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Theory	

•  A	Theory	of	Terrorism?	No	such	thing	

•  Theories,	however	.	.	.	
– Theories	about	where,	when,	why,	etc.	

(e.g.	enablers,	facilitators,	trigger	events)	

– Theories	about	who,	how,	why,	etc.	
(e.g.,	recruitment,	radicaliza?on,	ideological	resonance)	

– Theories	about	terrorist	group	behavior		
(e.g.,	learning,	targets,	suicide	bombings,	financing,	WMD)	

– Theories	about	comba?ng	terrorist	groups	
(e.g.	deterrence,	containment,	disengagement)	



Radicaliza?on	

1.  Research	on	contextual	dimensions	
2.  Research	on	individual	characteris?cs	
3.  Central	role	of	communica?on	

–  Ideological	Entrepreneurs	
– Media	
–  Internet	



1.	Contextual	Dimensions	

	
Radicaliza?on	does	not	take	place	in	a	vacuum	



I 

O 

ET PC 

OA 

GE 

I = Individual 
Characteristics 
 
O = Organizational 
Characteristics 
 
PC = Precipitant 
Conditions 
 
ET = Environmental 
Triggers 
 
OA = Opportunities 
to Act 
 
GE = Global 
Environment 

Causes and Facilitators of Terrorism 



Poli?cal	Grievances	
•  Corrup?on	among	poli?cal	and	economic	elites	

•  Oppressive,	authoritarian	regimes	that	s?fle	civil	liber?es	

•  Marginaliza?on,	favori?sm/discrimina?on,	ins?tu?onalized	
exclusion	(e.g.	Ethno-na?onalism,	cf.	Byman)	

•  Injus?ce	(real	or	perceived)	

•  Poli?cal	disagreements	(e.g.	reconstruc?on,	Roe	vs	Wade)	
	

	Most	o,en,	many	of	these	condi5ons	coincide,	crea5ng	a	
cumula5ve	effect	of	animosity	toward	those	in	power	
	Ted	Robert	Gurr	(1970):	“As	legi?macy	declines,	people	rebel”	

	



Socio-Economic	Grievances	
•  Plato	and	Aristotle:		

“Economic	factors	are	fundamental	in	the	outbreak	of	violence.”	

•  Marxism:		
“War	is	a	mechanism	for	maintaining	inequali?es	in	a	struggle	for	
control	of	raw	materials	and	markets.”	
–  Violence	is	an	inevitable	outcome	of	capitalism	

	
•  Poverty	(Blomberg,	et	al);	Widespread	economic	dispari?es	(o`en	?ed	

to	corrup?on,	centraliza?on	of	power	and	wealth)	
•  Lack	of	government	investment	in	educa?on,	public	infrastructure	
•  Unequal	barriers	to	social,	educa?onal	and	economic	opportuni?es;	

perceived	injus?ce	is	structural,	deeply	rooted	
•  Changing	demographics	(youth	bulge);	job,	resource	demands	
•  Globaliza?on	(Benjamin	Barber,	“Tribalism	and	Globalism”)	



Poli?cal	&	Socioeconomic	
•  Aspira?ons/expecta?ons	vs.	

opportuni?es	
–  Regime	unable	or	unwilling	to	

change/improve	

•  Poli?cal,	socio-economic	
condi?ons	offer	fer?le	ground,	
but	do	not	always	lead	to	
emergence	of	terrorism	

Expectations 

Opportunities 

Contexts play a critical role in ideological resonance 



Radicaliza?on	

1.  Research	on	contextual	dimensions	
2.  Research	on	individual	characteris?cs	
3.  Central	role	of	communica?on	

–  Ideological	Entrepreneurs	
– Media	
–  Internet	



Radicaliza?on	

We	are	not	empty	vessels	into	which	a	terrorist	ideology	is	
poured	and	compels	us	to	act	
	

Each	of	you	may	join	a	terrorist	group	for	a	variety	of	different	
reasons,	such	as:	
	

•  Vengeance,	revenge	for	something	done	to	you	or	a	loved	
one	by	those	in	power	

•  Religious	beliefs	(Islamist	governance,	stop	abor?on)	
•  Racial	supremacist,	hatred	of	“other”	
•  Love	(sibling,	father,	friend	joins,	so	you	do	with	them)	
•  Other	reasons	.	.	.?	
	



