a nostalgic image of the acceptable French 

female citizen akin to the 1950’s depiction of French white Caucasian middle-class housewives in 

order to soften reputation for machismo as well as to impede the parallel image of the – 

unacceptable –headscarf-wearing Muslim French woman. These specific representations reduce 

the women to either political activists and leaders or to homemakers to be protected by the ‘good 

men of France’. Similar representations can also be found in other radical right wing political 

parties such as women involved in the Golden Dawn in Greece and Krisztina Morvai from 

Hungary, who was elected in 2009 and 2014 into the European Parliament as a member of the 

Jobbik party (Movement for a Better Hungary). She is formerly a militant feminist, and has been 

known now for her openly anti-Roma, anti-Semitic and Islamophobic stance. Another example 

includes Barbara Rosenkranz, known as the ‘mother of the Reich’, who was until 2017 member 

of the Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ) and a member of the Austrian parliament (2002-2008). In 

the Austrian presidential election in 2010 she came second receiving 15.6% of the votes 

(Koronaiou and Sakallariou, 2017). The most contrasting image of PRR party female leadership is 

perhaps Anne Marie Waters who is an Irish-born lesbian feminist, former Labour activist and 

ardent anti-Islamist. She ran for the UKIP 2017 leadership and was later side-lined by UKIP leader 

Nigel Farage who accused her of being racist and Islamophobic and damaging the reputation of 

the party (Downing, 2018). Despite their diversity and gender essentialism, these female leaders 

are often extremely modern in their personal lives whilst propagating fascist, racist and anti-

Semitic positions and policies (Koronaiou and Sakallariou, 2017). 
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While female leadership among far right movements is still rare, women are more commonly 

involved in the grassroots level by organising meetings, attending demonstrations and public 

events, recruiting, dissemination of the movements material etc. Not only as wives, partners or 

helpers, as often assumed, but also as activists with their own agency (Miller-Idriss and Pilkington, 

2019, Pilkington, 2017, Meret, 2015, Fangen, 2020). Drawing on an ethnographic study of the anti-

Islamist English Defence League (EDL) in England, Pilkington argues that it’s not just the 

ideological appeal that draws women to join and be actively involved in the movement but also 

the emotional appeal of it. Engagement for female EDL ‘Angels’ creates “affective bonds – 

friendship, loyalty, togetherness, belonging” as she states further that it’s “the excitement that 

enhanced the pleasure of activism and the ‘together- ness’ that bound the movement.” 

(Pilkington 2017; 251). Yet, she also observes, that despite the gender-quality and gay rights 

rhetoric of the movement, it remains very masculinist and heteronormative in its practices and 

ideological disposition. 

In the online environment, women also play an important and active role in connecting networks 

globally and in the spreading of propaganda (Ebner and Davey, 2019; Reeve, 2019). Fangen’s 

(2020) analysis of two openly anti-Islam Facebook groups in Norway highlights social media as 

key sites in which much contemporary radicalisation takes place, as well as how it contributes to 

the normalisation of public expression of hate speech and Islamophobia. Moreover, women 

engaging in discussions on these Facebook groups use heavily sexist jargon “where the intention 

is to offend Muslims and demarcate the Norwegian gender-equal in-group.”(Fangen, 2020; 467). 

Fangen (2020) reads these provocative statements also as conscious opposition to political 

correctness, which resonates with wider anti-elitist and anti-feminist attitudes of the far right. 

The literature on the gendered shift of the far right – both in terms of appealing stronger to 

women as well as the ideological and discursive shift towards gender equality approach – has led 

to the proposition of a number of theoretical concepts to describe this phenomena. In this 

context concepts such as ‘femonationalism’ (Farris, 2017) referring to the gender-equality 

rhetoric adopted by the far right as well as the concept of ‘homotionalism’ (Puar, 2007) to describe 

the pro-gay rights agenda of some far right parties (Akkerman, 2015; Fangen, 2020). Yet, as many 

scholars repeatedly pointed out, the mobilisation along the lines of progressive policies and the 

‘the juxtaposition of feminism with nationalism’ (Fangen, 2020: 456) serves primarily as boundary 

markers in nationalist narratives. This by constructing the self against the immigrant other, which 

since 9/11 and the ‘war on terror’ has focused primarily on Muslims and Islam (Blee 2020; Fangen 

and Skjelsbæk, 2020; Fangen, 2020). More commonly, the concept ‘gendered nationalism’ is used 

in the literature to analytically explore the underlying nationalist ideology and practices that is 

centred around controlling female sexuality, bodies and reproduction  (Agius et al. 2020; Hadj 

Abdou, 2017)  Vieten (2016) also shows how this gendered nationalism is a form of ‘gendered 

culturalism’ which as she shows in the context of the Netherlands, has normalised anti-Muslim 

and anti-immigration racists attitudes and discourses among far right populist parties. 

Other approaches that explain the nativism of far-right parties focuses on the role of family. The 

German sociologist Andreas Kemper uses the concept of familialism defining it as “a form of 
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biopolitics which views the traditional family as a foundation of the nation and subjugates 

individual reproductive and self-determination rights [of women in particular] to the normative 

demand of the reproduction of the nation” (Kemper, 2016). This harbours notions of  “benevolent 

sexism” as put forward by Cas Mudde (2019) which constructs women as “morally pure but 

physically weak, portraying the ‘good woman’ staying by the side of the ‘good man’ as women are 

needed to make men complete - though the heterosexual family and bring forth the race.” 

(Mudde, 2019) 

Yet, antagonistic attitudes towards and mobilisation against gender equality – perceived as being 

part of the globalisation and other conspiracy theories such as the Great Replacement theory – 

by many far right groups has also been observed (Fangen and Skjelsbæk, 2020; Kuhar and 

Paternotte, 2017). Rights-based norms towards sexuality and gender are blamed for low birth 

rates, which is seen as a threat to the existence of one's own race and entertained by ideas that 

white European identity is being demographically and culturally replaced by non-Europeans. As 

Miller-Idriss (2020) argues, such anti-feminist and anti-women discourses exists alongside the 

self-image of many far-right groups as championing women’s rights (Verloo, 2018; Mudde, 2019; 

Agius et al., 2020). Mudde (2019) refers to this as an increasing proliferation of hostile sexism, 

particularly online, which objectifies and degrades women, who are often viewed as trying to 

control men through feminist ideology or sexual seduction: 

“Benevolent and hostile sexism have different views not just on femininity but also on 

masculinity. In benevolent sexism, the man is physically strong, muscular and powerful. He is not 

threatened by women. In contrast, in hostile sexism, men consider themselves to be threatened 

by women, even if mainly implicitly and politically, rather than explicitly and physically. But in 

certain online communities, men self-identify as “beta males,” physically weak and unattractive 

to women, in contrast to the traditionally masculine “alpha male.” These views are closely related 

to a combination of toxic masculinity – in which manhood is defined by violence, sex, status, and 

aggression – and misogyny – a hatred of women – which is omnipresent online but also offline” 

(Mudde, 2019; p. 219- 220). 

Finally, analysis of men subjectivity in the far right is important in the light of growing trends of 

Incel groups, as are currently predominantly observed in the US and Canada with the potential 

to be spread across Europe. The term ‘incel’ stems from ‘involuntary celibate’. Incels are an 

undefined group of people that is largely active on the online fora and message boards. The 

ideology is “largely propagated online, in the so-called ‘manosphere’, which experts have 

described as a decentralised network of websites, gaming platforms and chat rooms imbued with 

a heavy sense of misogyny and significant overlap to other violent ideologies, including right-

wing extremism and white supremacy” (Ong, 2020; 4-5). The term ‘incel’ is often associated with 

violence against women but men can also be the victim. The term itself, however, refers de facto 

to people who desire a relationship but are not able to find one in a broader sense. By now, the 

term has become more and more associated with misogyny and male supremacy. This is not 

without reason. Generally, male incels do adhere to a series of thoughts in which women are 
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dehumanised by only defining them by their ability to give sex to men, and they carry an intense 

anger towards women because they will not give it to incels (van Der Veer, 2020; Marone, 2021). 

 

4.3.2 Gender and men 
 

Men are dominating the far right and this dominance is also evident in the literature which de 

facto refers to men’s experiences and men’s involvement when describing and analysing far right 

movements. Yet, surprisingly, only few studies aim to uncover in depth the gendered nature of 

men’s involvement and its gendered appeal to men (Pascoe and  Bridges, 2015; Kimmel 2018; 

Mudde 2019; Ralph-Marrow, 2020; Pearson, 2019). 

Sociologist Michael Kimmel pertinently asks questions such as “who are these young men?”, 

“what draws them to violent extremism?”, “what are the ideologies that inspire them, the 

psychological predispositions that lead some and not others to sign up?”, “what emotional bonds 

are forged and sustained through membership in violent extremism groups?”. These questions 

are usually left out of research. 

The over-notice of women’s involvement due to the counterintuitive aspect of their involvement 

comes with the mainstream view of dangerous, often portrayed as stupid, rigid or distressed 

men as the given. However, Kimmel (2018:4) argues that the real drivers researchers should look 

at are: downward economic mobility; gradual irrelevance in a globalising world; political 

disenfranchisement; psychological trauma; human closure; and religion. Also masculinity – as 

proving it – comes with a lot of baggage. As the same author explains, the typical systematic 

review of the literature focuses on how to foster de-radicalisation through increasing “social 

bonds” and providing individuals with a ‘stake of conformity’ to ease them out of that status. But 

interestingly enough, “individuals”, “youth” or “affected persons” are usually referring to men 

while ignoring gender and therefore masculinity. When referring to women, gender perspectives 

are immediately dissected. More studies are needed to investigate efficiently the gendered 

emotions and experiences of men such as the quasi-erotic appeal of extremist politics targeting 

young men offering them the taste of masculinity or how it is to reap the sexual payoff of 

women’s admiration and be a “man’s man, in both present and next life. Similarly, one should 

look at the staggering similarity of violent actions almost replicated from the violent video games 

youngsters play or are made to play in training camps. 

As highlighted before, psychological reductionism when looking at men runs rampant when 

explaining violent extremism. The same question appears both at macro and micro level of 

analysis: what makes the small percentage (out of the scale of a population of a certain country) 

of men use violence as a justifiable modus? What sets the smaller group apart from the larger 

one is not the prevailing social, political and economic environment of which it is a component, 

presuming that this environment, as degrading as it is experienced by some, it’s presumably 
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experienced by all. Not all pick up assault weapons and spread hate, but the few that do 

experience unique structural grievances and psychological characteristics. “It’s within the 

gendered connection between humiliation and violence where we will find the key to 

understanding how young men get into extremist politics and, therefore, how policy makers, civil 

and community leaders, parents, citizens can provide a route to get out” (Kimmel, 2018: 11). 

Along similar lines, Mudde (2019) argues that concepts of benevolent and hostile sexism can be 

useful starting points to explore men’s involvement, male supremacy and ‘the manosphere’. In 

the articles reviewed here, several have used masculinity as an analytical tool to describe and 

explain men’s involvement. Ralph-Marrow (2020) defines masculinity as being “dynamic and can 

change over time, that certain forms of masculinity are privileged and others subordinated, and, 

critically, that masculinity is a series of practices that have the effect of subordinating women and 

other men (e.g. homosexuals). Applying this to the English Defence League (EDL) she argues that 

the movement “supplies masculinity to its supporters” through their gendered and sexists 

discourses and that particularly demonstrations are turned into “a masculine arena in which 

participants could display physical strength and engage in sex-segregated violence” (Ralph-

Marrow, 2020: 4). Pearson (2019) explores discourses of toxic masculinity and the EDL and argues 

that a more differentiated analysis is needed to understand the complexity of masculinities in 

extremist movements. EDL masculinities were produced in the intersections of gender with race, 

poverty and the prism of toxic masculinity obscures these intersections. 

 

4.4. Focus on youth dimension 
 

Attractive social arenas and trends of violence pulling youth into extreme-right or racist 

movements have been active for a long time. For example, the White Power music scene during 

Europe’s 1990s was very influential and “trendy”, although not so much anymore (Bjørgo and 

Ravndal, 2019; p. 12). 

However, present time Europe has its own new set of powerful youth scenes, such as the ever 

growing identitarian Generation Identity(GI) or Identitäre Bewegung (IB), originally created in 2012 

in France as the youth wing of France’s “Les Identitaries” movement. Since then, it has grown 

significantly to cover other 4 countries including Germany, Austria, the UK and Ireland, which the 

group claims are “inflicted by extreme multiculturalism” (The Economist, 2016). GI believes that 

white Europeans are falling victims to “the Great Replacement”—“the process by which the 

indigenous European population is replaced by non-European migrants.” They seek to stop what 

they view as the Islamisation of Europe, stop globalisation, and reverse the “Great Replacement.” 

To realise these goals, the network has issued five demands: preserve European ethno-cultural 

identity, defend freedom of speech and opinion against far-left attacks, repatriate illegal 

immigrants to their countries of origin, promote regional development in African countries to 
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stem emigration, and secure national borders. GI claims it does not “provide a platform for any 

kind of national-socialist or fascist groups or views” (Counter Extremism Project, 2021a). 

Nonetheless, GI's German chapter, Identitäre Bewegung, has reportedly marched alongside neo-

Nazi skinheads, and the German neo-Nazi political party NPD has held up GI's tactics as a model 

(The Economist, 2016). Austrian GI leader Martin Sellner has also professed the group's 

dedication to non-violence but GI has created militaristic training camps across Europe that 

feature combat training as well as anti-Islamic and anti-immigrant speakers (Maza, 2017). 

Moreover, GI created a spinoff group, Defend Europe, in order to stop what it believes to be illegal 

human trafficking by refugee aid organisations following their belief that humanitarian NGOs are 

smuggling millions of people into Europe and Africa. In August 2017, Defend Europe members 

chartered a ship in order to block the transport of immigrants from Libya being accused by 

human rights activists around the world of delaying necessary humanitarian rescues (Horowitz, 

2017).  

Similarly, there are other fascist and extreme nationalist movements with a youth appeal and a 

more violent potential in several European countries, like Italy, Germany, Greece and Poland. 

These groups are sometimes involved in hate crimes and violent clashes with opponents, but 

rarely in extremist attacks (Gattinara et al. 2018; Bjørgo and Mareš, 2019). 

The reasons for youth engagement in far-right groups can vary. Radicalisation in youth comes as 

the result of, possibly predominantly, very attractive pull factors such as positive characteristics 

or benefits offered by a group in exchange for participation - without undermining the negative 

social, political, economic and cultural drivers of individual decision-making.  

Harper (2018) notes that young people going through identity formation are more prone to 

radical and extreme ideologies wrapped around promises of something noble to fight for, 

something to fight against. They also add that the elements of youth unemployment coupled 

with weak social safety nets, raising prices, and lack of familial support has profoundly impacted 

social mobility and fed a narrative of purposeful marginalisation and prioritisation of the elite, at 

the expense of ‘the rest’ (ibid, p. 13). These arguments find support in theories on relative 

deprivation; the idea that when young peoples’ aspirations and frustrations collide, bringing their 

disadvantaged position to bear, they seek out alternatives to assert their relevance and obtain 

status. Violent extremist groups tap into these feelings in two ways: offering to fill the extant 

deficit with immediate employment and future opportunities, and by offering a political model 

that embodies equality and meritocracy (ibid). And this is not to overlook. Young people are 

extremely driven and increasingly interested in getting involvement in politics and change from 

a very young age, with a minority of them turning to violence to achieve representation.  

Another study by the British Council has created a non-exhaustive list of drivers that might 

specifically lead young women and men into radicalisation (Salto-Youth, 2016; p. 10): 
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Figure 4: Drivers of radicalisation and participation in extremist groups and movements. Source: Salto-

Youth (2016)  

 

An important phenomenon which had a massive impact also on physical violence is the growing 

extremist activism on the internet, with various social media platforms carrying materials, groups 

and manifestos, such as Facebook, Youtube, Twitter, Telegram, 8chan, Discord, MeWe, 

VKontakte. Moreover, there seems to be a growing number of perpetrators that have been self-

radicalised though these online platforms, sharing their ideologies on 4chan and 8chan. “Having 

started as a countercultural playing ground for young outsiders interested in Japanese manga 

and anime, online gaming, anarchism, and anti-fascist trolling, they have later expanded to 

include a wide range of topics, including politically incorrect threads mixing ideas and memes 

from the quickly expanding and misogynist incel subculture with some of the most extreme 

elements from the far-right universe” (Bjørgo and Ravndal, 2019; p. 13) 

Whilst young people are more likely on average to support and engage in far-right groups than 

adults, not enough attention is given to the effects on gender identities in youth. In particular the 

“shifting dynamics and realities around gender and sexuality as well as changing social norms 

around traditional notions of masculinity, and potential backlashes from conservative social 

movements, including the far right, to such developments” (Miller-Idriss and Pilkington, 2017; p. 

138). This is interesting to note, especially since most young people who do engage in far-right 

groups are said to be influenced by a sense of belonging (Copeland and Marsden, 2020). 

Far-right groups often target population groups in society that are marginalised and stigmatised. 

This is especially the case for young people that are often in conflict with authority and regarded 
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as trouble-makers by the wider society. Some of the factors leading to youth joining far-right 

groups are (Salto-Youth, 2016): 

❖ Vengeance: either against a particular individual, group or institution (for example, the 

government). 

❖ Empowerment: particularly in poor areas, there is a feeling of resentment towards the 

government. Youth may join groups to protect their communities and to “fight back” 

against injustice. 

❖ The community status of the far-right group. Especially when relating radical groups with 

extremist, far-right groups hold a certain level of legitimacy in society, as shown by the 

number of votes and support the group receives on a political level. Moreover, as seen 

in the propaganda by some groups that use video games references, many youth are 

drawn towards the attractiveness of working for a far-right group, of whom offer 

monetary support. 

❖ An opportunity to get out of poverty. This is especially the case in poor rural or urban 

areas where some governments typically lack support.  

