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1. Introduction

Explaining the phenomenon of radicalization, particularly the kind that
culminates in violence committed out of religious motivations, neces-
sitates outlining a causal process of radicalization and identifying indica-
tors of vulnerability to both such ideologies and recruitment strategies
used by radicalizers.' This policy brief seeks to contribute to the preven-
tion of violent radicalization, particularly among young Muslims in Eu-
rope, by, first, describing and applying an explanatory framework to un-
derstand violent radicalization in the name of Islam; second, addressing
what community and religious leaders can do to prevent and reduce such
violent radicalization; and, finally, suggesting state-level and religious-
community efforts, including legal and non-legal governance measures.

2. Addressing the Causes of Violent Radicalization Among

Muslims in Europe
2.1. Theoretical Models on Causal Elements
Most general theoretical efforts that try to causally explain violent radi-
calization have failed when tested against empirical evidence from dif-
ferent countries. This has led researchers to conclude that there is no
single pathway to violent extremism or terrorism, though some have been
more cautious.” There exists a general framework of factors that make
radicalization possible: individual identity-based motivations, contextual
factors, and macro-structural factors. This scheme is a good matrix to
approach radicalization, but is too broad to explain the process accurate-
ly.* Underlying all violent radicalization processes seems to be the idea
that identity is above all else. Two types of theories have emerged which
attempt to explain the individual trajectory of violent radicalization:
stepwise and progressive theories. They propose that the person goes
through critical stages starting from the same premise: that the person
moves along progressive levels of radicalization, from normal to violent
behaviour. Stages include exposure to radical ideas, adoption of a modi-
fied identity, association with radical groups, justification of violence,
and planning and execution of small violent actions.

Pyramidal theories focus on collective dynamics.* The first level
of the pyramid is composed of politically neutral people. At the second
level, there is a base of people sympathetic to the violent Islamist cause.
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Then, there is a third level where quite a few people justify the use of
violence, and finally comes the fourth level of those who join terrorist
groups or cells.’ A revised explanatory model emerged from the fact
that only a tiny number of those who justify violence commit it. This
‘double pyramid’ proposes that cognitive radicalization (one pyramid)
and behavioural radicalization (the other) are not connected, dissociating
thought from action. In France, for example, many terrorists were not
particularly religious and had undergone an abrupt conversion rather than
a gradual process of radicalization.®

The ‘Attitudes-Behaviours Corrective Model of Violent Extremism’
(‘ABC Model’) aims to correct the explanations that dissociate thought
from action in the violent radicalization process.” The ABC Model out-
lines the path to terrorist action with two axes: one measures sympathy
towards ideologies that advocate violent action for social change, and
another measures involvement in violence. One approach that seeks to
transcend the idea of the radicalization process is the “radicalization
puzzle”.® This framework accounts for four phenomena: grievances,
networks, support structures and ideologies. In addition, a recent shift
towards resilience-approaches reveals factors of individual and collec-
tive strength and vulnerability.” Those with strong familial, social and
community roots are less vulnerable,'"” and those with more religious and
scientific knowledge opt for contextualized versions of Islam that dele-
gitimize violence.

Theoretical models are not only useful for academia but are also used
as a basis for developing radicalization prevention and deradicalization
programmes. It is therefore essential that the theoretical explanations that
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radicalization operates. For example, concentration on radicalization of
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ogies. If thinking is assumed to be not as relevant, prevention will remain
focused on demobilizing people.
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2.2. The Moral-Behavioural Structure

Interpreting what leads a person to justify violence or act violently is
not simple. The theory that will be proposed here is based on three as-
sumptions and puts forth a hypothesis based on several concepts. The
first assumption is that it is useful to differentiate between cognitive and
behavioural radicalization. The second assumption is that thought and
action are connected at some point. The third assumption is that, although
different types of violent radicalization have common elements, the moti-
vations are greater and cost-benefit analyses are no longer so fundamen-
tal when the inspiration is religious.

Beyond the explanatory theories, it is known that in all those who
acted violently, there were very strong feelings of grievance. In most cas-
es, these people experienced a kind of triple uprooting: from their family,
society, and their religious community. The level of religious knowledge
is often low, which makes the second generation of immigrants from
Muslim countries particularly vulnerable. France is the European Union
country that suffers the most from this phenomenon; these young people
feel that they belong neither to their parents’ religion nor to French soci-
ety, as it does not give them opportunities. Radicalization agents offer a
radical, simplistic response that gives meaning to their lives, casts them
as victims, and creates an external enemy. These young people isolate
themselves and develop a kind of permanent paranoia.