Radicaliza?on	

From	60	years	of	research,	we	know:	
	

No	common	psychological	profile	
No	common	countries	of	origin,	immigra?on	status,	religion,	
ethnicity,	age,	marital	status,	level	of	educa?on,	family	
background,	economic	status,	etc.	can	accurately	predict	
whether	a	person	becomes	a	terrorist	

	
There	is	no	“immunity”	to	radicaliza?on;	literally	anyone	can	
choose	to	engage	in	terrorist	ac?vity	
	



Pathways	toward	Terrorism	

•  What are the ,	“Mechanisms	of	Poli?cal	Radicaliza?on”	
described	by	McCauley	and	Moskalenko? 



Radicaliza?on	as	a	Process	

•  Radicaliza?on	for	terrorism	is	an	interac?ve	process	that	
begins	with	communica?on	

–  Pathway,	staircase:		steps	or	stages	in	the	process	
–  Individually	specific	processes;	context	is	key	
–  O`en,	personal	rela?onships	are	cri?cal	

•  Radicaliza?on	is	rooted	in	informa?on,	beliefs	and	
percep?ons,	and	interpreta?on	



Radicaliza?on	

	Radicaliza?on	defined	as	“the	process	by	which	a	person	comes	to	
support	terrorism	and	forms	of	extremism	leading	to	terrorism.”	

	

“The	following	groups	are	par?cularly	vulnerable	to	radicaliza?on:”	
•  young	people	and	people	from	lower	income	and	socio-economic	

groups;	
•  those	who	distrust	Parliament	and	who	see	a	conflict	between	being	

Bri?sh	and	their	own	cultural	iden?ty;	and	
•  those	who	perceive	discrimina?on,	experience	racial	or	religious	

harassment,	and	have	a	nega?ve	view	of	policing.	
	

	Radicalized	individuals	come	from	a	wide	range	of	backgrounds:	recent	
research	described	them	as	“demographically	unremarkable”.	

UK House of Commons, Roots of Violent Radicalisation, (Feb. 6, 2012)  



Research	on	“WHO”	

•  The	most	common	result	of	research	indicates	a	pahern	of	
“normalcy”—	the	absence	of	any	unique	ahribute	or	iden?fier	
that	would	dis?nguish	one	individual	from	another		

•  “Terrorists	are	.	.	.	rarely	mad,	and	very	few	suffer	from	
personality	disorders”	(Andrew	Silke)	

•  “Many	of	the	personal	traits	or	characteris?cs	.	.	.	are	neither	
specific	to	the	terrorist	nor	serve	to	dis?nguish	one	type	of	
terrorist	from	another.”	(John	Horgan)	

•  “30	years	of	research	has	found	lihle	evidence	that	terrorists	
are	suffering	from	psychopathology.”	(Clark	McCauley)	



Research	on	“WHO”	

Research	on	psychology	of	terrorism	indicates:	
•  The	inability	of	psychopathology	to	explain	terrorism	
•  The	absence	of	any	clear	personality	profile	
•  Common	themes	of	trauma,	injus?ce,	and	aliena?on	provide	strong	

mo?va?onal	“push”	factors	for	involvement	in	terrorism	
•  The	allure	of	personal	status	and	other	rewards	(e.g.	excitement)	

proved	a	powerful	“pull”	factor	
•  The	reduc?on	of	moral	restraints	on	killing	(e.g.	Bandura’s	“moral	

disengagement”	research)	

Data	sources	include:	
•  Over	25,000	scholarly	ar?cles	published	since	1971	
•  Police	records;	interviews	with	incarcerated	terrorists	

LaFree & Ackerman, 2009 



Individual Characteristics 

•  An individual’s choice could be influenced by: 

–  Personal attributes (especially when a “seeker”) 

–  Sense of crisis 

–  Intense grievances (local or global) 

–  Retribution for perceived injustices 

–  Address a power imbalance - empower the disenfranchised 

–  Criminal/profit motive 

–  The ties that bind: training camps, extended family, social 
networks; trusted networks = key 

–  Many other kinds of possible reasons 



Diaspora Support 

•  Tamil communities in Canada, elsewhere (often through extortion 
rackets) supporting LTTE 

•  Pakistani communities in the UK, Denmark, elsewhere in Western 
Europe supporting Kashmir separatist groups 