 

Micro level Meso level Macro level 

Dysfunctional familial and 

interpersonal relations 

Vulnerabilities in youth and 

adults (alienation, isolation) 

Social exclusion and 

marginality 

Rigid mindset 

Individual perceptions of 

threats and other extremist 

attitudes 

Economic and cultural 

exclusion 

Avenging the death of a 

loved one 

Individual militancy and the 

opportunism for violence 
Civil injustice 

Reciprocate for pain inflicted 

on their community 

Family structure and 

environment 
Rising level of immigration 

Educational level Social networks 
Declining international 

collaboration 

Search for intensity, 

meaning, adventure, quest 
Group dynamics 

Rising focus on gender and 

masculinity in 

group/individual identity 

Fear and fascination leading 

to disgust and hate (self and 

other) 

Conspiracy Youth engagement 

 
Extremism as multiplayer 

game 
Social movements dynamics 

Table 1: Overview of drivers of right-wing extremism 

 

4.5. Gaps in literature 
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Micro, Meso and Macro level analysis  

There appears to be limited literature on the specific "micro", "meso" and "macro" levels. This 

may be a result of the specific wording in the levels, or a general lack of literature focused on 

group level dynamics, as an example. As mentioned in the gender analysis, literature on the 

micro level focuses on the psychological factors into recruitment, typically aimed at young men 

and their mental state.  

Social movements 

An interesting area to explore is how governments frame social movements and how this 

influences the legitimacy of groups, along with their public perception, but also how this 

influences and/or radicalises people to join movements. Another area would be to explore the 

boundaries between social movements and far-right groups that share similar viewpoints and 

how individuals are radicalised to joining these movements. 

A gap exists in exploring social movement dynamics in relation to the far-right. Seemingly, 

authors explore either far-right groups or social movements exclusively, but not combined.   

Main drivers of radicalisation 

The nuances of the micro-level analysis of individuals engaging in violent extremism should be 

equally seen from the cultural, economic, social, political and personal experience of both men 

and women. This by also recognising the perhaps underestimated linkages between their 

participation beyond gender which tends to be separated by the patriarchal view on VE 

participation. However, there is not enough empirical research based on gender differentiating 

data that accounts for women’s agency on the ground and in the online space, part of VE or 

radicalised. We must put emphasis on “how” they are drawn into radicalisation to better 

understand the why and act in prevention and countering. 

At meso-level, an underdeveloped area of research is the one looking at the “how” of radicalisation 

or “self-radicalisation”. On the same line, while the profile of extremists varies significantly across 

regions and time periods, social networks and group dynamics consistently play a critical role in 

recruitment, self-recruitment and radicalisation. There is a recognised lack in data targeting how 

individuals interact with radical or extreme content on the internet.  

At macro-level, more research should be done on possible links, if not outright institutionalised 

cooperation, between clandestine or extra-parliamentary groups and established political parties 

from the far-right spectrum. Right-wing parties, movements and propaganda do have a big 

influence on levels of everyday and general xenophobia and racism that are, in turn, intensified 

and made more explicit in smaller, more extremist groups. 

Gender dimension 

As Miller-Idriss and Pilkington (2017, p. 135) rightly point out “right-wing women are not so much 

absent as overlooked by scholarship in the field”. As argued by the author, this is despite the fact 

that there are growing numbers of women becoming involved in far-right movements and 
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parties, which is not sufficiently addressed in the literature. Moreover, they further argue that 

“there is little known about educational intervention work that specifically targets gender-based 

issues in studies of far-right movements, despite consistent findings about the role that issues 

such as traditional masculinities play in the appeal of the radical and extreme right” (Miller-Idriss 

and Pilkington (2017, p. 137). 

In a special issue on gender and the far-right, Blee (2020) suggests several areas of research to 

deepen our understanding of gendered dynamics within far-right groups and movements. More 

specifically, she argues for the need to develop  a “conceptual framework that more seriously 

examines intersections across the far right with gender and sexual essentialism, transphobia, 

homophobia, and support for misogyny” to understand how gender and sexuality manifest in 

various forms of the far right and across time and space (Blee, 2020; 427). 

In the same way Miller-Idriss (2020) also highlights the importance of intersectionality and brings 

our attention to the dynamics of gender-based violence, including domestic and intimate partner 

violence within the far right. Connected to this is also the need to explore “role that exploitative 

sexual images – including child pornography, ‘rape fantasy’ iconography and other misogynistic 

images – play in far right and white supremacist extremist cultures” (Miller-Idriss, 2020: 489). 

There is also a need to deepen our understanding of how gender-equality rhetoric is used as a way 

to draw women into the far-right movement despite these discourses being gender essentialist 

and even anti-feminist. Social media are important platforms where such ideologies and 

emotions are expressed and contradictive, authoritarian and racist attitudes consumed and 

displayed which contribute to the normalisation of far-right rhetoric and ideology as well as serve 

as crucial pathways to radicalisation (Miller-Idriss, 2020). 

Other pathways to radicalisation that are emerging are issue based mobilisation that brings 

women into contact with the far right through joining broad campaigns against Covid restrictions, 

thus easing contact with anti-vaxx communities and conspiracy theories. Identifying these 

emerging sites early on and how they might function as ‘soft’ entry points extremism will be 

beneficial for prevention and early detection work. Most importantly, as Donelly (2021) argues, 

gendered research needs to break with stereotypes about women’s passive involvement and 

engage in empirical research to explore the gendered dynamics of the far right, from recruitment, 

mobilisation, representation to ideology and discourses. Such studies need also to focus on 

women’s agency and how they (re)frame femininity. 

Significant gap in the research focused on gender and men, looking at how men’s perspective of 

masculinity is affecting their view on life and purpose and it’s one of the factors of resorting to 

violence, and how “structural grievances” are almost always interlinked with micro level 

narratives. More qualitative and ethnographic research is needed that examines the issues of 

male supremacist ideologies and male subjectivity, as well as men’s entitlement to women’s 

bodies and how these narratives are played out within the far right. 
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Finally, youth involvement and youth subcultures and the far right is a growing area of research. 

Yet, there is a serious research gap on the involvement of young women and girls in the far right 

and this is despite much educational work and preventive work being executed in schools and 

involving community engagement including family work. 

Youth dimension 

Whilst young people are on average more likely to support and engage in far-right groups than 

adults, not enough attention is given to the effects on gender identities in youth, particularly as 

Miller-Idriss and Pilkington (2017, p.138) argue “shifting dynamics and realities around gender 

and sexuality as well as changing social norms around traditional notions of masculinity, and 

potential backlashes from conservative social movements, including the far right, to such 

developments”. 

 

Gaps in the literature  Relevance to PARTICIPATION project 

Youth dimension Research produced in the PARTICIPATION project addresses 

this gap, by working with youth target groups across several 

European countries. We zoom in on different groups and 

social strata of youth to understand the radicalization and 

extremism dynamics 

Gender Several lines of research in Participation take a closer look at 

the gender aspect, and specifically discourses and practices 

around masculinity, LGBTQI+ and the social responses to 

such groups. Conversely, research showcases the agency of 

women in such movements, beyond a passive bystander 

position, and the motivation they might have to support 

these movements. 

Mainstreaming Research in PARTICIPATION looks at the subtle and indirect 

ways in which the message of radicalized and extremist 

actors reach the political mainstream 

Social movements Research addresses these gaps by doing grass-root research 

on how the extremist or radical movements present an 

alternative to those who do not feel part of social or political 

cause and can thus seem to be a legitimate occasion of 

social mobilization and identity formation 

Communication PARTICIPATION aims to understand narratives and 

messages that pull individuals towards radicalized or 

extremist expressions and finally to offer an alternative to 

these 

Institutional dynamics PARTICIPATION has added to the research a focus on 

institutions and networks that also ease mainstreaming. In 

this way, new research is generated on the institutional 

dynamics of radicalization and extremism 
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4.6 Conclusions 
 

Far-right extremism has been shown to adapt and evolve to the ever-changing landscape of 

Europe. Whilst far-right groups and extremists often view complex issues with a simple black and 

white mindset, the drivers and dynamics and far-right extremism are complex and multifaceted. 

According to the research conducted, several conclusions can be drawn that highlight the current 

far-right extremist atmosphere.  

Firstly, the ideologies and values of far-right groups are diverse and interconnected. Evolving to 

developments in the online space, many individuals are able to connect under this branch of 

extremist ideologies that can range from anti-feminism, anti-immigration, and anti-

establishment narratives. As such, far-right extremists are known to “infiltrate” and participate in 

other social movements. This can be seen during the COVID-19 pandemic, where anti-

government protests have acted as an opportunity for far-right extremists. Together, with the 

lack of a universal definition of terrorism and extremism, governments have difficulty in 

differentiating between these social movements and extremist groups, especially in the online 

space.  

Secondly, the “profile” and characteristics of extremists are often broad and diverse, as it has 

mostly been throughout history. However, whilst women have played an increasingly important 

role in far-right groups throughout history, this has become more transparent, especially in the 

media. Despite far-right groups existing in a “hyper-masculine ecosystem”, with the particular 

emphasis on the ‘manosphere’, the variety of ideologies that groups share can explain the high 

involvement of women. Extremist discourses often concentrate on this anti-femininity when 

referring to gender, though as highlighted in this review, emphasis should be placed on the male 

perspective on far-right extremism that is isolated from this anti-femininity narrative.  

Thirdly, as COVID-19 has illuminated inequalities and discrimination in society, in addition to the 

lack of capacity from governments to act on extremist involved in social movements, it can be 

postulated that more youth are resonating with the ideals of far-right groups. Identifying several 

push and pull factors, youth are increasingly joining far-right groups in response to an unable 

government in relation to aspects such as weak environmental action and poor socio-economic 

policies. Far-right groups are able to exploit this sense of marginalisation to recruit not only youth 

but also adults into their ideology. In some cases, far-right groups provide support, including 

financial assistance, which – in comparison to an absent government – can be seen as attractive 

for many.  

Finally, as mentioned in this analysis, there exist several gaps in research on far-right extremism. 

There is still the assumption by many that far-right extremism is an emerging phenomenon, 

whilst Islamic extremism is perceived as more prominent and, therefore, receives more 
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attention. Authorities have felt that they are ill-equipped and underprepared to respond to this 

threat. More research and attention needs to be placed on it (list overall gap). 
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extremism 
 

 

Antonelli, F.; Farinelli, F.; Marinone, L.; Musolino, S.; Rosato, 

V. 

 

 

5.1. Introduction 
 

There is not a precise, widely shared definition for ‘far-left extremism’ in the literature. The 

concept of ‘far-left’ is flexible enough to include groups (and ideologies) as diverse as: 

❖ radical left parties that participate in elections and claim to respect the tenets of 

democracy and rule of law. An example is the French party La France Insoumise, founded 

in 2016 and led by Jean-Luc Melenchon;   

❖ fringe groups with a hybrid profile of party and social movement that endorse a more 

radical view of politics and the use of violence, and may advocate for the choice of armed 

struggle. Examples of this include the French Lutte Ouvrière and the Maoist Gauche 

Prolétarienne, as well as the Italian organisations Potere Operaio and “Lotta Continua” 

that were active in the late ‘60s and early ‘70s; 

❖ movements and organisations that – while being issue-oriented – do espouse a basic left-

wing ideological framework, as in the case of many environmental groups such as “Earth 

First!”;  

❖ movements that identify themselves as ‘Antifa’: short for anti-fascist with a nuance 

reminding Palestinian Intifada; 

❖ terrorist groups openly advocating for change through violence, such as the “Italian 

Brigate Rosse”; 
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❖ violent anarchist groups that engage in sabotage acts, vandalism, and bombings. 

Examples of this include the Greek Conspiracy of Fire Cells and the wider European 

umbrella group Informal Anarchist Federation. 

 

In spite of such a rich and diverse radical and extremist landscape, far-left groups and the 

ideology itself receive today limited attention from researchers and practitioners. One of the 

reasons behind this can be the fact that – in terms of impact on politics and society – proneness 

to violence and a number of affiliates and sympathisers, far-left extremism in Europe is today the 

pale shadow of what it was during the Cold War. Terrorism driven by the left-wing ideology has 

marked the history of many European countries in the aftermath of the Second World War. While 

no terrorist group has succeeded in triggering a violent mass movement in the continent, some 

of the most prominent among them could count not only on a substantial number of affiliates 

but also on a wider ‘grey area’ of support. Extreme left-wing ideologies rooted in anti-imperialism, 

anti-capitalism, and Marxism-Leninism/Maoism, were shared by the most important left-wing 

terrorist groups active in Europe during the second half of the 20th century. These include for 

example the Italian Brigate Rosse (BR), the Rote Armee Fraktion (RAF) in Germany, or Action 

Directe in France. These groups were the European protagonists of what Rapoport has termed 

“third wave of terrorism” (Rapoport 2004); a New Left Wave that started during the mid-1960s at 

global level, fuelled by anti-colonialist struggles in the Third World, Soviet active measures 

stigmatising the U.S. as inherently evil,  and the war in Vietnam.  

However, since the fall of the Berlin wall, the threat posed by left-wing terrorist groups has 

diminished in both level of attacks and quantity as far as violent acts are concerned. Most of the 

groups that were at their peak in the ‘70s, by mid ‘90s were not active anymore, nor had they left 

an enduring legacy. On the contrary, some exceptions do indeed exist. The Greek organisation 

17N –  better known as Revolutionary Organization 17 November – managed to commit acts of 

violence until the year 2002. Between 1999 and 2003 in Italy, a group led by Nadia Desdemona 

Lioce and Mario Galesi called Brigate Rosse per la Costruzione del Partito Comunista 

Combattente (also referred to as Nuove Brigate Rosse in the press) was responsible for several 

homicides and attacks. These included among others the killing of Massimo D’Antona and Marco 

Biagi; both consultants for the Italian Ministry of Labour.  

However, the end of the Cold War and the collapse of communism, did not lead to the end of 

strong movements and currents within the public opinion that questioned the model of 

advanced societies, capitalism under a globalised economy, and the relations between global 

North and global South. In some areas of the variegated Muslim world, much of the ideological 

room once occupied by the left-wing opposition has been hegemonized by other fundamentalist 

forces. However, in the West this antagonistic role has been taken up by a diverse and articulated 

set of movements and groups (anti-fascists, anarchists, environmentalists, No Global, animal 

rights activists, etc.). Since the ‘90s, the far-left scene in the West has been witnessing a strong 

pluralism, the multiplication of issues of concern, differentiated ‘language’ developed, and a 

diversification in the preferred strategies (non-violent or violent action). This could lead someone 
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to imagine a confused and irrelevant phenomenon in terms of violent extremism, if compared to 

the strong ideologies and granitic organisations present during the Cold War period. On the 

contrary, this new antagonism represents an answer, sometimes in a questionable manner or 

through violent actions; through fears, concerns, discomforts and aspirations diffused in large 

sections of the population. This is precisely why it is a phenomenon that is destined to endure, 

albeit in shapes and forms, which are constantly changing. 

Today, violent attacks motivated by the far-left ideology is almost exclusively carried out by 

anarchist cells and organisations. According to Europol’s Te-Sat reports, between the years 2006 

to 2019 left-wing extremists (LWE) and anarchists have been responsible for 389 attacks. If 

broken down, Europol recorded 13 attacks in 2015, 27 in 2016, 24 in 2017, 19 in 2018 and 25 in 

2019, down from more than 40 in 2009-2010.  

Thus, a diminished/direct threat from violent far-left extremist groups in recent years compared 

to the past decades, as well as the fact that LWE and anarchist attacks mainly produce damages 

against property instead of causing human victims, can help explain the parallel lack of attention 

towards this strand of extremism. Also, failure to distinguish between goals and means might 

play a role. According to Ellefsen and Jamte (2021), “numerous practitioners described the core 

values of the LWE as more aligned with those of the wider society” while explaining why LWE is 

perceived as a lesser threat than other kinds of extremism. Arguably, using violence against 

objects or people to attain political goals is not tolerated under democratic systems. 

Nevertheless, it should be noted that the relative scarcity of active terrorist groups does not 

necessarily mean that the far-left ideology is circulating significantly less in the wider society. On 

the contrary, it may be argued that precisely because of the great richness of nuances and 

orientations, this ideology is particularly prone to adapt to changing circumstances and evolve 

accordingly. 

Furthermore, it is striking to see the limited attention that far-left extremism receives in the 

literature, when in fact this kind of extremism is responsible for dozens of attacks every year in 

Europe, as shown by Europol (2020). In 2019 alone the left wing and anarchist terrorist scene was 

responsible for 26 attacks, the highest number for any kind of extremism recorded in the Te-Sat 

report. Attacks motivated by jihadist ideology over the same period were 7, and even when 

adding failed and foiled attacks the total amounts to 21. The comparison with far-right extremism 

is even more telling, as the right-wing ideology fuelled 6 attacks in 2019 in Europe. 

Nonetheless, recently in Europe left-wing violent extremism and anarchist extremism are 

gradually beginning to receive more attention. This, at least in the academic literature with 

particular reference to two processes: 1. the emergence and spread of different kinds of violent 

extremisms, and 2. the worsening of the economic and environmental crisis at global level. 

Regarding the first aspect, it has been observed that there is a presumed correlation in the 

emergence and diffusion of the various types of violent extremism, according to the scheme of 

what has been defined as the phenomenon of ‘cumulative extremism’ (Eatwell, 2006). Therefore, 



166 

 

radicalisation processes and violent manifestations of jihadism, far-right and far-left are, in part, 

linked together according to a sort of ‘reaction’ principle. Some scholars are observing the 

development of new forms of ‘hybrid radicalisation’ (Lucini, 2017), and hybrid scenarios 

characterised by contaminations. An example of this includes the recent phenomenon of support 

in the fight against ISIS by both European left-wing and right-wing extremists who travelled to 

Syria to fight against a common enemy despite being moved by different ideologies and personal 

motives (Koch, 2019). 