The first key concept of the hypothesis put forth here is that of the
‘moral-behavioural structure’. This concept, accompanied by two aux-
iliary hypotheses, those of ‘social control’ and ‘resilience’, could bring
together the multiple social and psychological factors that make a person
choose the violent path. The second key concept of the hypothesis is that
of'a ‘community of purpose’, the second force in promoting or preventing
radicalization. Let us begin with the moral-behavioural structure.

The moral-behavioural structure is not a psychological entity but is
the result of the socialization process.!" Moral structure entails concepts
and convictions, patterns of behaviour, emotional regulation skills, vir-
tues and a language that connects all the previous components. Social
control plays a relevant role as well. For a person to decide to break all
social conventions and opt for the path of violence, the natural mecha-
nisms of social control must have broken down over a lifetime. This tends
to happen to people who have little to lose from death or incarceration.'

Individual and collective resilience related to a solid moral structure
— including scientific knowledge and religious insights — are normally
the main protective elements in the face of external forces. A person may
act violently because he has assumed patterns of violent behaviour, but
violence for political and religious purposes has to be linked to convic-
tions. Someone who has great self-control, peaceful behaviour patterns,
and strong convictions that delegitimize violence would very rarely be
radicalized. The social group is also essential since the moral structure
is the fruit of a process of group socialization. Thus, family, religious
and social roots act as a shield against agents of radicalization that try to
satisfy vulnerable peoples’ need for belonging.

The second key concept in the theoretical explanation presented here,
which accompanies the notion of the moral-behavioural structure, is that
of ‘community’. Violent radicalization occurs mainly in the company of
other people. Real Instituto Elcano highlights two fundamental factors in
explaining radicalization, particularly in Spain: the radicalization agent
and ties with those previously radicalized.” Likewise, another important
perspective in understanding vulnerability to radicalization is the afore-
mentioned triple uprooting condition. What I propose here is that immer-
sion in a community is one of two determining factors in the process of
violent radicalization, as well as in prevention and deradicalization.

Human beings are social beings, and one social space that has acted
as a basic organizational entity situated between the family and society
is the community. There exists a distinction between traditional com-
munities and modern communities. Traditional communities are small,
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localized geographical enclaves, villages or towns, where social life is
intense and collective identity strong. In countries that have experienced
profound, urban-focused modernization processes, suburbs have not con-
stituted a similarly close entity. These two dynamics, the modernization
and individualization of life in cities, seemed to indicate that territory no
longer mattered. Faced with this situation, the question arose as to how
to respond to the human need to socialize and belong to a group larger
than the family. The answer seemed to lie in membership communities,
those that the person decides to join or leave voluntarily. However, those
communities have not been able to serve as spaces to organize mutual
support or basic economic activities, or as catalysts for a strong sense of
belonging and identity.

The dynamics of violent radicalization align with these wider dy-
namics that have affected the community. Integration into or uprooting
from a community is therefore critical. In the community, one learns
guidelines that shape the moral structure of behaviour. This communi-
ty element helps explain why young Muslims from immigrant families
seem to be most vulnerable to violent radicalization. Young Muslims’
moral structure is often characterized by not having strong convictions,
being connected to identity circles and groups with eroded social control
mechanisms due to the lack of financial or professional success. They
have little to lose and much to gain if they attend to the Salafist-Jihadist
ideology presented to them: a purposeful community in which to root
their uprootedness.

There are crucial indicators that portray the phases of the violent
radicalization process and allow for early detection. It is necessary to
speak of geographical space. A violent radicalization indicator should be
scalable from the smallest level, a district or large neighbourhood, to a
broader level, that of a province. I take the case of jihadism and list the
factors that appear to increase the risk:

a. There is a mosque with Salafist ideology in the neighbourhood—dis-
trict.

b. There is a concentration of Muslims living together in the same dis-
trict, exceeding the average population concentration.

c. The neighbourhood—district has worse social and economic condi-
tions than the rest of the city.

d. Some people were previously radicalized or accused of terrorism in
the neighbourhood—district.

e. There have been allegations of hate speech against the Muslim popu-
lation.

f. The intelligence services have detected radicalization agents in the
area.

g. There have been previous operations against terrorists in the area.

h. There is a sense of grievance in the Muslim population, expressed in
surveys that can be conducted regularly.

i. There is a high level of affective polarization that can be detected
among the population.

j. There are excessively homogeneous social groups that identify them-
selves by nationality and religion.

k. There is a high percentage of unaccompanied minors.

