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RADICALIZATION: A SUMMARY 
 

Radicalization is the process where group’s beliefs/values/ideologies move closer to 

those where inter-group violence can be justified through them. Although focus often is 

on the radicalization of non-state actors, the process can also apply to them.  

 

One way to analyze this is a pyramid scheme, where the bottom is the least radical and 

most conventional, largest group that sympathizes with the goal (e.g. people who think 

pollution and global warming are serious problems) and on top those who are most 

radical (Greenpeace activists hijacking ships/ breaking into Nuclear reactors, etc).  

 

Rationally thinking, people should be facing a collective action problem- if the group’s 

goal advances we all gain benefits regardless of whether we commit resources to its 

advancement or not, hence committing any resources and/or time is irrational. Usually 

the issue is solved through coercion: (1) government or regulation (needs identifiable 

free-riders), (2) individual morality and values, (3) informal sanctions (group internal 

norms).  

 

Three of the most common reasons for radicalization include: 

(a) grievance that causes tension which then causes a crisis, e.g. disbelief in previous sets 

of values. The crisis creates a ‘cognitive opening’ or a vacuum for new ideas to come in. 

(b) ideology that can take place in that ‘cognitive opening’, which gives them a way of 

acting in order to achieve a better outcome than the current one. Ideologies can identify 

someone else to blame rather than yourself for the grievance and therein are very 

attractive.  

(c) mobilization. Radicalization is rarely (although sometimes it is) pursued individually.  

But this view is in no way complete of all cases, just one that seems to be the most 

common across all models.  

 

Mechanisms of radicalization 

 

 

Figure 1 McCauley et al. (2008) 
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INDIVIDUAL  

1. Individual radicalization by personal victimization is often connected with suicide 

terrorists, doing what they do due to a personal experience, e.g. Chechen Black 

Widows seeking revenge for sexual violence and death of their family members, Sri 

Lankan group Tamil Tigers suicide brigade (Black Tigers) seeking revenge for 

Sinhalese atrocities.  

2. Individual radicalization by political grievance is an individual  responding to 

political events and trends, e.g. Buford Furrow, a white supremacist, attacking Jewish 

people 1999 and then turning himself in. Cases where political radicalization happens 

yet the individual acts alone are relatively rare however.  

3. Individual radicalization by joining a group (slippery slope) is usually a slow and 

gradual process. A quote from an Italian militant explains: ‘‘A choice [made] in cold 

blood, such as ‘now I will become a terrorist,’ [did] not exist. It was a step-by-step 

evolution, which passed through a kind of human relation that I had with Guido, and 

with the people I worked with.’’   

Multiple experiments and examples have showed that persuading people into doing 

something they wouldn’t want to do have been done, e.g. Milgram (1974) 

experiment, Abu Ghraib. According to the Dissonance theory it is easier to find a 

reason for what we do than to do what we find a reason for. Self justification is just a 

way of reconciling bad behavior with positive self-image (Sabini, 1995). Post-

experiment examinations reveal that self-persuasion in situations like these creates a 

slippery slope. 

4. Individual Radicalization by joining a group (power of love) usually happens 

through personal connections. The incentive for terrorists to use this route is simple: 

you need someone you trust that will not betray you to the authorities. Examples 

using this approach include Italian Brigade Rosse and German Red Army Fraction 

(RAF). The relationships in turn become even closer once the group is joined due to 

cohesion brought by shared goals and experiences. All in all opting out becomes close 

that much harder.  

GROUP 

5. Group Radicalization in like-minded groups also known as group extremity shift, 

risky shift, group polarization means that a coming together and sharing opinion 

radicalizes the group’s opinion. Two arguments for why this happens exist:  

(1) relevant arguments theory suggests that historically arguments tend to favor one 

side and when more people share them it is more likely that they veer towards that 

‘real preference’,  

(2) social comparison theory suggests there’s a pressure towards reaching an 

agreement, those closer to the group’s perceived opinion gain more social 

standing/are admired, hence a further shift happens leading to more extreme 
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outcomes. E.g. Greenpeace- I am admired when I say I’m willing to commit civil 

disobedience because it is in line with the group’s goal, more people want to do that 

because it becomes an ‘admirable opinion’, hence a shift in the mean opinion takes 

place. An example of this effect is the US anti-war group Weather Underground 

where social status was determined by being ‘the most radical’ which lead the group 

to terrorism eventually.  