Regarding the second aspect, since the global economic crisis that began in 2008, social 

inequalities have been exacerbated and environmentalist claims have emerged strongly; issues 

that are now being further exacerbated by the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic. Extremist groups 

aiming to change societies and governmental systems through violence, seek to exploit major 

crises to achieve their objectives by fuelling crisis narratives. Nowadays, this trend is most evident 

in the activities organised by white supremacist groups, that are using the Covid-19 crisis to claim 

the failure of democracy. They are calling for insurrectional violence and, in wider extremist 

circles, opportunistically using the ongoing pandemic to spread conspiratorial hate speech. Far-

left groups and movements have adopted similar narratives. Violence is in fact a 'social force' 

that is often activated during deep economic and political crisis. The result is a general 

'deregulation' (at cognitive, evaluative and affective levels) that produces uncertainty and 

increases aggressiveness in the social body. In our late-modern, pluralistic and fractioned 

societies, this aggressiveness increasingly manifests itself in a liquid and changing form, and it 

tends to escalate (Maniscalco, 2012). 

 

5.1.1 Methodology 
 

The objective of the research is to select the most relevant scientific articles that focus on the 

causes of far-left violent extremism and radicalisation in Europe, covering the time frame from 

2015 to 2020. In order to guarantee the significance of the chosen literature within the 

international scientific community, it was decided to select English articles only. 

The search was carried out mainly using two relevant databases: Scopus and Web of Science. 

Nevertheless, it was decided to also extend the search to other specialised journals that are not 

present in the two aforementioned databases. These include Perspective on Terrorism and Journal 

for De-radicalisation. 

The selection was performed through several steps, summarised below:  

1. An initial basic search was carried out using the very general keywords within TOPIC (title 

article, abstract and keywords): “estremi*”, “radical*” and “de-radical*” combined with 

“far-left”, “left-wing”, “anarchis*” and “anti-fascis*”. The search was limited exclusively to 
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journals in the following subject areas: social sciences, psychology and economics. The 

result of this search produced a total of 391 articles. 

2. More targeted research was carried out into the following aspects of violent extremism 

and radicalisation: gender, youth, polarisation and causes. The results were too limited 

and there was a risk of missing some relevant study. 

3. Starting from the basic search and eliminating duplicates, we then proceeded to select 

the articles through the reading of each abstract – initially by geographical area and then 

by topic – obtaining a final list of 28 articles.  

4. Of these 28 final articles, 16 are based on the comparison between different types of 

extremism (mainly far-left, far-right and jihadist), and only 12 are focused exclusively on 

far-left extremism. 

5. Due to the limited final number of articles, it was decided not to make a further selection 

on the basis of journal ranking.  

6. The 28 selected articles were included in the quantitative analysis of the academic 

literature presented in Chapter 2 'General trends and semantic frameworks: A textual-

statistical approach' and were also examined through a qualitative analysis. 

 

5.1.1.1 Results of Quantitative Analysis: Textual Statistical Analysis of the 

academic literature on Far Left  
The 28 selected articles were included and processed within the text analysis presented in 

Chapter 2 "General trends and semantic frameworks: A textual-statistical approach". 

As we have seen in Chapter 2, the first descriptive parts of the textual analysis of the collected 

sample of academic articles reveal information on the overlap between the four (4) types of 

extremism, their semantic similarities and differences, and their correlation with the 

categories/clusters. The latter also provides us with information on which drivers/effects are 

associated with which form of radicalisation most frequently in the literature (using Pearson's 

chi-square test and biserial correlation coefficients). Based on these results we find that the main 

words associated with the far left are: Police and Movement (tables 1, 2). 

Given the very limited number of articles on left-wing extremism, no further statistically relevant 

results emerged from the textual analysis. 

  A ranking of more and less used words in the literature on Far Left 

More Less 

Police Islam 

Extremism Religion 

Terrorism Local 
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Movement Education 

Politics Social network 

Ideology Gender 

Populism Youth 

Democracy Radical 

Society Policy 

  Community 

  Trust 

  Government 

  Regional 

  Hate 

  Propaganda 

  Economy 

 

Table 1- List of the most and least used terms in the academic literature on Far Left extremism, as emerging from 

the textual-statistical analysis 

 

Category Global 

Chi² 

P Max Chi² P Biserial Predict 

Police 22.15 0.00 0.55 0.46 1.6005 Far left  

Movement 4.53 0.21 0.29 0.59 1.0311 Far left  

Table 2-  Identification of categories based on Pearson predictions for Far Left 

 

5.1.1.2 Results of the Qualitative Analysis: selected scientific articles on 

Far Left extremism 
Given the very limited number of studies dedicated to the drivers of left-wing extremism in the 

academic literature, it was decided to conduct a qualitative analysis by reading all the articles 

retrieved, focusing on those most significant for the purpose of our research. Below we propose 

a summary of the studies according to the type of extremism analysed, the main topic, and the 

presence or absence of the gender or youth dimension (Table 3).   

 

Author(s), title, 
Journal 

Kind of 
extremism 

        Main topic Gender 
dimension 

Youth 
dimension 

Mary Beth Altier, Emma 
Leonard Boyle, Neil D. 
Shortland & John G. 
Horgan, Why They 
Leave: An Analysis of 
Terrorist 

Comparison of 
different 
extremisms 

Factors in 
disengagement 

no no 
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Disengagement Events 
From Eighty-seven 
Autobiographical 
Accounts, Security 
Studies 
Linus Andersson, 
What’s left of the radical 
left online? Absence of 
communication, 
political vision, and 
community in 
autonomist web milieus 
in Sweden, New media 
& society 

  Activism online no no 

Jonathan Arlow, Antifa 
without fascism: the 
reasons behind the anti-
fascist movement in 
Ireland, Irish Political 
Studies 

Far Left Anti-fascist 
movement 

no no 

Tomasz Besta, Marcin 
Szulc & Michał 
Jaśkiewicz, Political 
extremism, group 
membership and 
personality traits: who 
accepts violence? / 
Extremismo político, 
pertenencia al grupo y 
rasgos de personalidad: 
¿Quién acepta la 
violencia?, Revista de 
Psicología Social. 

Comparison 
(Far-left and 
far Right) 

Group membership no no 

Tomasz Besta, Beata 
Pastwa-
Wojciechowska, Michał 
Jaśkiewicz, Andrzej 
Piotrowski, Marcin 
Szulc, Radicalisation 
and individual 
differences: 
Disinhibition, boldness 
and meanness as 
predictors of support for 
radical collective action, 
Personality and 
Individual Differences 

Comparison 
(Far-left and 
far Right) 

Personality 
characteristics and 
radical collective 
action 

no no 

Markus Brückner, Hans 
Peter Grüner, Economic 
growth and political 
extremism, Public 
Choice 

Comparison 
(Far-left and 
far Right) 

Economic growth 
and inequality 

no no 
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Giorgio Del Vecchio, 
Political violence as 
shared terrain of 
militancy: Red Brigades, 
social movements and 
the discourse on arms in 
the early Seventies, 
Behavioral Sciences of 
Terrorism and Political 
Aggression 

Far Left Collective 
identities, political 
violence in the 
1970s 

no no 

Giorgio Del Vecchio, 
The left-wing armed 
struggle in Italy from a 
critical-historical 
perspective: the case of 
study of Prima Linea, 
Critical Studies on 
Terrorism 

Far Left Social movements 
and political 
violence in the 
1970s 

no no 

Roman Gerodimos, The 
Ideology of Far Left 
Populism in Greece: 
Blame,Victimhood and 
Revenge in the 
Discourse of Greek 
Anarchists Political 
Studies 

Far Left Populist identity no no 

Thomas R. Guarrieri, 
Collin J. Meisel, 
Extremists and 
unconventional 
weapons: examining the 
pursuit of chemical and 
biological agents, 
Behavioral Sciences of 
Terrorism and Political 
Aggression 

Comparison of 
different 
extremisms 

individual-level 
characteristics and 
use of 
unconventional 
weapons 

no no 

Hans-Peter van den 
Broek, Labelling and 
Legitimization: 
Justifying Political 
Violence in the Basque 
Country, Terrorism and 
Political Violence 

Far left Left-wing 
nationalist 
movement 
propaganda 

no no 

Thomas J. Holt, 
Mattisen Stonhouse, 
Joshua Freilich, Steven 
M. Chermak,  Examining 
Ideologically Motivated 
Cyberattacks Performed 
by Far-Left Groups, 
Terrorism and Political 
Violence 

Far Left Cyberterrorism no no 
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Sara Jahnke, Carl 
Philipp Schroder, 
Laura‑Romina Goede, 
Lena Lehmann, Luisa 
Hauff, Andreas 
Beelmann, Observer 
Sensitivity and Early 
Radicalization to 
Violence Among Young 
People in Germany, 
Social Justice Research 

Comparison 
(Far Left and 
Far right) 

Personal justice 
sensitivity and 
political attitudes 
and actions 

no yes 

Sebastian Jungkunz, 
Towards a 
Measurement of 
Extreme Left-Wing 
Attitudes, German 
Politics 

Far Left Measurement of 
extreme left-wing 
attitudes 

no no 

Blendi Kajsiu, 
Polarization without 
radicalization: political 
radicalism in Albania in 
a comparative 
perspective, Journal of 
Contemporary 
European Studies, 

Comparison 
(Far Left and 
Far right) 

Political 
radicalisation, 
bipolarisation 
(Historical, 
political and social 
factors) 

no no 

Katharina Karcher, How 
(not) to “Hollaback”: 
towards a transnational 

debate on the “Red 
Zora” and militant 
tactics in the feminist 
struggle against gender-
based violence, Feminist 
Media Studies 

Far Left Feminist activism yes no 

George Kassimeris 
Greece's Terrorism 
Problem: A 
Reassessment, Studies 
in Conflict & Terrorism 

Far Left operational 
evolution of 
political militancy 

no no 

Tuuli-Marja kleiner, 
Public opinion 
polarisation and protest 
behaviour, European 
Journal of Political 
Research 

Comparison 
(Far Left and 
Far right) 

Public opinion 
polarisation and 
protest behaviour 

  

no no 

Ariel Koch, Trends in 
Anti-Fascist and 
Anarchist Recruitment 
and Mobilization, 
Journal for 
deradicalization 

Far Left 
Anarchism, 
popular and modes 
of mobilization and 
recruitment 

no no 
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Ariel Koch, The Non-
Jihadi Foreign Fighters: 
Western Right-Wing 
and Left-Wing 
Extremists in Syria, 
Terrorism and Political 
Violence 

Comparison 
(Far Left and 
Far right) 

Extremist 
ideologies, foreign 
fighters 

no no 

Francesco Marone, The 
rise of insurrectionary 
anarchist terrorism in 
Italy, Dynamics of 
Asymmetric Conflict 

Far Left 
insurrectionary 

anarchist terrorism 
(ideology, 
organization, 
strategies) 

no no 

Richard J. McAlexander, 
How Are Immigration 
and Terrorism Related? 
An Analysis of Right- 
and Left-Wing 
Terrorism in Western 
Europe, 1980–2004, 
Journal of Global 
Security Studies 

Comparison 
(Far Left and 
Far right) 

relationship 
between migration 
and terrorism 

no no 

Joseph H. Michalsk, 
Terrorism and lethal 
moralism in the United 
States and United 
Kingdom, 1970–2017, 
The British Journal of 
Sociology 

Comparison of 
different 
extremisms 

socio-cultural 
contexts and 

extremism 

no no 

Arlene Robinson, Zoe 
Marchment, Paul Gill, 
Domestic extremist 
criminal damage events: 
behaving like criminals 
or terrorists?, Secur J. 

Far Left 
Situational factors 
in terrorist vs 
criminal tactics 

no no 

Schils, N. & Verhage, A., 
Understanding How and 
Why Young People 
Enter Radical or Violent 
Extremist Groups, 
International Journal of 
Conflict and Violence 

  

Comparison of 
different 
extremisms 

drivers and 
process of violent 
radicalisation 

no yes 

Niels Spierings, Andrej 
Zaslove, Gender, 
populist attitudes, and 
voting: explaining the 
gender gap in voting for 

Comparison 
(Far Left and 
Far right) 

Gender and 
populist attitudes 

yes no 
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populist radical right 
and populist radical left 
parties, West European 
Politics 

William B. Swann, Jr., D. 
Conor Seyle, Angel 
Gomez, J. Francisco 
Morales, Carmen Huici, 
Identity Fusion: The 
Interplay of Personal 
and Social Identities in 
Extreme Group 
Behavior, Journal of 
Personality and Social 
Psychology 

Extremism in 
general Personal and Social 

Identities in 
Extreme Group 
Behavior 

no no 

Savvas Voutyras, This 
radicalisation which is 
not one: contentious 
politics against the 
backdrop of the Greek 
crisis, Journal of 
Contemporary 
European Studies 

Comparison 
(Far Left and 
Far right) 

anti-austerity 

protest movements 

no no 

Yiannis Zaimakis, 
Football fan culture and 
politics in modern 
Greece: the process of 
fandom radicalization 
during the austerity era, 
Soccer & Society 

Comparison 
(Far Left and 
Far right) 

ideological 
conflicts between 
fascist and anti-
fascist, football 
activism 

no no 

Table 3 - List of the selected scientific articles on Far Left extremism 

 

It is important to note that in this chapter, as in the chapter on separatist extremism, the authors 

chose to single out the grey literature and to discuss it in a separate section. There are very few 

sources in the grey literature that address the issue of drivers of left-wing radicalisation. Contrary 

to the academic literature considered, that isolates left-wing and anarchist extremism, most of 

the drivers identified in the grey literature come from a limited number of reports that discuss 

jointly far-left and far-right radicalisation. Another important difference between grey and 

academic literature is that the former usually does not appear to build on original research. 

Moreover, oftentimes grey literature is limited in scope to a single EU country, therefore the 

findings may well be context related and bounded to a specific country/region. Given the overall 
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paucity of sources, discussing the two types separately allows to reflect these important 

differences. 

It is also important to consider that there is no substantial literature on left-wing and anarchist 

extremism in the past five years. As noted below, far-left extremism is often considered to be a 

lesser issue (as in the case of separatist extremism) compared to far-right and Islamist 

extremism. Even sources that deal jointly far-left and far-right extremism tend to dedicate much 

more attention to the latter. Most of the existing literature about drivers of extremism deals with 

far-left terrorism in the ‘70s-2000s, and it is arguably outdated as the current European context 

and groups are different from those of 50 years ago. Moreover, it is often published before 2015, 

thus falling beyond the scope of this review. 

 

5.2. Main drivers of radicalisation 
 

5.2.1 Drivers of radicalisation in academic literature 
 

As it has been argued in the introduction, studies on current far-left in Europe are not as 

numerous as the ones about far-right or religious extremism. This, as such kind of collective 

action is nowadays less spread and, in its violent extremist forms, less lethal than the others. 

Consequently, there is a lack of specific studies on drivers of far-left radicalisation in the academic 

literature. Nevertheless, it is possible to put together different suggestions through an in-depth 

analysis of scientific literature on far-left, in order to find the main factors identified by scholars.  

Before moving on to the analytical discussion, two important issues must be underlined: firstly, 

the main far-left groups tend to currently be mixed with other forms of radical collective 

actions/political narratives – such as neo-populism (Greece) or separatism (Basque Region) – 

rather than presenting themselves. Such a trend seems to depend on the national context. 

Secondly, contemporary far-left seems to be more linked to anarchist tradition rather than the 

Marxism-Leninism background, which was dominant in the ‘70s; the “golden age” of far-left 

radicalisation and terrorism in Europe.   

By dividing the different drivers in three analytical levels, it is possible to argue the following: 

1. Micro-level: the most important micro-driver underlined by the literature is to perceive 

themselves or their group (included reference group) as deprived or unfairly treated 

(Doojse et al. 2012; Jahnke 2020), as well as believing that the world is ruled by injustice 

(Shils 2017). When the radicalisation process is about to begin, such a driver appears to 

be mainly existential rather than political or theoretical. Furthermore, it is reinforced by 
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the presence of specific personality characteristics (Besta 2021): “meanness” and 

“inhibition” that instils a sort of paranoic enemy-building sentiment.    

2. Meso-level: is the most referred one within the scientific discourse. Three ideological 

factors characterised “push and pull” dynamics toward far-left radicalisation: antifascism, 

intellectualism and – particularly when far-left is hybridized with neo-populism – the 

rhetoric of victimisation linked to Manichean standpoint that opposes “innocent people” 

and “corrupt élites”. Such a peculiar ideological mix – sometimes spreads by 

counterculture expressions, such as music and squatted social centres – can lead to 

legitimise violent action as a means to just reaction against ruling-classes and, in general, 

“the System” (Arlow 2020; Gerodimos 2012; Koch 2018). Next to ideological aspects, 

similarly to far-right, independentism or religious extremism, many authors highlight the 

fundamental role of group dynamics for far-left radicalisation. In other words, “no group 

no radicalisation”, meaning that the group and in particular the peer-group with its 

specific social relations, is the catalyst to counterculture and ideologic subjects (Schils, 

2017). According to Besta (2015) and Swann et al. (2012) the so called “identity-fusion” is 

very important to understand far-left radicalisation (and probably the other kinds of 

violent radicalisation): it is a way to create a collective identity based on a fusion between 

personal and social identity. In other words, people who belong to such a group, 

perceived it as a real collective person no differentiated to himself or herself. Marone’s 

study on Italian anarchist group dynamics and their ideologization is very interesting: 

according to him, the anarchist organisation is based on Alfredo M. Bonano’s theory of 

the “affinity group”. As the fundamental element of direct action, this kind of informal 

group is made up of no more than 20 people. They are all very similar in ideologic 

perspective and it is where discussion, decision and action take place through a horizontal 

process based on the exclusion of a vertical leadership (Marone 2015). Eventually the 

Internet and cyber-space is also important to understand far-left radicalisation but, 

compared to other kinds of extremism, not just as socialisation or recruitment means. 

One of the most important aspects of action for far-left extremism is cyber-space, 

including the hacker culture and cyber-punk imaginaries. 