•  Algerian communities in France supporting GIA, GSPC, AQIM 

•  Moroccan communities in Spain supporting AQIM 

•  Kurdish communities in Germany supporting PKK/Kongra-Gel 
separatist guerillas in Turkey/Northern Iraq 

•  “For the children” jars in Irish pubs in Boston; Irish Freedom 
Committee soliciting funds from roughly 40 million Irish-Americans 
to support IRA/PIRA 



Global	Jihadists	

Data	on	172	members	of	the	global	Salafi	movement:	
•  Lihle	or	no	rela?onship	between	poverty	or	religious	devo?on	of	

individuals	and	their	reasons	for	joining	terrorist	networks	
•  Typically,	individuals	in	their	mid-20s,	rela?vely	more	educa?on,	

many	from	more	privileged	backgrounds	than	average	ci?zens	
•  O`en,	the	compulsion	to	join	terrorist	groups	evolves	through	

friendship	and	kinship	networks;	radicaliza?on	o`en	occurs	together	
•  Many	are	first-genera?on	or	second-genera?on	immigrants	struggling	

to	assimilate	into	new	(Western)	surroundings	
•  Bohom	line:	small	group	dynamics	significant	for	recruitment	and	

mobiliza?on	

Sageman, 2004 



Not	just	Radicaliza?on…	
Prof.	John	Horgan:	
	

•  The	overwhelming	majority	of	people	who	hold	radical	beliefs	
do	not	engage	in	violence.		

•  There	is	increasing	evidence	that	people	who	engage	in	
terrorism	don't	necessarily	hold	radical	beliefs.	



BREAK	



6	SCENARIOS	

Scenario	1:	Young	man	in	refugee	camp			
	

Scenario	2:	Second	genera4on	immigrant	in	UK		
	

Scenario	3:	Young	Tamil	girl	in	Sri	Lanka	
	

Scenario	4:	Devout	southern	U.S.	Chris4an			
	

Scenario	5:	College	student	in	California			
	

Scenario	6:	University	student	in	Quebec	
	

What	parallels	in	radicaliza4on	do	we	see		
across	all	6	of	these	scenarios?	



Radicaliza?on	

1.  Research	on	contextual	dimensions	
2.  Research	on	individual	characteris?cs	
3.  Central	role	of	communica?on	

–  Ideological	Entrepreneurs	
– Media	
–  Internet	
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Contexts of Terrorism 



I 

O 

= Individual influencers like 
family, friends, small groups, 
clubs, diasporas, religious 
leaders, education, etc. 

i i i i i i 

Radicalization Nexus 
Intersection of individual 
characteristics and a 
terrorist organization’s 
characteristics leads to 
his/her affiliation with (or 
at least some support for) 
that organization and/or its 
ideology 
 
Radicalization for 
terrorism is an interactive 
process that begins with 
communication . . .  

= A terrorist organization’s characteristics 
(leadership, reputation, history, etc.) that 
contribute to the resonance of its ideology 
among target audiences and influence an 
individual’s willingness to embrace (or reject) 
terrorism as a reasonable course of action 

o 

o o o 

Influencing the Decision 



Shaping	Percep?ons	

•  If an individual is motivated by perceptions of injustice, 
how are those perceptions formed or influenced?  

•  Think	about	how	you	have	formed	your	view	of	the	world,	
and	your	place	within	it.		

– Who	in	your	life	has	influenced	your	percep?ons	the	
most?	

		
– What	if	your	“influencers”	were	considered	“extremists”	
by	others”?	Would	you	know?	



Shaping	Percep?ons	

•  What are the 5 “dangerous ideas” that Eidelson & 
Eidelson describe? 



Communica?on	

•  Ideology	and	ideological	resonance	

Terrorists	seek	to	influence	at	least	3	primary	audiences:	
	

–  Vic?mized	locals	and	terrified	observers	elsewhere	in	the	target	
country	(and	perhaps	even	worldwide)	

–  Sympathizers	(including	poten?al	funders)	
–  Themselves	&	each	other	(in-group	cohesion)	

Terrorist radicalization as product of choices influenced by 
whomever and whatever help us interpret the world around us. 



Shaping	Percep?ons	

•  Role of the media as key enablers, facilitators of this 
communication 

•  How does Hoffman compare the “old media” (p.	
173-195) to the “new media” (p.	197-228)?  