6. Group Radicalization Under Isolation and Threat. (1) Isolation creates 

interdependence (often for survival) which then creates extreme cohesion, an example 

of which is the case of armies, where those fighting together become like siblings and 

often are willing to die for one another. Why do these opinions become homogenous? 

(a) Real moral values are uncertain and individuals often rely on the ‘socially 

acceptable’ for reference, (b) cohesion and agreement become absolutely necessary, 

but both need the internalizing of group values, including moral values. (2) Threat 

negates possibility of opting out; hence the social reality of the group becomes the 

only possible one in isolation. 

7. Group Radicalization in Competition for the Same Base of Support works largely 

the same way that radicalization within groups done- groups gain status from being 

more radical in support of a goal. It is common to see, for example, more than one 

group claiming responsibility for a terrorist attack. A clear example is the Armenian 

Secret Army for the Liberation of Armenia (ASALA) committing a terrorist attack 

and in response an older organization going for the same goal Tashnaks created the 

Justice Commandos of the Armenian Genocide. An extreme example is the Tamil 

Tigers who in their rise to recognition killed more Tamils than Sinhalese.  

However, it is also possible for a group to become so radical it loses its support, e.g. 

IRA, Palestinian terrorist action during the period of Oslo Accords.  

8. Group Radicalization by Competing with the State (Condensation). An 

interesting phenomenon is present, namely those taking the first radical action are 

likely to respond to repression by avoiding further action. However, others become 

more determined and escalate their activism. Perhaps, due to the ones involving 

themselves in a later stage already being aware of the personal grievance they will 

bear. However, usually state vs. group interactions are likely to result in mutual 

escalation of violence as repressions become more aggressive and in turn activism 

becomes more aggressive, e.g. Arab Spring protests in Egypt, Bahrain, most notably 

Syria.  

9. Group Radicalization in Within Group Competition (Fissioning).  The within 

group competition already described by social comparison theory tends to lead to 

conflict, in fact some suggest that the only way radical groups can avoid tearing 

themselves apart is through a common enemy such as the state. This effect usually 

leads to a split into many groups, e.g. IRA splitting into Official IRA, Real IRA, 

Provisional IRA, Continuity IRA, INLA who sometimes even target one another. A 
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more current example possibly is the split in the Syrian anti-government forces that 

has also resulted in violent clashes among the groups. Because the pressure for 

cohesion is so strong, disagreeing minorities face one of two options (1) leave or (2) 

be obliterated.  

MASS 

10. Mass radicalization through Jujitsu Politics. Essentially the idea is similar to that 

of an external threat already mentioned that leads to increased cohesion, however 

instead of a face-to-face pressure, the pressure is created through larger ideas such as 

nationalism, patriotism, group identity. A great example is the 9/11 response in US 

politics. Often the attacks on possible threats become preemptive. In the case of US, 

the Iraq war has been associated with increased support for Al Qaeda and radical 

Islam, that is ‘using your enemy’s strength against them’.  

11. Mass Radicalization through Hate. In extended violence we often see an increased 

dehumanization of the opponent often done through dehumanizing language. This 

holds even in the absence of personal victimization due to a shared group identity 

with those targeted. Why does it happen this way? (1) Increased desensitization 

towards targeting that group through previously described slippery slope mechanisms, 

(2) we are likely to think that our group is ‘good’, so if they target us they are ‘bad’.  

12. Mass Radicalization through Martyrdom. Consider psychology of persuasion, we 

need to trustworthiness is important (because the martyr is willing to give up his/her 

life, they usually are seen as being true followers of their goal) and expertise 

(generally higher status martyrs are more successful as it is perceived that they 

‘choose death freely’). Martyrs are kept alive in the radical groups memory, e.g. as in 

Palestine martyrs are remembered through portraits, shrines and rallies.  

   

SOME RESEARCH EXAMPLES 

 

Milgram experiment. The test involves people giving another person taking a test a 

shock for each answer. Pressured to increase the strength of the shocks while hearing 

screams from the other room 60% of the people (completely normal random people) went 

ahead and gradually increased the shocks to the maximum (Milgram,1974).  

Zimbardo experiment. Two random groups of people are divided into prisoners and 

guards and left on their own with no control from the outside. Within a few days the 

abuse had escalated to a level at which the experiment had to be terminated (Zimbardo, 

1971).  
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