3. Macro-level: this is the most neglected problem of the whole analysed scientific literature 

on far-left radicalisation. In such works classic reference to the theory of social and 

political movements, as well as the importance of social conflicts has almost disappeared. 

On the contrary, all key factors used to understand and analyse such kind of extremism 

between the ‘60s and the ’80 were drivers related to the macro level. Nevertheless, there 

are two very interesting research papers that have been done in order to stress the 

influence of the macro-level on far-left radicalisation: the first, by Bruckner & Gruner 

(2020), points out how the economic cycle carries out a scarce influence on the spread 

and popularity of far-left in Europe considered as whole. The second, by Koch (2019), 

focuses on far-left foreign fighters involved in the contrast of ISIS in Syria (for example 

enlisted within Kurdish militias). Such a study could be useful to hypothesise whether the 
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global political and geo-political cycle influence also far-left collective action, similarly to 

Jihadism.                

 

5.2.2 Drivers of radicalisation in the grey literature 
 

Since 2015, the existing grey literature does not provide a clear nor systematic picture of the main 

drivers of far-left radicalisation. The most compelling analyses focus on shared features among 

far-left and far-right extremism (RWE). Most notably, a study by RAND on LWE, RWE and 

nationalist-separatist extremism carried out within the EU IMPACT project. It finds that a series 

of key factors, besides differences in motivations, trajectories and triggers, proved significant 

across the entire sample analyzed by RAND. This list of factors is distributed across different 

clusters of drivers. It includes factors at micro level linked to the subject’s biography, such as 

proneness to violence. It also expands to facilitate factors at meso level such as violent 

socialisation via the use of internet, and it includes triggers situated at macro level such as 

negatively perceived environmental events (van Hemert 2015). At micro level, Luis Martinez 

(2020) adds the sense of revenge that may arise from perceived deprivation or injustice: 

“individuals who join far-left extremist groups can do so for a variety of reasons, including feelings of 

revenge”. It is argued that revenge is one among other possible “cognitive and emotional effects of 

threat”, thus making the list of emotional drivers potentially longer and fluid. 

A more comprehensive and detailed list of drivers is provided by RAN (2017). This paper shares 

the same approach of the latter and digs into factors related to radicalisation that are shared by 

both RWE and LWE, with a focus on target audiences. This study frames all these features as 

vulnerability factors, reflecting a more nuanced view of the pathways of radicalisation that is 

lacking in most of the literature dealing with the far-left ideology. At micro level, the main factor 

listed is victimisation, i.e. the perception of being under threat or even under attack. This can be 

linked to the sense of marginalisation and ostracization even if both concepts are borderline, as 

they may relate with the individual as well as his/her societal or social milieu. Other factors listed 

by RAN (2017) are related to the meso level. They include identity issues, the perceived need to 

find a fulfilling sense of purpose in life, and the need to belong to a family or brotherhood. At 

macro level, the paper lists “anger and fear stemming from perceived sweeping injustices (e.g. 'all our 

jobs are being taken', 'women are being mistreated')”, that can lead “to a willingness to make 'sacrifices 

for the greater good'”. 

By far, the most cited driver of radicalisation for left-wing activism, militancy and extremism is 

the recent rise of the far-right in Europe. The literature has widely framed this phenomenon as 

“reciprocal radicalisation” or equivalent concepts (e.g., cumulative radicalisation). In general, 

literature connects reciprocal radicalisation with both an increase in acts of violence (with the far-

left scene seen mostly as reacting to the RWE actions), and the adoption of a more steadfast 

approach on issues linked to identity and migration. 
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The latter have been indeed the main pillars of far-right propaganda in Europe over the last 

decade. This resulted in the integration of ‘antifa’ ideas in the far-left identity in a much more 

compelling way than it was before. Arguably, the rise of the far-right has pushed the opposition 

to successor groups of 20th century fascisms and Nazism to the top of the agenda while 

reconnecting contemporary political struggles to their (reactivated) historical and mythical 

foundations. For the very same reasons, ‘no border’ issues have spread over the continent in a 

matter of months with massive fluxes of migrants knocking at Europe’s door since late 2013-early 

2014. Furthermore, in many European countries far-right political parties have performed well at 

the polls during the same period, managing to increase their representation in parliaments as 

well as in governments. 

There is some evidence at national level of reciprocal radicalisation as a driver for far-left 

radicalisation. As far as the Greek political landscape is concerned, Retzepi (2020) notes that “in 

the past few years the acceptance and intensity of violence in the far-left scene has noticeably 

increased, mostly due to the appearance of violent far-right groups”. The author draws a clear 

connection between RWE acts of violence and LWE (anarchist) radicalisation, stating that “the 

main targets of right-wing extremists are anarchist/anti-authoritarian individuals and groups”. 

However, at the same time she acknowledges that “this relationship works both ways. In that sense, 

the threat posed by both extremes is multiplied”. Save the Children (2020) states that in Finland far-

left drivers are the main opposition to far-right demonstrations. Larsen (2020) describes very 

similar dynamics taking place in Denmark, noting that left-wing radicalisation in the country is 

mainly triggered by right-wing mobilisation and activism. 

By its nature, reciprocal/cumulative radicalisation triggers an escalating dynamic that can 

eventually spiral out of control and lead to violence. RAN (2018) for example points out that 

“radicalisation and violence might be growing in left-wing extremists fighting fascism and other right-

wing extremist forms; opponents of the migration-policy and in anticolonial and ethnic movements”. 

The paper corroborates this prediction by recalling that an important driver of radicalisation for 

the far-left is the role of international groups and networks that can stimulate and facilitate the 

passage à l’acte. 

Similarly, Dzhekova et al. (2016) argues that “in order to understand the escalation of action into 

violence, particular attention must be paid to processes of interaction among extreme right and 

extreme left actors, with other actors, which can lead to a strong sense of conflict and the prevalence 

of a Manichean view of politics”. Besides far-right organisations, the authors also add police forces 

as a crucial element in the path towards radicalisation. Not only protests and clashes with officials 

of law enforcement agencies “can be seen as important tipping points and radicalisation moments, 

during which individuals who may passively support a radical worldview may begin to act violently”, 

but this step does not necessarily require an already existing affiliation to a group: “individuals 

may engage in political violence before they join an extremist organisation, as this often occurs in the 

context of protests and clashes with the police and security forces, or between right- and left-wing 

radicals”. Thus, according to Dzhekova et al. (2016), episodic clashes with police forces of rival 
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groups can boost processes of radicalisation, and may thus be best described as “important 

tipping points”. 

The whole reciprocal radicalisation dynamics can be enhanced by the multiplication of poles at 

play. Indeed, some authors point out that the way to violent extremism can be paved by the 

complex interactions between LWE, RWE and Islamist extremism. Busher and Macklin (2018), 

note that “radical right groups in contemporary Europe are not only entrained in competition against 

extreme Islamist groups but also against an array of left-wing groups. Each of these different actors 

might take action directly against any of the other actors or might seek to influence the way that two 

of the other actors interact with one another”. 

One last word must be mentioned about issue-oriented radical groups that fall within the 

ideological framework of the far-left. Against the background of the width of a concept such as 

“far-left” as mentioned above in the introduction, some authors underline that a prominent 

feature of the leftist European scene is fluidity. In this regard, RAN (2017) for example notes that 

“political and radical youth” that belong to “various far left branches (e.g. anarchists, communists and 

green warriors)” can easily “switch from one group to another”. 

Moreover, while environmental activism and militancy figure prominently among the issue-

oriented scenes closest to the far-left ideological framework, there is no consensus in the 

literature on environmental issues working as drivers for radicalisation. Even if not explicitly 

reflected in the literature, some authors tend to interpret environmental issues as an additional 

factor that can eventually lead to more radical views. 

In a paper on Extinction Rebellion in the UK, for example, Wilson and Walton (2019) note that the 

group links the environmental crisis to anti-globalisation, anti-capitalist themes and express the 

belief that climate change cannot be addressed under the current economic system. They 

conclude stating that “for some radical left wing groups, environmentalism may simply be the latest 

vehicle for promoting the “system change” that they had already been campaigning for over many 

decades”. Yet, as far as Europe is concerned this assessment may already be outdated since many 

points in Extinction Rebellion’s manifesto are actually part of the official EU agenda laid down by 

the Commission led by Ursula von der Leyen (Green Deal), or are being considered (citizen 

salary).  

 

5.3. Focus on the gender and youth 

dimension 
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5.3.1 Gender and youth in academic literature 
 

A first general consideration that we can propose looking at both the results of the qualitative 

analysis and those of the textual analysis conducted on the selected academic articles on far-left 

extremism (28) is that the two dimensions of gender and youth are still underrepresented (see 

Table 3 above). This, as found in the qualitative analysis of the grey/non-academic literature on 

the same kind of extremism.  

Specifically, the case by case co-occurrence analysis for each category/cluster pointed out that 

gender has the highest co-occurrence with the terrorism clusters, followed by politics and Islam. 

On the contrary, it is surprisingly low with youth, suggesting that the combination of age and 

gender is understudied in the radicalisation literature (see Chapter 2 above). Furthermore, the 

cluster analysis conducted using the Natural Language Processing Analysis (NLP) revealed that 

the two clusters “gender” and “youth” are among those less frequently seen in far-left articles 

(compared to far-right, religious and separatism), with youth having the lowest frequency (See 

Table 1).  

Regarding the socio-demographic characteristics of individuals involved in violent acts of a far-

left matrix, the findings of the qualitative research (for example, Thomas J. Holt’s study (2019) on 

the attacks performed by far-left groups against targets in the UK, US, and Canada from 2000 to 

2015)  suggests that those individuals tend to be younger, male or female (but significantly more 

females are involved in such groups compared to far-right and Islamist extremist organisations), 

with higher levels of education and generally with more professional skills. Additionally, they tend 

to operate in more urban areas and engage in more preparatory offences prior to conducting 

acts of violence (Holt et al., 2019).  

Gender is a variable that is a predictor of certain social and political behaviours. However, as 

Sjoberg (2011) argues, it is important to clarify that any such differential effects between genders 

are common due to culturally and organisationally imposed gender roles; the so-called 

“gendered socialisation”. For example, women are often relegated to what is considered by an 

extremist organisation as non-combat roles, while young extremists are often men (Guarrieri, 

2021).   

The gender dimension in the analysis of far-left extremism seems to barely be explored and lacks 

in-depth analysis also in academic literature. Additionally, there are no studies devoted to the 

issue of gender as driver of radicalisation. In the selected academic articles on left-wing 

extremism, the gender dimension was analysed either as one of the variables considered to 

explain individual involvement in acts of violence belonging to the ideological universe of the 

extreme left, or as a theoretical and methodological perspective to be adopted for the analysis 

of the relationships between the extreme left and specific forms of collective action.  



180 

 

Among the most recent articles, two have explored the issue of the relationship between left-

wing extremism and feminism. The first one, written by Giorgio Del Vecchio (2018), analyses the 

engagement with the issues of feminism and women’s liberation to which the group Prima Linea 

(PL) gave particular attention when it was active in the ‘70s and early ‘80s. The starting point of 

his analysis is an act of violence almost unique in the history of the Italian armed struggle: the 

intentional injury of a female prison guard at the detention centre Le Nuove in Turin. The author’s 

main focus is on the PL’s claim of responsibility, whose content strongly criticised the elaboration 

of the issue of the liberation of women within the feminist movement, but also its practices and 

its development. The author of the article points out that the attack of PL has to be re-

contextualised within the dynamics of radicalisation, which deeply affected the feminist 

movement concerning also and foremost the issue of violence (Del Vecchio, 2018).  

Keeping to this issue, Katharina Karcher (2016) analyses the German radical left group Red Zora, 

formed in the mid-1970s; a subgroup within the militant leftist network Revolutionary Cells and 

responsible between 1977 and 1995 of dozens of attacks with an explicitly feminist agenda. The 

author argues that feminist activists in Germany were understandably reluctant to discuss ideas 

and activities that could associate the women’s movement with left-wing “terrorism.” It shows 

that the “Hollaback!” and other recent campaigns by feminist activists in Germany have 

reinforced rather than challenged the feminist silence on the Red Zora (Karcher, 2016).   

Youth has received relatively more attention than gender dimension in research on drivers of 

far-left radicalisation in the academic literature. However, more research is needed to develop 

tools to assess different types of radicalisation in young people.  

What we know from the more recent academic literature is that adolescence and early adulthood 

are of special interest in radicalisation research. This, as young age is consistently associated with 

radicalisation risk (Jahnke, 2020). 

Ariel Koch, in an article of 2018, examines this under-researched phenomenon focusing on 

popular and recent modes of mobilisation and recruitment of the “new revolutionary left”, which 

reflect a threat that is developing in Europe, North America and the Middle East. Specifically, the 

article sheds light on the contemporary left-wing extremism – that is embodied today in violent 

anarchists and anti-fascists – and violent mobilisation in Europe and North America. This, taking 

into account its expression on the Internet and in music. Evidences suggests that the anti-fascist 

music scene is a useful tool for the recruitment and mobilisation of a young generation of leftist 

revolutionaries. Moreover, democratic and capitalist countries became a hotbed of anarchist 

theories that continued to influence many people, especially the younger generation. Anarchist 

ideas, points out Koch, still have the power to mobilise young men and women.  

Finally, Jahnke (2020) conducted a qualitative study to explore the psychological construct of the 

personal sensitivity to injustice from either a victim or an observer’s perspective and its power to 

shape political attitudes and actions. In particular, the author investigates the hypotheses that 

victim and observer sensitivity are differentially linked to political orientation and early 

radicalisation outcomes among adolescents and young adults. The results, first of all, confirm 
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that victim sensitivity grows during adolescence and tends to decrease during adulthood, which 

may contribute to young people’s higher risk to be radicalised. Furthermore, the results of the 

study demonstrates that young left-wing respondents mainly referred to general social problems 

and injustice in society. Consequently, the observer sensitivity seems more likely to be associated 

with a left-wing political orientation (Jahnke 2020).  

 

5.3.2 Gender and youth in the grey literature 
 

As for drivers of radicalisation, gender dimension is virtually non-existent in the recent non-

academic literature about far-left extremism. There is not a single study devoted to this issue. 

And even when the gender dimension is present, this theme is mentioned in a superficial way, 

without going into depth. Even less attention is thus devoted to drivers of radicalisation 

specifically linked to gender.  

Among the very few occurrences we may recall Luis Martinez (2020). In a EU project PAVE paper, 

the authors note that “the left’s struggle for equality makes it more appealing for women”. It must be 

noted that the paper addresses the issue from the angle of militancy and differences in gender 

representation across 3 kinds of extremism. Therefore, the far-left ideological framework can be 

counted just as a relatively strong driver for women radicalisation, against the background of 

RWE and Islamist extremism that “incorporate sexism as part of their ideologies”. 

Youth has received relatively more attention than gender dimension in research on drivers of 

far-left radicalisation.  

One recurrent aspect that we have already encountered in previous paragraphs is cumulative 

radicalisation. As Glaser et al (2017) note, research should take into account social conflict 

dynamics, so group dynamics. Indeed, “perspectives which take into account the interaction between 

opposing social groups appear to be generally more promising than the focus on “risk factors” in 

individual biographies for explaining why people turn to these scenes”. Basically, Glaser et al. (2017) 

are suggesting that drivers of radicalisation at meso level are more important than biographical, 

personal drivers at the micro level in studying youth radicalisation on the far-left. According to 

the authors, this is because during the early age the sense of group belonging is far less stable 

than in later years. The adolescent phase is strongly characterised by its openness.  

This echoes the already quoted RAN (2017) as far as the fluidity of the far-left scene is concerned. 

The study adds other drivers of radicalisation, such as “feeling disappointed in the left-wing agenda 

and achievements”. At the same meso level, there is another situated driver listed in RAN (2017) 

that concerns non-political radical youth: “searching for a new purpose and for a sense of belonging 

to a ‘family’”. 
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Micro level Meso level Macro level 

Proneness to violence 
Violent socialisation via 

Internet 

Negatively perceived 

environmental events 

Perceived 

deprivation/injustice 
Identity issues Perceived sweeping injustices 

Revenge 
Need of a sense of purpose 

in life 

Global political and 

geopolitical conflitcs  

Victimisation 
Brotherhood/group 

belonging  
 

Enemy-building sentiments 
Reciprocal radicalisation with 

far-right 
 

 Clashes with LEAs  

 
Cyber-space and 

counterculture expression 
 

Table 4: Overview of drivers of left-wing extremism extracted from grey and academic literature 
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5.4. Gaps in literature 
 

5.4.1 Gaps in academic literature 
 

The analysis of the academic literature produced from 2015 to date on left-wing violent 

extremism in Europe reveals a limited number of papers aimed at investigating the causes and 

drivers behind the radicalisation processes of individuals and groups gravitating around this 

variegated and nuanced universe of activists. Probably one of the factors that explains this low 

interest  ̶  also at a scientific level  ̶  in this phenomenon is the very low-perceived threat posed 

by the "New Revolutionary Left" within European societies (Koch 2018). The underlying causes of 

this perception are probably to be found in the particular nature, organisation and modus 

operandi of far-left groups. As already mentioned, they are a very variegated universe, both with 

respect to focus of interest, strategies and objectives. They are also characterised by a loosely 

networked informal organisation, much more elusive than other forms of extremism and which 

would seem to imply a deeper existential dimension, as in the case of the new anarchist-

insurrectionist groups of the Informal Anarchist Federation (FAI) in Italy (Marone 2015).  These 

transformations would show a clear caesura between the 'solid-modern' forms of terrorism of 

the second half of the last century, characterised by a granitic ideology, a specific culture and a 

paramilitary organisation, and the current manifestations of 'liquid violence' that characterise 

late-modern societies (Maniscalco 2012) 

Moreover, these groups are characterised by a widespread use of the Internet for both 

propaganda and mobilisation purposes (Koch 2018), as well as fighting tactics through an 

increase in cyberattacks that has been matched by a decrease in physical violence (Holt 2019). 