2.3. Markers of Radicalization in the United Kingdom
Radicalization is a process through which groups or individuals adopt ex-
tremist political, social or religious ideas and then use them to legitimize
the breakdown of the rule of law and the use of violence against property
and individuals." Recent trends in extremist violence in Western democ-
racies suggest that radicalization is increasingly homegrown.!> Moreover,
radicalization tends to occur in socio-economically disadvantaged local
areas, and extremist violence often occurs close to where perpetrators
live.'¢

Although the socio-economic profile of radicalized individuals may
vary widely, poverty at the neighbourhood level could increase the risk of
radicalization by affecting the perception of inequality and the sense of
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belonging of its citizens.”” Scientific knowledge on this issue is especially
prominent in the United Kingdom (‘UK?’), where the application of mea-
sures to prevent violent extremism is based on the risk of local radicaliza-
tion."® Two factors are considered as indicators of levels of radicalization
in districts in England.

First, racially, religiously and ethnically motivated hate crimes, of
which statistics are published annually by the UK Home Office."” Hate
crimes tend to be perpetrated locally, and hate crime hotspots can be cor-
related with local physical spaces.?’ More particularly, hate crimes could
be seen as one of the most visible results of a previous radicalization
process. Types of offences which have a specific racial, ethnic or reli-
gious motivation are criminalized by law in most European countries and
constitute a set of offences that differ from their non-aggravated coun-
terparts.”!

Second, a consistently positive covariance between poverty and radi-
calization indicators. A self-coding of the profiles of the perpetrators of
terrorist attacks that took place in the UK between 2015 and 2018 has
been carried out, focusing on the location of their radicalization.? If there
was explicit information on where the perpetrators appeared to have re-
sided prior to the attack, it was taken directly. If this information was
not available, other evidence was sought to confirm that the perpetrators
were local. As independent variables to capture the different types of se-
vere local poverty in England, the developed indicators that make up the
2019 English Poverty Index were used.?

The positive covariance between poverty and radicalization indica-
tors may mean that the higher the level of poverty within a local district,
the more manifestations of radicalization can be observed within it. This
study highlighted that radicalization is not just an individual phenom-
enon, but that neighbourhoods can be observed where radicalized people
are concentrated. There are objective and subjective sides connecting
poverty and radicalization: quantifiable factors include life expectancy
and per capita income. What is harder to objectify is grievance and vic-
timization; but they are also crucial.

3. Recommendations for Preventing Radicalization

Almost all countries that have experienced attacks have radicalization
prevention plans and, in many cases, deradicalization programmes. Pre-
vention and deradicalization plans and programmes must take into ac-
count the two strategic dimensions related to our theory: first, to cultivate
a solid moral structure that delegitimizes the use of violence for politi-
cal purposes and provides competencies relevant to strengthening social
cohesion and preventing violence; second, to foster the constitution of
communities with a sense of mission and purpose, including individuals
and groups in these communities.

The political violence that takes place in a territory resembles an ice-
berg, mostly submerged. The tip is most visible and corresponds to di-
rect violence.? Structural violence and the socio-economic and cultural
grievances experienced by different groups represent the layer connected
to the tip but hidden beneath the surface. The deepest layer is cultural
violence: stereotypes and prejudices that favour the exclusion of certain
groups and ultimately legitimize the use of physical violence against cer-
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tain groups. Hence, the prevention of violent radicalization must be part
of a strategy to make structural and cultural violence disappear.

There is also a need for individual and social indicators. Violent radi-
calization towards jihadism in Western contexts is often associated with
certain changes that indicate an incipient process, such as in clothing,
beard, type of relationships, or attitude towards women. Some Spanish
juvenile detention centres around the region of Madrid have a system to
assess the vulnerability of young people to radicalization.?® Lack of social
and economic development has been the most extensive breeding ground
for radicalization, but no country in the world has achieved a resilient
model of development.?® If such models are neither locally anchored with
a global outlook nor focused on equitable well-being, the root causes of
violence will continue to nurture possible radicalization processes.?’

Another area of preventive action has to do with narratives. Radical-
ization agents use simplistic explanations for highly complex phenom-
ena. Those who find themselves in identity crises are more vulnerable
to these narratives.”® Preventive strategies include counter-narratives,
such as working with Muslim theologians to generate interpretations
that delegitimize violence in the name of Islam; or Muslim influencers
or Artificial Intelligence to generate online counter-narratives grounded
in humour and other audio-visual cues, mirroring the strategies of radi-
calization agents. There are two limitations to this method that should
be emphasized: first, generating counter-narratives is a relatively simple
exercise, the effectiveness of which needs to be evaluated. Second, if cog-
nitive and behavioural radicalization are not so directly related, empha-
sizing counter-narratives too much may be wrong.