Influence	Campaigns	

Percep5on	management	is	central	to	Al-Qaida’s	war	against	the	West	

–  AQ	has	its	own	media	branch	(as-Sahab);	audio,	video	distribu?on		
–  Leadership	clearly	describes	network’s	doctrine,	strategy	(and	even	

some	tac?cs)	in	its	Internet	and	news	media	ar?cles	
	

“We are in a battle, and more than half of this battle is taking place in the 
battlefield of the media. We are in a race for hearts and minds of our 
umma” [the global community of Muslims]. . . We must get our message 
across to the masses . . . This is an independent battle that we must 
launch side by side with the military battle. 

      - Ayman al-Zawahiri 

The Internet has come to replace traditional media as the main conduit 
for influencers to communicate with their intended audiences  
(However: no substitute for personal interaction) 



Informa?on	Technology	

•  According	to	the	Vox	Pol	report,	what	are	the	roles	of	the	
Internet	in	terrorism?	

•  What	does	Fisher	mean	by	the	term	“Swarmcast”,	and	why	
does	it	maher?	

•  According	to	Burke,	how	does	online	media	technology	
impact	terrorism? 



•  Influencing	percep?ons	through	words	
and	images	is	a	core	mission	of	any	
terrorist	group,	(or	any	group	seeking	
to	confront	or	counter	terrorist	
ac?vity)	

	

•  Individuals	who	become	adept	at	
communica?ng	a	given	ideology	in	a	
way	that	“connects”	with	a	broad	
audience	are	an	invaluable	asset	to	
terrorist	groups	

•  Influencers	tend	not	to	carry	out	
ahacks	themselves	but	focus	on	
inspiring	others	



Anwar	al-Awlaki	
Abu	Musab	al-Suri	



Discussion Forums 
 

Social Media 



Inspire	magazines	



Inspire	magazines	
•  Making	the	ideology	more	accessible	to	

the	masses	
•  Tips	on	how	to	use	encrypted	

communica?ons	
•  How	to	get	to	a	training	camp,	what	to	

expect,	what	not	to	bring	with	you	
•  The	importance	of	the	buddy	system	
•  “How	to	build	a	bomb	in	your	mother’s	

kitchen”	





Summary	

•  Radicaliza?on	is	viewed	as	a	product	of	dynamic	interac?ons	
between	ideas	and	people,	framed	and	influenced	by	many	
contextual	factors	and	by	personal	rela?onships	

•  Ideological	entrepreneurs	have	many	tools	to	spread	their	
ideology	(par?cularly	online),	but	the	ideas	must	resonate	
among	the	target	audience	and	mo?vate	ac?on	

•  What	to	do	with	this	knowledge?	Radicaliza?on	leads	to	
behaviors	that	can	be	observed	.	.	.	



Radicaliza?on	&	Behavior	
	

Behavioral	indicators	of	radicaliza?on	(see	handouts)	

•  Extreme	interpreta?on	of	current	poli?cal	or	social	issues	
•  Approach	life	decisions	through	ideological	framework	
•  Conversion	to	religion	leads	to	extreme	interpreta?on	of	faith	
•  Change	of	behaviors	at	home,	school,	work	
•  Condemna?on	of	those	who	believe,	act	differently	
•  Curng	off	?es	with	friends,	family	who	don’t	share	beliefs,	prac?ces	
•  Form	new	connec?ons	in	social	network	of	other	extremists	
•  Seek	informa?on	on	weapons,	explosives,	igni?on/trigger	devices	
•  Experiment	with	chemicals	or	explosives;	stockpile	ammuni?on	
•  Indica?ons	of	decep?on,	surveillance,	hos?lity,	aggression	
	
None	of	these	hold	true	for	all	cases,	but	some	are	common	across	many	cases	



Final	Exam	Ideas	
Why do the same political and socioeconomic conditions exist in 
many countries (e.g., poverty, oppression) and yet terrorism exists in 
only some of those countries?  
 

How would you describe to a friend the complexities of terrorist 
radicalization? 
	

What	are	some	of	the	most	compelling	research	ques?ons	that	have	yet	to	
be	answered	conclusively	in	the	study	of	terrorist	radicaliza?on?	
	

What	are	the	main	elements	of	the	rela?onship	between	governance	and	
terrorism?		
 

If an individual is motivated by perceptions of injustice, how are those 
perceptions formed or influenced?  



Ques?ons?	