Manifestations of physical violence are in fact limited and often take place in the form of sabotage 

and urban guerrilla warfare. These groups mostly use simple, inexpensive tactics that pose little 

risk to the perpetrator but can cause extensive damage.  There is a continuity of objectives in 

both online and offline activity, i.e. to carry out decentralised attacks against political, diplomatic 

and military targets in order to cause damage to businesses, governmental organisations and 

individuals (Marone, 2015; Holt, 2019). Their modus operandi are therefore more likely to be 

confused with the manifestations of common crime (Robinson et al., 2019). The most involved 

European countries, such as Italy, Spain and Greece, state institutions perceive and treat it mainly 

as a problem of public order. Finally, an important factor in putting the study of left-wing 

extremism on the back burner in recent decades has been the growing attention to emerging 

extremisms ̶ primarily jihadist and far-right extremism ̶ which given their impact and level of 

damage, have monopolised the European scene, since the early 2000s. In particular with the 

Madrid and London bombings in 2004 and 2005, the attacks in France in 2015 and 2016, and the 

right-wing extremist attack in Norway in 2011; just to mention those that have shaken European 

societies the most in terms of their modalities and level of damage. 
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An interesting element that emerges from the analysis of the literature selected on the new forms 

of left-wing extremism is a renewed interest in studying this phenomenon. However, it is mainly 

conducted through comparative studies with other extremism types; both right-wing and 

jihadist. This, both in the analysis of the motivations and drivers underlying the radicalisation 

process (Besta at al., 2015; Besta at al., 2021; Shils and Verhage, 2017), and in the modus operandi 

and in the disengagement processes (Altier at al., 2017). As we pointed out in the section on 

methodology, out of 28 selected articles only 12 have left-wing extremism as their sole focus, 

while most of the research (16) is dedicated to comparing different types of violent extremisms 

(left-wing, right-wing and jihadist). 

On the one hand, this is an important sign because it recognises the necessity to fill a gap within 

the scientific literature. On the other hand, it is evident that it starts from the concept of 

‘cumulative extremism’, thus focusing on far left insomuch as it relates somehow to two other 

types of extremism (far right and jihadist). It is the latter that actually continues to monopolise 

the attention within the academic world.  

In fact, there is almost total lack of specific analyses on the new forms of far-left violent 

extremism in Europe, both at a diachronic and synchronic level. In the time frame considered for 

this research, there are no papers that examine the transformations that this phenomenon has 

undergone in recent years within specific contexts and countries, just as there are no papers that 

analyse and compare the different cases within the European territory. 

A further under-researched dimension concerns the link between the local and global 

dimensions in explaining the new forms of social and political conflict that characterise European 

societies. In particular, the case of the variegated phenomenon of left-wing extremism. Here we 

refer to the lack of analysis on the links and interdependencies between the historical political 

and ideological fractures that have marked the recent history of some European countries (see 

the fascist experience in Italy, Spain and Greece or the separatist claims as in the Northern Ireland 

and the Basque case, just to name a few) and the new challenges linked to globalisation (claims 

against neo-liberalism, the fight for the environment, migratory flows and balances of 

international politics, etc.). 

Finally, both the gender and youth dimensions are scarcely analysed in studies dedicated to 

current left-wing extremism and need further and more in-depth research.  

 

5.4.2 Gaps in the grey literature 
 

As far as grey literature is concerned, drivers of far-left radicalism and extremism are seriously 

under researched. Over the last 6 years, non-academic studies dealing exclusively with this 

specific issue are completely lacking. Even in publications that cover different strands of 
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extremism, far-left is barely cited. In this timeframe, only one study has been published that 

analyses in depth far-left extremism (van Ham et al. 2018).  

This is particularly striking for a number of reasons. One of them is the wide range of movements 

and organisations that fall under the far-left banner, thus constituting a sizeable part of European 

society. A second, important reason is the proximity of many concepts and ideas, that belong to 

far-left ideology, to more “mainstream” ideas, widely and openly discussed by the European 

public opinion. Proximity with mainstream ideas can partly account for the fact that this 

extremism is not researched enough, as left-wing ideas are often perceived as less harmful or 

dangerous even by P-CVE practitioners, or are simply shared by a larger number of citizens. While 

this helps explain why LWE is not on the top of the prevention agenda, at the same time it 

highlights how relevant is a sound understanding of these very concepts and ideas for an 

inclusive and working European public sphere.  

Few sources in the literature acknowledge or even problematise this detachment between 

research and the importance of far left extremism-related issues. Ellefsen and Jamte (2021) 

provide some explanations. In their study on differences in prevention of left-wing (LWE), right-

wing, and militant Islamist extremism (MIE), based on in-depth interviews with public servants 

that work in the prevention field in Sweden, left-wing extremism is considered a lesser threat (if 

not a threat at all) because “the core values of the LWE as more aligned with those of the wider society, 

and rather represented a radicalisation of mainstream values”. At the same time, interviewees 

“expressed varied knowledge of the three milieus, where the challenge of identifying signals connected 

to MIE and the lack of knowledge on LWE stand out as particularly evident”. The interplay of these 2 

factors can help explain a lack of attention from practitioners, that parallels the gaps about far-

left extremism in the literature on radicalisation. A more explicit recognition of this is found in 

White (2020). Concluding an analysis of the evolving landscapes of threat posed by extremism, 

the author underscores that “as issues of climate change and social inequality become more 

prominent and dominate the concerns of communities, left-wing extremism could become the next big 

concern on the horizon”. Indeed, it is most striking that the adoption of the Green Deal by the new 

European Commission, compounded by the billions of euros planned for a green recovery in the 

aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, has not stirred up more research on radical approaches to 

the ecological crisis and the energy transition.  

As mentioned above, the left-wing scene is characterised by a high degree of fluidity. In this 

respect, there are 2 main gaps in the literature that stand out. 

One gap is about the left-wing milieu. Even if meso level drivers of radicalisation are 

acknowledged as critical in pathways of radicalisation for this kind of extremism, the 

understanding of the related milieu is poor. Some authors stress the fact that researchers have 

trouble in accessing the most extreme groups, as they are seen as ‘part of the system’ and the 

neutrality of the research is not recognised. Still, there is also a strong lack of new data about less 

extreme milieux. 
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The second gap relates to intersectionality, a prominent feature of the far-left scene. Almost no 

group identifies itself with a single banner. However, group identity and the way identities overlap 

and interact is seriously under researched, even if identity is explicitly recognised as a crucial 

issue as far as both cumulative radicalisation and youth radicalisation are concerned.  

Finally, an additional gap in literature relates to cross-country comparison. The far-left scene 

features not only intersectionality, but also strong international intellectual and operative 

relations, especially in the case of the most extremist groups and violent anarchist and 

‘autonomous’ cells. Researching the international network of the far-left scene and its dynamics 

could help understanding drivers of radicalisation at both meso and macro level. 

 

Gaps in the literature  Relevance to PARTICIPATION project 

Knowledge of left-wing milieu Need to extract fresh data from field research whenever 

possible 

Understanding of 

intersectionality dynamics 

Need to explore overlaps with other kinds of extremism 

(e.g., separatism) and how intersectionality and fluidity 

impacts hybridisation 

Cross-country comparison Need to explore how international, regional far-left and 

anarchist networks influence radicalisation dynamics locally 

Online dynamics Need to explore the online activities for propaganda and 

mobilisation purposes as well as fighting tactics 

Gender dimension Need to explore the relationship between the gender 

dimension and the drivers of extremism  

Youth dimension Need to explore the relationship between the youth 

dimension and the drivers of extremism  

Table 5: overview of gaps identified in the literature, and their relevance to PARTICIPATION project 
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6.1 Introduction  
 

Separatism, as it is traditionally imagined, has a long history in Europe (Rapoport, 2004). While it 

has been predominantly associated with well-known paramilitary groups such as the Provisional 

Irish Republican Army (PIRA) and its off-shoots (English, 2019), as well as groups such as Basque 

Fatherland and Liberty (ETA) (Wieviorka, 1997), separatism is not always associated with 

terrorism and political violence. In fact, in Europe, there are significantly more separatist groups 

engaged in political nonviolent struggle who seek autonomy, than those who choose to use 

violence (Reinaires, 2005). Examples of non-violent separatist movements can be found in 

Northern Italy, Corsica, Cyprus, Denmark, the Czech Republic, France, Germany, the Netherlands, 

Spain, and the UK. Whether it is a referendum for independence in Scotland, the rise of a social 

movement supporting secessionism in Catalonia or the rise of domestic separatist political 

parties in Belgium, separatism is a live political issue in Europe (McDowell, 2016). 

Importantly, as will be discussed in this paper, separatism reflects a continuum of desired 

outcomes, inspires a range of behavioral manifestations and includes issues of territory, identity 

and ideology. This is evidenced in the fact that not all of the groups/movements active in Europe 

seek full political secession; many are in search of increased autonomy, or recognition of a 

particular political/ethnic status (Solf, 2018). In fact, in the countries mentioned above, many 

mainstream political parties are members of the European Free Alliance, a European political 

party that serves as an umbrella organisation for separatist parties in Europe, evidencing the 

prevalence of separatism as a legitimate political movement in the region (Laible, 2008).  
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Importantly, it should be noted that the social and political movements which focus on different 

kinds of separatism in Europe are mostly not related to any extremist movements or actions; 

terrorism and political violence are not an inevitable path from separatist ideas (Reinaires, 2005). 

However, the ideological underpinnings of both, in addition to the construction of historically, 

ethnically, economically, racially or religiously inspired boundaries are an interconnected 

phenomenon (Pokalova, 2010). Rapoport (2002) documented the relationship, albeit indirectly, 

between the waves of terrorism from the start of the twentieth century up until the present. In 

each of his waves of terror, separatism featured in various guises. Again, it should be 

emphasized, when talking about separatism, that the use of or the threat of violence is the 

exception. However, in some campaigns, the adoption of terrorist tactics as a means of furthering 

separatist goals was more widespread than others, and in most cases, autonomy seeking 

inspired by separatism was entirely peaceful. However, there still remains the tendency to 

conflate terrorism and separatism, primarily because of the fact that separatist movements 

ostensibly seek to challenge the political power status quo and in doing so present a direct 

challenge to the state. Pokalova (2010) points out that in the aftermath of 9/11, when the threat 

of terrorism was often presented as both strategic and existential to Western societies, it was 

common place for governments to address (non-violent) separatism as part of the global struggle 

against terrorism. This was both because this framework gave governments a mandate to take 

action that might ordinarily not be tolerated by society, but also because it allowed a reframing 

of all secessionist activity as threatening thus legitimising extreme or exceptional measures to 

counter it. 

In this study, we are concerned with extremism. By their nature, most separatist movements in 

Europe are by definition mainstream movements and groups and, therefore, not extremist. 

However, there are, of course, some individuals and groups who do engage in extremist activity 

– both ideologically and behaviourally, drawing on separatist narratives to justify and motivate 

their actions. In this context, extremism is defined as behaviour and ideas/attitudes/beliefs that 

are outside the social, political, cultural and legal norms of the territory in question (Kruglanski, 

Gelfand Belanger et al., 2014). This is, of course, not a legally precise definition, but to narrow a 

definition of extremism to either a specific behavioural act or cognitive process is to miss the 

nuance inherent in the phenomenon. This also means that extremism is not limited to 

behavioural manifestations (e.g., violence and relatedly terrorism) but includes expressions of 

support for and underpinning extremist action. So, for the purpose of this study, it would be 

more accurate here to use the phrase separatist extremism, rather than separatism, in order to 

ensure clarity. 

Separatism is, as might be expected, difficult to define (Schmid and Jongman, 1988). It can refer 

to the desire for full political autonomy linked to a particular geographic region, but also to just 

the recognition of minority groups and their right to self-determination. However, regardless of 

the degree or nature of separatism sought, the issue usually involves a focus on the 

distinctiveness of the identities of the separatists and those in government/power. Traditionally, 

the latter usually seeks to maintain territorial integrity whereas the former seeks some 

dissolution of this integrity, or a change in the status quo. When this process is resolved using 
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existing legal, political and social avenues either at local, national or regional levels, this is not an 

example of extremism. On the contrary, when the local norms that are established for achieving 

social and political change are violated, this is an example of separatist extremism. However, 

given that separatism is often predominantly about identity and power sharing (or lack of it), it is 

routinely the case that the mechanisms needed to achieve change through legal and political 

means are insufficient, leading to an inevitable labelling of separatist movements as extreme, 

even if only in a normative  (not violent) sense (Hitman, 2020). 

Separatism as extremism is further complicated by the fact that extremism in understood as a 

violation of the norms of society. The imprecise nature of such a definition makes it difficult to 

determine what counts as extremism, and what does not. It becomes more clear-cut if we narrow 

the interpretation of extremism to include only the use of violence or the threat of violence, thus 

borrowing from the definition of terrorism (Schmid and Jongman, 1988) to categorise the term. 

In this way, for the purpose of this paper, separatist extremism is the use of violence or the threat 

of violence to achieve separatist aims.  

Research on separatism in Europe has been somewhat muted in recent years. Perhaps due to 

the success of the 1998 Good Friday Agreement and the finality of the 2011 ETA ceasefire, 

violence attributed to separatist extremism has decreased. Alternatively, it may be a preference 

for the use of the term terrorism (rather than separatism); an issue we will discuss later on. 

Similarly, research on separatism globally has also been sparse, but this may well be attributed 

to a hybridisation that has emerged, whereby separatism and terrorism (predominantly Islamist 

extremism) have been conflated, serving to hide the secessionist motivations of movements that 

might in the past have been framed as entirely separatist (Hernandez, 2019). As mentioned, there 

has been little to no research that deals with radicalisation and separatism, or whether or not 

that concept is a useful one when speaking about separatism. In addition, the literature that 

focuses predominantly on  extremism similarly neglects separatism in its analysis. 

Interestingly, and as mentioned above, hybridity has recently emerged in Europe, which does 

make use of the notion of separatism in relation to Islamist extremism, but with very different 

origins than what might be expected, given the traditional constructions of the term separatism 

whereby separatism is specifically linked to preserving common values. Recently, in France, a bill 

(Griffin, 2021) seeking to preserve the secularism of the French state has been called the “anti-

separatism bill”. The aim of this bill is to prevent communities from aligning (and splitting) along 

ideological lines, but more specifically, it is a response to stop the spread of radical Islam. The bill 

aims to protect French values. Prior to the introduction of this bill, the language of separatism 

was used in relation to the inspection of mosques in France suspected of Islamist separatism 

(Willsher, 2020). This approach, rather than reflective of separatism per se, could be taken as an 

example of pre-emptive anti-separatist action. To what degree it will achieve that aim remains to 

be seen. 

This tendency to reimagine separatism away from a focus on territorial integrity, and towards 

ideological and non-territory linked ethnic identity recognition claims (e.g., the Roma in Europe 
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and the Minceiri community, or Irish Travellers, in Ireland) exists across Europe (Laible, 2008; 

Kruckenberg, 2011)). For example, fueling extreme right-wing propagation of white separatist 

concepts (Kassimeris, 2011) and the aforementioned use of the language of separatism in France, 

is partially due to the use of the language of self-determination by Islamist groups (albeit it is 

used by a minority of extreme groups) whereby claims of creating a “caliph state” in Europe or 

creating parallel societies, or creating Sharia zones have been expressed (Botticher, 2013). 

However, independently, in a very similar manner to the use of separatist language by Islamist 

extremists in Europe, right-wing groups advocate for the creation of so-called National Liberated 

Zones that exclude everyone but the right-wing group members and allies (Novotny, 2009). This 

recent manifestation of separatism is highly relevant when we consider how separatist extremism 

might have explanatory power in our efforts to understand terrorism and political violence in 

Europe, and the radicalisation of individuals using these narratives. 

Separatism in Europe is evolving from the traditional state centric, dominated by territory, big 

power politics phenomenon of the 20th century to a sub and supranational, ideologically 

informed, racially and values based exclusive movement that transcends existing political and 

geographic boundaries. Understanding separatism as extremism involves understanding the 

hybridity of separatism as the term is currently used and a recognition that it emerges in response 

to shifting social norms, rather than in response to the traditional territorial and identity 

boundaries in Europe. 

This paper aims to examine how the shifting boundaries of the phenomenon of separatism that 

are relevant for understanding extremism in Europe are reflected in the literature, both grey and 

academic. In particular, this paper focuses on current publications that address separatism and 

issues of youth, gender and extremism. The paper is divided into two distinct sections; an account 

of the grey literature and one of the academic literature. The process and methods for compiling 

both differ somewhat given the nature of the work, as it is outlined in the methods section below. 

The paper finishes with an account of the gaps in both bodies of literature and the implications 

for the future direction of the field.  

 

6.1.1 Methodology  
 

This study is concerned with the academic and grey literature (non-peer-reviewed papers and 

documents including policy papers, research reports by think tanks and NGOs, government 

reports) that focus on the manifestation of separatism in Europe as extremism – a phenomenon 

that may or may not lead to terrorism and political violence. In particular, a focus on youth issues 

in this space alongside processes of radicalisation that may be relevant. In order to understand 

this phenomenon, a literature search was carried out to firstly identify the relevant material in 

the field, as a means of providing text so as to conduct a machine AI led textual statistical analysis 
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and, finally, to inform a content analysis of the literature on separatism in Europe of relevance to 

extremism. 

The research design for the academic literature search was based on a review of four databases 

and on two journals, selected outside of the databases in light of their relevance to the field: 

❖  (Journal) Perspectives on Terrorism; 

❖  (Journal) Journal for Deradicalisation; 

❖  (Database) Web of Science; 

❖  (Database) Scopus; 

❖  (Database) MedLine; 

❖  (Database) PsychInfo. 

 

The timespan selected for the research was from 2015 to 2021 included, with further filtering 

based limitations on the language selected (English) and on the sources selected (Journal 

Articles). To ensure that all the relevant sources were included in the results, a combination of 

keywords was used to search in the Title, Abstract or Keywords; these combinations cover 

synonyms and truncated words.  

The search terms used were 

1. (extremis* AND separatis*) 

2. (extremism AND separatism)  

3. (radicalisation AND separatism)  

4. (radicalisation AND separatist)  

5. (terrorism AND secessionism)  

6. (extremism AND annexation)  

7. (terrorism AND annexation) 

Some initial searches conducted as part of a pilot study revealed that there were no hits returned 

when using MedLine and PsychInfo, nor were there any items returned when searching the 

Journal for Deradicalization. This finding was fed back into the main group, and it was decided 

that both of these databases would be excluded from the study for all partners. The searches on 

Scopus and Web of Science returned 148 articles in total, while the search in the journal 

Perspectives on Terrorism returned 2 article results. 

The results were collated and further narrowed down by eliminating duplicates and re-checking 

all articles that were available in English in the main body (rather than in the abstract only). A 

dataset was created of all remaining articles, fitting the criteria and according to availability (59). 

However, unlike the other parts of this project task, the results were not filtering for ‘youth’ nor 
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‘Europe’ nor ‘gender’ as was a part of the other project team methodology. Applying these search 

limitations left only 2 articles that met the criteria. 

After consultation with the project partners, it became clear that there were considerably fewer 

results for the separatism element of the task specific to the narrow search criteria than for the 

other categories. So, in the case of separatism, the decision was made not to narrow down the 

entries in terms of location/area of focus, nor demographics, in order to avoid excluding any 

useful information and themes emerging from the subsequent content analysis. The articles on 

Separatism were then given to the analytics team and partner KMOP, which proceeded, “to 

conduct a text analysis, using Python and Wordstat combined in order to build a hierarchical 

analysis by computing co-occurrence and frequency matrices.” A line by line qualitative analysis 

of all 59 abstracts was also carried out using a thematic analysis (Joffe and Yardley, 2021). 

The qualitative analysis was organised as follows: 

- The 59 articles available for qualitative analysis were distributed between the two authors; 

- First, each abstract was read. Then, for each of them, the authors answered a series of 

questions (shown later in the graphs) about 

o  the geographic focus of the article (numerically coded location, for example, 

EU=1, Asia=2, India=3 etc…); 

o whether or not they focused on violence and extremism (coded 0/1, Yes=1, No=0); 

o whether separatism was looked in association with terrorism (coded 0/1, Yes=1, 

No=0) and with other ideological motives (coded numerically as none=0, far-

right=1, Islam=2 etc…); 

o whether gender and youth were present in the literature (coded 0/1, Yes=1, No=0), 

and  

o if the piece was based on empirical research (coded 0/1, Yes=1, No=0). 

 

- Each abstract was then read a second time and from each abstract were extracted a 

number of keywords and descriptive themes; 

- The themes were discussed between authors and were clustered into higher order 

themes; 

- These high-order themes were then organised into categories which are reported here: 

Drivers of separatism/extremism/terrorism, Framing separatism (complex motives), Social 

media/media/communications, Countering terrorism/CVE, Historical accounts of 

separatism as part of ongoing conflict; 
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- Each of these 5 areas will inform the discussion, and are illustrated in the table below 

It is important to note that in this chapter the authors decided to single out the grey literature 

and to discuss it in a separate section. The main reason for this methodological choice is the type 

of literature retrieved. The majority of sources rely exclusively on information and assessments 

from law enforcement agencies or state authorities in general. Only few articles appear to build 

on original research, open data, and/or adopt a critical approach. Therefore, given the paucity of 

academic and grey literature on separatist extremism, official sources represent a sizable share 

of the overall documents. Discussing them separately allows better weighting of information 

coming directly from state authorities. 

It is also important to consider that there is no substantial literature on separatism, as 

separatist extremism is a ‘legacy’ issue in terrorism studies. Hence, there is very little 

academic literature in the past five years about this topic. In addition, the language used 

does not map onto contemporary debates, such as for example that on extremism, 

radicalisation etc.. There appears to be the assumption, in the literature, that there is a 

natural explanation for separatism linked to existing political continuums in Europe and also 

a recognition that separatism as a mainstream political phenomenon exists in its own right 

uncoupled from separatist extremism (Europe has recently seen the region of Catalonia, in 

Spain, advancing and fulfilling its independence in Spain through the means of referendum, 

Castellà Andreu, 2019). In addition, although difficult to identify in the literature, the authors 

posit that there is a sense of corrigibility regarding underlying motive for separatist 

extremism linked to geo-political realities rather than personogenic factors. This perhaps 

explains the lack of focus on drivers, which are so often focused on the individual or small 

group. 

 

Higher order themes Sub-themes 

Drivers of separatism / extremism 

/ terrorism 

 

Otherness (othering) as a driver of separatist 

extremism  

Complex causes of terrorism (separatism) 

Ideological/religious separatism (global south) 

Ethnic separatism/inter-ethnic conflict 

Economic and social grievances 

Nationalism  

Criminal (financial) 

Separatism as cause of terrorism 

Framing separatism (complex 

motives) 

 

Multiple Complex mixing ideologies/political motives

  

As part of an ongoing or larger conflict 

Uyghurs (national issues)  

Social 

media/media/communications  

Role of media in propagating ideological separatism 
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Sophisticated propaganda by groups advocating 

separatism (e.g., ISIS) 

Youth and communication  

Countering terrorism/CVE Civil society   

Criminal response  

Prevention and youth  

Legal issues and definition   

Separatism as legitimate protest  

Moral motivations and CVE 

Role of political leaders  

National policy on CT (policing/security) 

State repression (overreaction)  

International cooperation  

Regional territorial integrity and security cooperation 

De-radicalisation 

Historical accounts of separatism 

as part of ongoing conflict  

Nazism 

Ireland  

Croatia  

Chechnya 

Table 1: higher order themes and sub-themes emerged from the qualitative analysis 

 

6.1.1.1 Results of Quantitative Analysis: Textual Statistical Analysis on 

academic literature 
More Less 

Regional Radical 

Security Gender 

Local Islam 

Government Populism 

Economy Politics 

Education Migration 

Movement Youth 

Policy Religion 

 Hate 

 Ideology 

 Trust 

 Terrorism 

 Police 

 Extremism 

 Society 

 Christian 

 Democracy 

 Social Networks 

Table 2- List of the most and least used terms in the academic literature on Separatism, as emerging 

from the textual-statistical analysis 
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6.1.1.2 Qualitative Analysis: Thematic Analysis (academic literature) 
 

Figure 1: Proportion of articles in the academic literature that look at violence and/or extremism 

 

 

Figure 2: percentage of articles that look at separatism as violent or non-violent action 

 

 



200 

 

 

Figure 3: breakdown of articles in the academic literature which look at the association of separatism 

with other ideological motives 

 

 

Figure 4: Illustration of the proportion of articles in the academic literature on separatism looking at 

drivers of radicalisation in youth 
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Figure 5: Illustration of the proportion of articles in the academic literature on separatism looking at 

drivers of radicalisation across genders 

 

 

Figure 6: which geographic area is the focus of the article? Literature on separatism in the last 5 years 

mostly looks at transnational issues 
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Figure 7: the articles resulting from the database research tangentially look at separatism in the context 

of broader issues 

 

 

Figure 8: the majority of articles seem to be a commentary on the issue or existing literature, while only 

the minority is based on an empirical research design 
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6.2. Grey literature and separatism, the 

state of play  
 

6.2.1 Introduction 
 

The issue of ‘separatism’ comes without a shared definition both at the European and at the 

global level. Interpretations vary widely across countries and international organisations. This 

label can encompass concepts as diverse as nationalism, supremacism based on ethnicity, 

peaceful request for political and economic independence or religious-driven separatism, to 

name a few.  

In the European context, the most compelling definition is provided by Europol (2020). According 

to the latest EU Terrorism Situation & Trend Report, “ethno-nationalist and separatist terrorist 

groups are motivated by nationalism, ethnicity and/or religion. Separatist groups seek to carve out a 

state for themselves from a larger country or annexe territory from one country to that of another. 

Left- or right-wing ideological elements are not uncommon in these types of groups. The Irish 

Republican Army (IRA), the Basque ETA and the Kurdish PKK organisations fall into this category.” 

This definition has the advantage of focusing the attention more on the overarching political goal 

of the separatist group, rather than on other reasons, however central they may be for its modus 

operandi and history. At the same time, it must be noted that under the current concept of 

Westphalian sovereignty, built on clear borders and a well-defined territory, even milder requests 

for autonomy that stop short of asking for independence can be politically sensitive. Thus, 

legitimate authorities may be willing to suggest that even if not explicitly advocating for 

independence, autonomist groups have a hidden agenda. OSCE (2020) stresses this point against 

a global background: “As expressly stated by the ECtHR, “the fact that a group of persons calls for 

autonomy or even requests secession of part of the country’s territory – thus demanding fundamental 

constitutional and territorial changes […] does not automatically amount to a threat to the country’s 

territorial integrity and national security”.” 

Another point of debate in attaching the label of separatist to a specific group is the overlapping 

ideologies that it may espouse. As mentioned by Europol (2020), organised groups that have 

separatism as political endgame may also embed elements of far-left or far-right ideologies. 

During the past decades, Europe hosted many terrorist separatist groups that relied on some 

kind of far-left ideology. Most of them have de facto ceased activities for some years now, or have 

officially disbanded. This is the case of Spanish ETA, which first declared a permanent ceasefire 

in 2011 and then officially disbanded in 2018. The Provisional IRA did not disband, nor after the 

1998 Good Friday Agreement or later, but in 2005, it officially committed to give up armed 
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struggle and violence as a means to pursue its political goal of reuniting the 6 counties of 

Northern Ireland with the Republic of Ireland. However, many dissident groups remain active. 

On 18 April 2019, for example, the New IRA killed the journalist Lyra McKee in Derry during riots 

with the police. Since 1998, dissident republicans have caused hundreds of security incidents and 

the trend appears to be stable (PSNI 2020).  

Separatism is currently intertwining with far-right ideologies in a more systematic way than in 

the past. Corsican nationalism, for example, is increasingly looking at far-right ideologies, and 

many off-shoot groups of the Front de Libération Nationale Corse have formed in recent years. 

Moreover, ‘white separatism’ is now the term that some white supremacist groups use in order 

to give up the concept of supremacy, which is perceived as too compromised. The Anti-

Defamation League defines white separatism as 

“a form of white supremacy that emphasizes the idea that white people should exist separately from 

all inferior, non-white races, whether by establishing an all-white community somewhere or removing 

non-whites from their midst. Some white supremacists also use the phrase because they believe it may 

be more benignly perceived by others than the term “white supremacist”.” (ADL 2020) 

In this context, it is worth mentioning an emerging use of the term ‘separatism’ heralded by 

France. Under President Macron, France has stressed the need to counter ‘Islamist separatism’ 

(séparatisme islamiste) and a law addressing this issue has been debated in Parliament. With this 

phrase, in a public speech last October, Macron referred to: 

“a conscious, theorized, politico-religious project, which materializes by repeated deviations from the 

values of the Republic, which often results in the constitution of a counter-society and whose 

manifestations are the dropout of children from schools, the development of communitarized practices 

in sports and culture, which are the pretext for teaching principles which do not comply with the laws 

of the Republic. It is indoctrination and through it the negation of our principles, equality between 

women and men, human dignity.” Elysée (2020) 

By naming ‘Islamist separatism,’ Macron is pointing to the more extreme fringes of French Muslim 

communities which, by their acts, are said to be actively creating a sort of parallel society, in some 

ways detached from the State and the legitimate institutions. It must be noted that the literature 

on radicalisation usually puts these groups and local communities under the Islamist extremism 

label, and not under the separatist one. However, in a strict interpretation of Europol’s definition, 

even Daesh could be described as a separatist group, although religion-driven, because its main 

political goal is carving out territory for a new ‘Caliphate.’ 

Besides the most prominent groups mentioned so far, other separatist terrorist organisations 

active in Europe are: Resistência Galega in Spanish Galicia, the Front de Libération Nationale 

Corse in French Corsica, as well as groups that originate from outside the continent but carry out 

some activities in Europe, such as the Kurdish PKK and the Tamil Tigers. 
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6.2.2 Main drivers of radicalisation 
 

The lack of sources dealing with drivers of separatism makes it difficult to produce a compelling 

taxonomy of factors. The information retrieved for this literature review does not provide a 

complete picture even for all 3 levels of analysis taken into consideration (micro, meso, and 

macro level).  

Most of the literature does not address separatism per se. As a matter of fact, it is often times 

considered jointly with other kinds of extremism. Nevertheless, a few works do analyse factors 

related to radicalisation that play a role in all 4 main strands of extremism (i.e., far left, far right, 

religious-motivated, and separatism). While this approach does not allow an in-depth 

comprehension of the issue of separatism, it is telling in other respects and deserves attention. 

In fact, as mentioned above, separatism shares several features with other forms of extremism, 

such as elements of far-left or far-right ideologies, or a prominent role of ethnicity and, 

sometimes, religion. 

RUSI (2015) carries out a comprehensive review of factors related to radicalisation in different 

kinds of extremism and finds that identity is a core factor in the pathway towards violent 

extremism. Identity is treated as a social construct, thus encompassing also issues like religion 

and ethnicity: 

“There is robust evidence that radicalisation is a social process and that identity is a 

key factor in why individuals become involved in violent movements. There is 

substantial evidence for religion and ethnicity being among the most powerful 

expressions of individual and group identity.” (RUSI 2015) 

The authors add that “appeals to identity are crucial in motivating, legitimising and sustaining 

involvement in violent extremist groups”, while warning that identity alone, considered both as a 

psychological factor (micro level) and a social construct (meso-level) may be necessary but not 

sufficient in order to be considered as a factor of radicalisation.  

At the meso-level, other factors shared by separatism and other kinds of extremism are the 

influence of radical mentors, described in RUSI (2016) as an enabling factor and strictly linked 

with identity, as well as the importance of family and friendship ties to current extremists (PAVE 

2020). Kinship and inner circles of acquaintanceship are thus identified as prominent factors in 

the subject’s milieu for determining the pathway towards violent extremism.  

Very few studies in recent grey literature analyse separatist extremism itself. RUSI (2016) provides 

a classification and a critical assessment of drivers of violent extremism. A set of hypotheses is 

advanced and checked against evidence coming from literature about different extremist groups, 

including the Provisional IRA. At the micro level, the identified factors of radicalisation are 

adventure, belonging, status (meaning power and/or influence in a given community), and 

revenge. While the first 3 factors find compelling evidence in the literature, there is no consensus 
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about the latter. However, revenge as a factor of radicalisation is strongly supported by Ferguson 

(2018). The author analyses violent extremism in Northern Ireland and focuses on the 

interactions between republicans and loyalists. In describing drivers of radicalisation that lead to 

affiliation to republican violent extremist groups, Ferguson (2018) points out that non-ideological 

factors play a prominent role and links revenge with a perceived injustice and victimisation. 

Witnessing or being subject to violence is identified as a key driver of recruitment for IRA, even 

in the absence of strong political or ideological motivations. In the author’s words: 

“They spoke about how witnessing the brutality of the British Army or the Royal 

Ulster Constabulary (RUC) were key drivers for them to seek recruitment into the 

Irish Republican Army (IRA). These feelings of victimisation usually lead to a desire 

for revenge that drives initial engagement. Indeed, an individual’s initial violence, 

while seemingly ideological or politically driven, maybe no more than a reaction to 

events or perceived injustices experienced by the individual or their wider 

community.” (Ferguson 2018) 

Along these non-ideological factors can also be listed a history of engagement in criminal 

activities, that PAVE (2020) identifies as a driver in the case of the Kurdish PKK.  

One last point that is worth mentioning is economic drivers, that is, material enticements, salary, 

and sometimes social elevators within a given community. While widely discussed in the 

literature (not only on separatist extremism), economic drivers are contested and there is no 

conclusive evidence. 

RUSI (2016) notes that material enticements may be stronger in non-European societies, where 

socio-economic conditions are different, welfare is weaker, and job opportunities may be lacking. 

The authors analyses once again the case of IRA, concluding that the salary paid to militants by 

the group is not a decisive factor in the individual’s decision to join the militancy. 

A similar view comes from PAVE (2020), which finds contradicting, non-conclusive evidence. For 

example, in the case of the Basque separatist group Euskadi ta Askatasuna (ETA), statistics show 

that “less than 1% of the recruits of ETA were unemployed when they joined the group, 16% were 

students, and the vast majority had a job.” 

 

6.2.3 Focus on the gender dimension 
 

Data on gender and separatist extremism is lacking in the grey literature over the last six years. 

While being traditionally under researched, the issue of drivers of radicalisation specifically 

related to women is substantially absent from recent grey literature about separatism in Europe.  
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6.2.4 Focus on youth dimension 
 

As in the case of gender, grey literature on youth and separatist groups is lacking too. There are 

no studies specifically devoted to the issue that provide a broad overview at the European level. 

The most complete research since 2015 focuses on the Corsican extremist scene. Terrazzoni 

(2020) describes how, once, youth engaged with Corsican nationalism and swiftly shifted 

sympathies (and sometimes loyalties) to fringe movements that are more accurately described 

as belonging to far-right extremism. Nonetheless, they are not giving up nationalist ideas; they 

are criticising the Corsican nationalist movement for being too moderate on a number of issues, 

in what appears to be a pathway towards more radical (and explicitly far-right) separatist ideas. 

One of the main factors of radicalisation identified in this study is thus the perceived failure of 

existing parties: referring to the Corsican nationalist party, the author notes that “the youth finds 

this nationalist discourse too consensual and not aggressive enough, especially in regard to the idea 

of ‘common destiny’ and the integration of foreigners, particularly Muslims, into the Corsican 

population.” The shift towards the right-hand side of the political spectrum is not without 

consequences as far as radicalisation dynamics are concerned. In fact, Terrazzoni finds that 

feelings of injustice and stigmatisation are widely shared by the youth because of a perceived 

prejudice in the public opinion against far-right ideas, in that they are labeled as racists of fascists. 

These feelings may fuel radicalisation in some instances. 

Moreover, the author notes that the youth “are pushed in this direction [holding far-right views] as 

the ideas they hold become more visible in the current political sphere, since they believe that they are 

less and less likely to be categorised as deviant.” Mainstreaming of far-right ideas and discourse, a 

key and cross-country features of these last years in the European context, is identified as a driver 

of radicalisation. Here, according to Terrazzoni, the shift towards more extreme views may be 

facilitated by kinship and support from friends: “groups of friends also represent a springboard 

toward radicalisation. Thus the process of organising and committing to a group is facilitated by a 

toleration of extremist ideologies, especially by way of friendly relationships.” 

Some sources deal with radicalised youth in the context of Basque nationalism. Against this 

backdrop, one of the main shifts of the past years was the intensification of a distinct form of 

urban street violence, kale borroka, perpetrated by radicalised youth associated with the MLNV 

(Movimiento de Liberación Nacional Vasco, Basque National Liberation Movement). It involved 

aggressive attacks on Basque police, rioting, and sabotage of public property (Whitfield 2015). 

Kale borroka originated from necessity as ETA wanted to limit the number of affiliated or 

sympathisers under arrest and it relied upon social support within the izquierda abertzale 

(“patriotic left”), the wider Basque nationalist/separatist left political scene. 

The Internet dimension surfaces in a study by Edwards (2019). Analysing the Northern Ireland 

context, the author notes that during the ‘flag protest’ of 2012-2014, radicalisation took place on 
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the internet with the ‘echo chamber’ effect featuring prominently in driving the youth towards 

more extreme views.  

  

6.3. Academic literature and separatism, 

the state of play   
 

6.3.1 Introduction 

 

A key question for this chapter relates to the association between separatism as an ideological 

phenomenon and separatist extremism or separatist terrorism.  As Reinares (2005) points out, 

there is no causal connection nor inevitable transition from independentism or irredentism as 

political positions to violence in support of this position. He clearly states that national separatism 

does not explain separatist terrorism or separatist extremism. Importantly, Reinares (2005) also 

points out that structural and situational variables are perhaps more important to understand 

how violence manifests itself.  

Much like other research into extremism and terrorism, often broad categories are used to 

explain and categorise phenomena that are nuanced, complex, diverse and even contradictory. 

Separatism is no different. As mentioned earlier, definitions vary significantly and a range of 

options are available both in the academic and grey literature, but separatism is most often 

associated with nationalism, and thought to be concerned with either breaking away from a 

territory (independentism) for the sake of independence or joining another territory 

(irredentism). However, the association with territory is increasingly tenuous; issues of identity, 

recognition, values, grievances are increasingly dominant elements of separatism and addressed 

within the state system, or within a regional system of governance. Claims for recognition of 

ethnic identity, prioritisation of certain values as an effort to maintain a coherent national identity 

and calls for federalist systems of governance are increasingly commonplace as part of what is 

commonly called separatism.  

This account of the current state of play of academic literature on separatism picks up on a 

number of issues mentioned earlier in the grey literature analysis but it does paint a different 

picture of how separatism is viewed in its own right and in its association with extremism and 

terrorism. In order to account for the current body of literature that addresses separatism, as 

mentioned earlier, this section will discuss the findings from a qualitative analysis of the available 

literature (2015- present).  
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Drawing on the qualitative analysis of the 59 articles that emerged from the textual statistical 

analysis, it became clear that separatism as an independent phenomenon was rarely addressed 

in the academic literature. Despite its dominance in frameworks that focus on terrorism (e.g., 

Rapoport’s WAVE Theory), in the past six years, separatism was rarely featured in the literature. 

Importantly, when it did feature, separatism was not the main focus of the research, but often 

only mentioned tangentially in the academic work. In this study, it was discovered that only 22% 

of the articles collected focused on separatism, and the remaining 78% only mentioned the 

phenomenon. In addition, as mentioned, when the search criteria for this project were used 

(focus on extremism, separatism, youth, gender and Europe), only two academic articles met all 

criteria.  

However, this is not to say that separatism has been neglected as a research area entirely, 

because there were not an insubstantial number of articles that appeared when we broadened 

the geographic scope of the search. Of the articles (n=59) reviewed, 57% had a transnational (or 

regional) focus; 17% focused on Asia and the remainder spread across the rest of the globe. 

Interestingly, one topic did emerge from the literature as the most commonly cited example of 

separatism, and this was related to the experience of and with the Uyghur population in China. 

This, in itself, gives insight into the current focus of the academic literature on separatism which 

we will return to.  

As Reinaires (2005) mentions, separatism as a political ideology is often associated with complex 

social economic behavioural and geopolitical issues and, as a stand-alone ideology, it cannot 

explain political violence or extremism. While this issue is not explicitly addressed in the 

literature, what does emerge is evidence of the recognition of the complexity of separatism and 

its inherent association with other ideological and political phenomena. Of the articles included 

in this analysis, where such information was available, in one third of cases, separatism was 

associated with other ideological positions or movements (e.g., radical Islam or the far right). 

Furthermore, reflecting on the continuing relevance of Reinaires’ work (2005), the majority of 

articles in this study were concerned with non-violent separatism (54%) as opposed to separatist 

extremism or separatism associated with terrorism (46%). Within this sample of literature that 

focused on violent action, only 64% explicitly looked at extremism, as opposed to 36% that did 

not do so. This finding is reinforced by the results of the textual stastical analysis (see table 2) 

that highlights the frequency of terms associated with separatism in the academic literature. 

As telling as what appeared in the articles reviewed for this analysis is, of course, the topics that 

were not addressed. Primarily, and this may be a reflection of the move away from the use of the 

term radicalisation in the terrorism literature more broadly, but the issue of radicalisation did 

not feature in the articles, and very significantly youth and young people were only a focus of 

15% and 2% respectively percent of articles. Similarly, gender, broadly defined, was only 

discussed in one article, and this was in the context of counter-terrorism and was not explicitly 

related to separatism.    
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While there are some significant gaps in the literature identified in this qualitative analysis, there 

were a number of themes that strongly emerged and accounted quite seamlessly for the content 

in the articles reviewed for this section. As mentioned before, the key categories incorporating 

all themes were 

● Drivers of separatism/extremism/terrorism  

● Framing separatism (complex motives) 

● Social media/media/communications  

● Historical accounts of separatism as part of ongoing conflict  

● Countering terrorism/CVE 

 

6.3.2 Drivers of separatism/extremism/terrorism  
 

Despite the fact that drivers of terrorism and extremism is a research area that could arguably 

be said to dominate the literature on terrorism in recent decades, particularly related to issues 

of grievances, youth, disenfranchisement, etc. (Horgan, 2014), these issues did not emerge in the 

academic literature on separatism. Bearing in mind that the majority of articles in this analysis 

are not focused on separatism, but instead merely mention it, and additionally, that separatism 

is commonly associated with other ideological phenomena, the drivers mentioned are only 

tangentially relevant at best. What did emerge was a mention of the importance of othering 

(Romero-Rodriguez, Civila and Aguaded, 2020), a process of social exclusion, and symbolic 

violence based on identity difference, but this was addressed as part of a more complex picture 

of grievances and geopolitical concerns, much like the work of Stott (2019) and Siyech (2018), 

who similarly deal with the complexity of drivers and causes of terrorism, extremism and political 

violence. The discussion of drivers in this body of literature encompasses a range of influences. 

From the othering already mentioned, to the ethno-political influence on border security 

(Shadzhe et al., 2016), to the influence of intolerance to diversity (Stange, 2020), to the awakening 

of a historical consciousness (Bayramov, 2018), drivers also included poverty (Yin, 2017), and 

moral motivations (Hahn, L., Tamborini, R., Novotny, E., Grall, C. and Klebig, B., 2019), the 

overpowering and stifling nature of religious extremism (Dutta, 2019), conspiracy and the 

influence of other ideologies (Kerodal, Frelich and Chermak, 2016) (e.g., far right) as well as 

separatism as a response to a repressive state apparatus (Wwani, 2016). The (loosely defined) 

drivers of separatism are presented as complex (Lyausheva, S.A., Shadzhe, A.M., Igosheva, M.A. 

and Kotlyarova, V.V., 2020) and intertwined.  
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6.3.2.1 Framing separatism (complex motives) 
Another theme that emerged in this analysis, which is also seen in the grey literature and dealt 

with more comprehensively there, is the issue of the framing of separatism. Earlier, we 

mentioned how separatism, in the terrorism literature, can be an all-encompassing term used to 

explain a significant diversity of phenomena (Reinaires, 2005). However, in this context, the issue 

is not so much the vagueness of the term ‘separatism’, but how it is being hidden by rephrasing 

what we traditionally viewed as separatism (both non-violent and extremist) and as terrorism. 

This was particularly the case for articles that addressed the Uyghur population in and around 

China (Rodriguez-Merino, 2019; Mumford, 2018: Lavicka, 2021; Zang, 2018; Wing, 2016; Purbrick, 

2017). Other issues of framing refer to how the far left (Walxer, 2018), the far right (Post 2015), 

and criminality (Shechory-Bitton and Gimani, 2020), were used as frames to explain and 

encompass separatism.  

 

6.3.2.2 Social Media/Media/Communications  
A theme that emerged while encompassing only a limited number of articles, is that of media 

and communications; more specifically, the impact of social media and new mass communication 

on separatism. In these articles, separatism is again tangential to the main focus of the work, but 

the relevance of the commentary on social media is noteworthy. For example, Pauwels and 

Hardyns (2018) examine how exposure to extremism on social media impacts self-report 

measure of political aggression. Other articles focus more on the notion of an information war 

and how this impacts worldviews more broadly (Barabash, Kotelenets, Karabulatova, 

Lavrentyeva, and Mitina, 2019), while others still examine how extremist groups use social media 

and how they innovate around this (Droogan, Waldek, and Blackhall, 2018). One article focused 

on the role of the media in bolstering national security (Vorontsov, S., Goloborodko, A., 

Ponedelkov, A., Steinbuk, A. and Kravets, O., 2018). While not specific to separatism or separatist 

groups, the conceptual elements have relevance. In addition, a theme that overlaps with both 

youth and crime is deviance, and  especially adolescent deviance online. The work of Gridina, 

Antonova, Malanchuk, Kipchatova, and Katlishin (2020) examines how social media spaces are 

unregulated spaces, where the dissemination of socially dangerous ideas can occur unimpeded. 

The work takes an ecological approach to understand adolescent behaviour online and speaks 

predominantly about mass action rather than extremism and/or separatism. The only article in 

this analysis that specifically focused on polarisation and separatism examined how online 

discourses relied on labelling, ethnocentrism, generalisations and historical allusions and 

fostered cognitive bias, harmful ideologies and left unchecked ultimately radicalisation (Ajiboye, 

2020). 
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6.3.2.3 Historical Accounts of Separatism as Part of Ongoing Conflict  
A theme that incorporated a number of articles that took a distinctly historical account of 

separatism encompassed an important element of the story of separatism: the fact that 

separatism most often emerges as part of an ongoing social or political dispute. These articles 

focused on Nazi Germany, Northern Ireland, Croatia and Chechnya. The articles deal with issues 

as diverse as the role of media in telling the story of separatism (Mukhametzyanova, Sinitsyn, 

ImashevKhojaliev, S.M. and ugli Mirasrarov, 2020), the importance of radio communications in 

influencing public perceptions around secessionism (Loncikova, 2019), the role of elite activists 

in propagating separatist politics (Morrissey, 2016), and how historic narratives of victimhood 

transmitted trans-generationally to inspire radicalisation against the former Yugoslav state 

(Tokic, 2017). 

 

6.3.2.4 Countering Terrorism/CVE 
The most prominent theme that emerged in the analysis of the literature for this study was 

labelled “Counter terrorism and countering violent extremism (CT and CVE).” Again, the content 

in the articles was predominantly only tangentially related to separatism, and given that most of 

the articles in this group were focused on non-violent separatism, much of the content is not 

directly relevant to our study. However, at a conceptual level, much of the commentary on CT 

and CVE can make a contribution to our general understanding of the issues. CT, in this context, 

is conceived of broadly, and incorporates interstate cooperation on social and political issues to 

ensure harmonious relations and a commitment to democracy and secularism as a means of 

avoiding extremism (Warikoo, 2016). Such approaches also address regional idiosyncrasies and 

potential regional alliances alongside historic experiences and how they impact on what counts 

as CT and what is necessary for CT (Joobani and Mousavipo, 2015). The only article in this analysis 

that explicitly mentions women focuses on peacebuilding post conflict. The work focuses on 

bottom-up, grassroots initiatives and the role of women’s organisations in combating violent 

extremism. Importantly for this work on separatism, the article focuses on the relevance not only 

of religious or other ideological extremism, but also on the importance of local conflicts, clan 

wars and the role of local and international organisations, pointing again to the complexity of 

separatism and how we might address it (Trajano, 2020). An article that explicitly addresses 

separatism in Kazakhstan focuses exclusively on the criminal control of activities that might be 

deemed to support separatism. The focus is also on regional options for legal cooperation to 

prevent separatist activity (Kilybayev and Esteusizov, 2019), but in this instance separatism is 

uniquely viewed as both a crime and from the perspective of the Kazak state. Again, as mentioned 

earlier in the section on framing, the situation of  China features heavily in the articles selected 

for this study, both in terms of regional influence and cooperation (Khan and Sultana, 2018), but 

also in terms of the Uyghur situation. From a CT perspective, some of this work focuses on both 

civilian and policing/security/intelligence (Shaffer, 2015) as well as terrorism/extremism and does 

also consider youth as the primary focus of these interventions (Valleau, Rahimov and Cherkasov, 

2018).  
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As part of the CT sub-theme, the work of Agbaria (2015) and Agbaria, Mustafa, and Jabareen 

(2015) address the issue of education, and how state influenced conceptions of identity and 

history in education, particularly how these conceptions and challenged should be welcomed not 

as signs of separatism, but as signs of engaged citizenship. This work exclusively focuses on youth 

and education in Israel.  

Other sub-themes of CT focus on the financing of extremism, soft power and the limitations of 

international cooperation (Hoh, 2019; Baisagatova, Kasimova, Syzdykova, and Kemelbekov, 2016; 

Yilmaz, and Changming, 2020; Vasiliev, and Shmigelskaia, 2016 Ducaru, 2017), while others still 

focus exclusively on foreign policy and the role of political elites in perceptions of terrorism (Geys 

and Hernaes, 2020; Garcia, 2018; Mastriano, 2017), with little relevance for this study, as 

separatism is predominantly mentioned briefly only to give context to international relationships. 

As part of this theme, another sub-theme has some relevance for how we think about separatism, 

related to the inflexibility of the state in responding to self-determination claims and its capacity 

to antagonise constituencies by adopting a very narrow interpretation of what was acceptable 

political activity (Lecours and Dupre, 2020). Much of the work highlighted in the theme  “framing” 

is relevant in the theme “CT and CVE”, both because the construction of separatism is relevant 

for the type of responses a state will enact, but also because a number of articles point out that 

legitimacy is garnered by the state by virtue of ensuring political activity, both violent and non-

violent, is labelled as extremism or terrorist. In addition, such labelling allows an “end justifies the 

means” approach whereby human rights violations and other abuses emerge in an effort to 

counter terrorism and/or extremism (Coynash, H. and Charron, A., 2019). 

Micro level Meso level Macro level 

Symbolic violence Family Socioeconomic situation 

Identity Friendship Social exclusion 

Victimisation Kinship State oppression 

Revenge Symbolic violence Failure of electoral avenues 

Adventure Identity Identity 

Belonging Victimisation Victimisation 

Status  Revenge 

Pre-criminal activity   

Table 3: Overview of drivers of separatist extremism 
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Figure 9: representation of drivers of separatist extremism at the macro, micro and meso-level, and their intersection.
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6.4. Gaps in Literature  
 

There are several important gaps in the literature about separatist extremism and the drivers of 

radicalisation as far as the European context is concerned. The first and most obvious is, of course, 

a basic lack of recent research. As was discovered in the academic review section of the articles 

produced on separatism, only 25 % were empirical pieces that contributed new knowledge to the 

field. The rest were either analyses of secondary data or conceptual works. This is not an issue 

confined to separatism research, however, it is symptomatic of the field of terrorism studies more 

broadly (Schuurman 2014). Related to the issue of a lack of research is the issue of definition and 

how it is used. There is, as expected, a range of definitions that are used in both the grey and 

academic literature; however, the diversity makes it difficult to synthesise the work, and it also 

includes or excludes relevant research by virtue of the type of definition chosen. In addition and as 

discovered in this study, separatism is increasingly a hybrid concept that refers to the process of 

delineating territorial, value-based, identity, ethnic, cultural and religious distinctiveness and this 

complexity needs to be accommodated in any future definitions in order to ensure that it can be 

incorporated into broader studies on extremism and terrorism. In addition to the complexity 

inherent in the term itself, often separatism is defined by association with far-left or far-right 

ideologies, as well as religious and single issue ideologies. For example, nationalism – perhaps the 

idea more closely related to separatism –is increasingly absorbed by a far-right discourse openly 

embracing sovranist views. Thus, it is not clear if asking if there are specific radicalising drivers for 

separatism is relevant, given that it is unlikely that we can separate these ideological motives into 

distinct components. In light of this connection between nationalism, separatism and other 

ideologies, it seems appropriate to expand the range of studies on separatism to the wider audience 

of separatist ideas and discourses, and explore what the interactions between different discourses 

are and what is the relationship between these separatist ideas and extremist separatism more 

generally.  

Another relevant gap in the literature is the lack of studies on drivers at the community level. Given 

the ‘place-based’ nature of separatist ideas – they are rooted in a specific community, that may be 

identified through religion or ethnicity but is always defined in connection to a specific territory – 

the role of local communities in driving (or preventing) radicalisation is seriously under researched. 

This may translate into poorly characterised drivers of extremism and radicalisation within an 

organisation or a region, more so when the latter are not a “hotspot” anymore. In this respect, the 

case of ETA is very relevant. Even in the aftermath of ETA’s dissolution (2011-2018), Basque political 

life is still characterised by both polarisation and pluralism. Political divisions are somewhere 

between nationalist and so-called non-nationalist (pro-Spanish) Basques. They also reflect the great 

diversity with regard to Basque descent, the Basque language Euskera, social class, and rural-urban 

origin among Basques, as well as the multiplicity of Basque political parties. In this complex 

framework, the drivers of Basque separatism are often described via two oversimplified paradigms. 
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According to one, it draws on Basques’ perception of themselves as a people and nation with a 

unique language and culture and a long egalitarian tradition vested in customary rights (fueros) and 

autonomy. The other version looks into the Basque trajectory as the one integral to Spain’s 

development as a unitary nation-state. 

In addition, given the findings in this study regarding the problematic reframing of separatism as 

terrorism and extremism, and the opportunity for states and regional entities to usurp this rebelling 

to justify repressive measures, it is vital that research examine the transition of what was 

separatism, into terrorism, how this happened, what the implications are and how international 

organisations and regional powers can contain abuses that have emerged. 

The overarching objective of PARTICIPATION is to identify future perspectives and trends of  

polarisation, extremism and radicalisation as well as the social composition of the groups at risk in  

Europe. In terms of separatism, the lack of current research, and relatedly the assumption that 

somehow separatism is less of a threat than other manifestations of extremism, is perhaps missing 

the point of the potential for polarisation amongst adherents to separatism. Regarding extremism 

the effect of the behavioural act of extremism is polarisation, or exclusion from mainstream society 

and so all forms of extremism should be considered worthy of attention regardless of ideology. In 

addition, relegating something to insignificance (at least from a research perspective), due to a lack 

of recent activism, is perhaps to create a blind spot and is symptomatic of the reactionary nature of 

the field of terrorism research more generally (Ahmed and Lynch, 2021). 

Finally, in Europe, as mentioned, separatism is a vibrant political movement with representation in 

most countries at some political level and representation at the regional level in the European 

parliament. The focus of research needs to accommodate this element of separatism and create a 

legitimate space for open discussion. Research that focuses on empirically examining the lack of a 

direct relationship between separatism and separatist extremism as well as the complex ideological 

drivers of extremism would go some way to ensuring the legitimacy of debates that account for 

separatism as a legitimate political concern. This chapter points to the potential for separatism 

to be a significant issue in Europe for some time to come, both because of the focus on sub-

national identity movements documented above as well as supra-national identity movements, 

alongside the territorial linked separatist activism. The shifting geopolitical dynamics of Europe 

provide a fertile ground for contentions politics in this area, and ongoing and updated research 

is needed. 

 

Gaps in the literature  Relevance to PARTICIPATION project 

Basic lack of recent research Need to extract fresh data from field research whenever 

possible 

No common definition of 

separatism and separatist 

extremism 

Separatism is a hybrid, complex concept with significant 

overlaps with other ideologies (i.e., with far-right about 

nationalism). Need to focus on hybrid phenomena as well as 

on ideological repackaging 
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Lack of drivers specific to 

separatist extremism alone 

Need to expand research also to the wider audience of 

separatist ideas and discourses, and to explore connections 

with separatist extremism 

Lack of studies on drivers at 

the community level 

More "place-based" research needed 

Table 4: overview of gaps identified in the literature, and their relevance to PARTICIPATION project 
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7.Conclusions 
 

 

The literature review presented in this report covers a timeframe that may appear limited. Only 

academic articles and grey literature published from 2015 to early 2021 were selected and analysed. 

However, during this period of just over five years, the landscape of radicalisation and violent 

extremism has changed profoundly, both in Europe and in the broader international context. The 

changes that have taken place, and which in many cases are still ongoing, concern both structural 

aspects and cyclical characteristics of the groups and movements that promote extremist ideologies 

& narratives. 

The main contribution of this literature review is therefore to provide a very accurate image of the 

state of the studies on radicalisation and violent extremism in the current European context. This is 

a literature review that was conducted in a systematic way. Basic selective choices have been made, 

as it has been presented and discussed in the introduction, in order to shape the review on the 

needs identified by the research questions. This task objective in the more general context of the 

Participation project has been taken into due account as well (for example, in developing the in-

depth focuses on the gender and youth dimension). 

For instance, we have chosen to maintain a general approach that takes into consideration the four 

major types of extremism that are conventionally recognised: religious extremism (in which Islamist 

extremism is mainly analysed), far right extremism, far left extremism, and separatism. This has 

fostered collecting and classifying literature. This choice also follows what appears to be a prevailing 

and well-established approach in both the theoretical/academic and the practical/practitioner 

domains. However, the choice to adopt an internal division and classification of this kind has also 

highlighted the limits of the definitions commonly used to catalogue and study extremism and 

radicalisation processes. In this report, each chapter deals with this conceptual issue and analyses 

it in light of the results of the qualitative and textual-statistical analysis. 

It must be emphasized that the adoption of this subdivision into types of extremism is not rigid. On 

the contrary, it is innervated by the greatest possible flexibility, with two main objectives. 

On the one hand, the first goal is to reflect the issues raised by the literature. These conceptual 

nodes are closely linked to the definition and analysis of the drivers of radicalisation towards violent 

extremism, the ultimate goal of this work. On the other hand, it was decided to include also those 

phenomena that can be defined genuinely extremist, or that constitute a breeding ground for 

certain types of extremism, only in some of their manifestations. This choice stems from the 

observation that the current landscape of radicalisation dynamics and violent extremism in Europe 
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is increasingly characterised by a hybrid dimension and by narratives, languages and practices that 

call into question traditional conceptual boundaries. 

Furthermore, the timeframe of this literature review makes it possible to isolate and give particular 

emphasis to the new emerging trends in radicalisation and violent extremism in the European 

context. Indeed, the research activities that will be carried out as part of the Participation project 

over the next two and a half years will be relying on the results of this report as a starting point. In 

this period of time it is quite probable that violent extremism will continue to evolve, and that at 

least some of the trends already visible today will reach full maturity. 

Against this background, the results of this literature review show the main contemporary 

interpretive keys of violent extremism issues and the factors that influence pathways of 

radicalization. What follows in this conclusive chapter is a cross-cutting reading of these results, 

which aims to provide a comparative perspective to complement the analyses on the four types of 

extremism that have been conducted in previous chapters. 

 

Cumulative extremism 
The phenomenon of cumulative extremism (sometimes also referred to as reciprocal radicalisation) 

has been studied pretty widely in the literature on radicalisation and violent extremism.27 By 

cumulative extremism it is generally meant a radicalisation process that starts, or is amplified, as a 

reaction to exposure to, or contact with, an ideologically different kind of extremism. The triggering 

of a positive feedback mechanism can cause individuals or groups to assume more radical attitudes 

or to support more radical ideological positions. In parallel, this also triggers a similar process in the 

counterpart. 

From this systematic literature review, the aspect of cumulative extremism emerges in all four types 

of extremism considered, although quite often it is not explicitly thematised. While on the one hand 

the scarcity of specific studies is surprising, on the other hand it must be recognised that there are 

many works that highlight the relevance of radicalisation by reaction, especially when it comes to 

micro level drivers. Once more, this result allows us to highlight how much the radicalisation process 

may depend on biographical elements. 

The aspect of cumulative extremism is more studied with regard to the relationship between the far 

right and Islamist extremism.28 However, this phenomenon also significantly affects other types of 

extremism. Regarding far left extremism and anarchism, the literature highlights the role of 

confrontation/clashes with the police even more than with right-wing extremists. In the context of 

 

27 See Eatwell, R. (2006), ‘Community Cohesion and Cumulative Extremism in Contemporary Britain’, Political Quarterly (Vol. 77, No. 

2, 2006), pp. 204–16, DOI: 10.1111/j.1467-923X.2006.00763.x  (last accessed May 5th, 2021). This theoretical framework has a 

heuristic potential also for historical perspectives. See Carter, A. (2020), Cumulative Extremism. A Comparative Historical Analysis. 

London: Routledge 
28 See for instance Ebner, J. (2017), The Rage: the Vicious Circle of Islamist and Far-Right Extremism. London: I.B. Tauris 
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separatism, cumulative extremism is a dynamic that pervades specific contexts, such as Northern 

Ireland and the tensions between republicans and loyalists, but is also linked to more hybrid forms 

such as in the case of Corsica and the growing contamination between Corsican nationalism and 

far-right ideology. 

 

Othering and the local dimension 
Another cross-cutting issue frequently mentioned in the literature is the dynamics of othering. 

Othering is related to both the strengthening of group identity and polarisation. This relation runs 

through the construction of a 'totally other' seen as an opposite, a rival, an enemy, and more 

generally a threat. The threat in the most extreme cases may also have an existential dimension. 

In evaluating the relationship between in-group and out-group, the literature analysed in this report 

gives particular emphasis to the role of the inner circle (friends and relatives), of the extended family 

unit (kinship), and of the family, in the dynamics of othering. This dimension is halfway between the 

micro (personal, biographical level) and the meso level. Its almost ubiquitous presence in the corpus 

of literature analysed indicates that for all types of extremism, the radicalisation process should be 

understood as an event that occurs at the intersection between a personal trajectory and a 

permissive, or enabling, environment. 

Hence the importance of the local dimension and the study of the specific milieu, which finds great 

space in literature. In this regard, however, a clarification must be made. The analysis of the local 

dimension in the process of construction of ‘the other’ is present above all in the studies on the far 

right and Islamist extremism. The situation is quite different with regard to separatist extremism 

and far left extremism. As for the former, these factors are often mentioned tangentially and 

concurrently with factors of all three levels. In the latter case, although meso-level drivers are 

generally recognized as having a critical role in radicalisation processes, the understanding of far 

left milieux remains generally speaking limited. 

 

The place of radicalisation 
Somehow connected to the previous point is the reflection on the places of radicalisation. Obviously, 

the literature reserves considerable space for the analysis of the radicalisation paths that take place 

online. This is perhaps one of the most inflated fields of research in the domain of radicalisation 

and violent extremism. Moreover, attention to the online dimension has grown enormously in the 

period examined in this review of the literature due to the growth of the so-called Islamic State and 

the disruptive potential of its modus operandi. 

However, it should be emphasised that a growing part of the literature focuses on emerging places 

of radicalisation. By this expression we mean not only online platforms, i.e. virtual places where 

extremist propaganda material circulates and where contacts with mentors and radicalising agents 
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can take place. We also mean virtual places where the quality and kind of virtual experience that 

has a relevance for the radicalisation process. 

As mentioned in the chapter on the far right extremism, the literature partially moves towards 

abandoning the 'vulnerable person - recruiter' paradigm in favor of a more flexible and, so to speak, 

'liquid' paradigm. Within this paradigm, digital cultures and gamification play an important role. 

They have a significant impact on the dynamics of imitation-emulation and on the consolidation of 

a group identity. Furthermore, their influence on radicalisation dynamics can also be found in more 

'mainstream' social forms and expressions such as fandom and the production and circulation of 

conspiracy theories. 

 

Drivers of radicalisation and economy: a relational perspective 
Generally, one of the most controversial issues in the literature on drivers of radicalisation is the 

role of economic factors. Poverty and the lack of opportunities in the workplace as factors in 

radicalisation pathways are found to be controversial. Part of the literature underscore that this 

issue is highly ‘geographically sensitive’, how important the specific society in which the 

radicalization process takes place is. More often, in the works dealing with the drivers of the 

economic sphere, poverty is indicated as an enabling factor, without being neither necessary nor 

sufficient. 

Thus, from the analysis of the literature produced from 2015 to today, a very nuanced picture 

emerges. The discussion of this issue confirms that it is still a slippery and partially controversial 

topic. However, it is possible to analytically identify an ordered list of concepts that are related to 

economic drivers and appear to catalyse a growing degree of consensus: poverty, relative 

deprivation, perceived inequality. 

If poverty calls for an objective dimension, which is measured in relation to formalised standards at 

the State or institutional level, both relative deprivation and perceived inequality are purely 

relational concepts. These last two concepts, therefore, have a broader and deeper heuristic scope, 

which is better suited to investigating the milieux in which radicalisation processes take place. It 

should be noted that both support an overlap between economic factors and other factors, such as 

social or psychological. A reading that emerges relatively frequently in the literature examined, even 

if not always in a fully explicit form, is that of the presence of economic factors in the wider perimeter 

of the perceived context. The perception of marginalisation, inequality, unequal treatment, social 

exclusion can be anchored to concrete and real elements of an economic nature. 

 

Hybridisation and new forms of extremism 
A rather transversal element to the four types of extremism and increasingly present in recent 

literature is the process of hybridisation of 'traditional' forms of extremism. This process takes place 
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both between 'consolidated' extremisms and through the interaction with emerging phenomena 

such as, for instance, the proliferation of conspiracy theories, new religious movements (related to 

the recovery of an old tradition, such as Nordic mythology, or connected to more contemporary 

forms of spirituality, such as the New Age). 

The coronavirus pandemic has certainly provided a very fertile ground for the proliferation of some 

of these new forms of extremism. However, the literature underlines how this process of 

broadening the narratives that are close to extremist ideologies had already been underway for 

some time. Consequently, this expansion process also reverberates on the radicalisation drivers. 

This is particularly evident in the case of the far right extremism. The literature highlights the 

emergence of a phase of re-assembly of the far right, which affects cultural imaginaries as well as 

the more complex construction of subjectivity. Less frequently mentioned in the literature, but in 

line with what has been stated so far, is the hybridisation between the extreme left and 

environmental extremism, which is directly connected with the higher priority given to climate 

policies, and to issues such as the energy transition, in the political agendas of European countries. 

 

The gender dimension 
The gender dimension is strongly under researched, although a more nuanced assessment is 

needed. From the systematic analysis of the literature it emerges that the gender dimension is 

substantially absent from the study of the far left extremism and separatism. Whereas, it has a wider 

space in literature on Islamist extremism, and it begins to be consistently taken into consideration 

in the literature dedicated to far right extremism. With regard to the latter, for instance, about one 

fifth of the academic articles selected for the textual- statistical analysis took into consideration the 

gender dimension. 

Besides differences in quantity of studies that focus on gender within the four kinds of extremism, 

it should be emphasised that much of the literature on extremism and radicalisation devoted 

entirely or partially to the gender dimension tends to identify a limited number of specific 

radicalisation drivers. In particular, among the most frequently identified are empowerment and 

emancipation (the latter obtained also via belonging to a group other than that of origin). 

For instance, empowerment features prominently in the literature on Islamist extremism. Many 

studies find that by providing an ordered web of gender constructs (namely, mother, sister, wife 

and supporter) which women can identify themselves in, Islamic State propagandistic campaigns 

aim at responding to identity crises among Muslim women and creating a strong feeling of female 

empowerment to motivate them either to attack the West, or to join the organisation. Indeed, the 

textual-statistical analysis and the co-occurence ratio of specific terms related to the gender 

dimension confirm a growing interest in the relation between women and IS ideology and 

organisation. Another important finding about gender and Islamist extremism in the recent 

literature is women involvement becoming a widespread phenomenon in Europe. As analysed in 
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the chapter on religious extremism, this phenomenon raises a series of ethical and security 

questions, since women are generally much more involved in the radicalisation process of their 

children.  

As far as the far right landscape is concerned, the literature underscores that women are 

increasingly involved in all levels of far right movements and parties, from low-level grass-root 

involvement to leadership positions. They constitute a growing minority with increasing agency, 

although still dominated by men within a ‘hyper-masculine ecosystem’, in which women often have 

to negotiate their identity with male leaders and supporters. 

Gender-equality discourses have become central to far right politics and as a signifying boundary 

marker of one’s own identity versus the immigrant and particularly Muslim other. At the same time, 

anti-feminist and anti-gender ideology, discourses and attitudes are still prevalent, suggesting that 

gender equality and gay rights are widely rhetorical and instrumental to their policies. Moreover, 

men’s subjectivity is often overlooked in empirical research and those who focus on men’s 

involvement as men rarely move beyond the ‘toxic masculinity’ lens. 

 

The youth dimension 
The youth dimension is fairly discussed in the literature on extremism and radicalisation. While 

studies that focus specifically on this issue are a minority, still age is somehow factored in in most 

of the analyses. As in the case of the gender dimension, Islamist extremism and the far right are the 

domains where most of the literature dealing with the youth dimension is produced.  

As far as the studies on Islamist extremism are concerned, the literature consistently highlights 

several points. Online platforms and social networks that youngsters widely use are said to help the 

jihadi message to spread and reach out to troubled youth, hence increasing the likelihood of Islamist 

violent radicalisation. Moreover, young people are found to be traditionally more vulnerable to 

structural and individual pressures, and the operational shift of jihadi recruiters to online platforms, 

that are used first and foremost by young people, exposes the latter to Islamist narratives using or 

promoting violence. Literature also underlines that many radicalised young people suffer from a 

shared lack of acceptance from the society which they live in. Thus, youth seek refuge, acceptance 

and understanding within social networks. These virtual places may become the hotbeds of 

concrete solidarity through which youngsters may consolidate their personal identity. 

As far as the literature on far right extremism is concerned, radicalisation in youth is found to come 

as the result of, possibly predominantly, very attractive pull factors such as positive characteristics 

or benefits offered by a group in exchange for participation - without undermining the negative 

social, political, economic and cultural drivers of individual decision-making. 

Lately, Europe has seen an increase in youth mobilisation with groups such as Generation Identity 

which are starting to attract more young people across the continent. Literature highlights that the 

youth are drawn to these groups by a sense of empowerment, vengeance and opportunity to get 
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out of poverty. While social and economic factors play a very important role in driving youth to VE, 

political participation is increasingly important to them, especially when they feel they are not heard.  
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