Furthermore, young people who have recently come from other
countries face serious obstacles to social mobility. Those who progress
through education and employment to follow a relatively normal life tra-
jectory have had supporters by their side. The successful experiences
in the field of social mentoring to prevent exclusion confirm this.?” The
Danish Centre for Documentation and Counter Extremism has made
social mentoring a focal point in prevention programmes, receiving en-
dorsement from the European Commission.*® Creating communities of
agents that can identify early episodes of radicalization is also crucial.
The Institute for Societal Resilience at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam
has advocated for cultivating aspects that make a community resilient,
as resilience to overcome adversity would be a natural protector against
radicalization.”!

Despite the increasing importance of deradicalization programmes,
proving their effectiveness is challenging. People who were already in
deradicalization programmes perpetrated terrorist attacks in the UK in
February 2020.* One main idea that could inform deradicalization poli-
cies is that cognitive and behavioural radicalization must receive equal
attention. Addressing only demobilization can lead to a situation in which
people temporarily give up violence until they find a new opportunity
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to carry it out. When someone assumes jihadism, their commitment to
violence becomes a religious precept. This makes deradicalization more
difficult, because the lie is theologically legitimized. In any case, if de-
radicalization is to be effective, it is necessary to cultivate an alternative
moral structure and a resilient community of purpose.

4. The Role of Muslim Communities in Preventing Violent

Radicalization
Muslim communities in Europe play a crucial role in preventing violent
radicalization. It is, however, important to bear in mind that Islam as such
does not represent a latent threat. Rather, the efforts of Muslim communi-
ties should be seen as an important contribution to the common good.

As was mentioned above, violent radicalization of individuals is
linked to the lack of certain protective social factors, such as proper in-
tegration and scientific and religious literacy. Hence, the main approach
should be the promotion of youth education, social mobility, mentorship
to further higher studies, and economic and cultural integration. In ad-
dition to that, Muslim communities, especially through local entities and
mosques, should collaborate with social, health, educational and security
services to identify signs or risks of radicalization — such as marginalized
and lonely youth surrounding the community, strange individuals whose
motives are not clear but seem to be approaching vulnerable individuals,
or sudden changes in the behaviour of believers that appear to be prob-
lematic (such as clothing, language, political attitude, gender relations
positions, to name a few).

The selection and training of imams is a crucial endeavour too. They
should be trained nationally, and also labelled ‘National’. There is a bias,
both within the Muslim communities and public policies, towards foreign
and older imams. However, these figures are not aware of the real chal-
lenges facing Muslims, especially the youth, in the European countries
where those young people live and were probably born. Thus, younger
and ‘National imams’ should be prioritized. The communities must be
autonomous in this respect, but collaboration with the government would
be welcome. The government and public policies could incentivize these
kinds of decisions.

The role of these new imams would be important to reduce exces-
sive perceptions, within Muslim communities and European societies,
that Islam is something inherently foreign to Europe. Judaism, Christian-
ity and other faiths that are considered part of Western culture actually
originated outside Europe. However, Europeans choose their religion and
develop cultural traits, embedded in the shared legal frameworks of each
country, in dialogue with those individual and collective beliefs. This
is a form of naturalization process that needs to occur with Islam, and
Muslim communities in general — imams in particular — could make an
important contribution to it.

The integration of diverse groups, especially from immigrant back-
grounds, is highly complex and calls for new perspectives on good gover-
nance, which emphasize the importance of inter-sector, multi-level, poly-
actor collaboration and community approaches. Muslim communities
and mosques (the vehicles to organize the spiritual and administrative
affairs of the community) can adopt an open perspective aligned with
this trend in order to establish diverse and multifaceted forms of collabo-
ration with their surroundings — including the government, police, civil
organizations, other religions, schools, social workers, health services, et
cetera. The purpose of that web of agents is to foster prosperity, well-be-
ing, security and social cohesion in the locality. If a wide and strong poly-
actor community were created, many constructive forms of collaboration
around diverse social issues would emerge, such as preventing school
dropouts, reducing unemployment, supporting mis-structured families
and minors, identifying problematic forms of exclusion and responding

rapidly, to name a few. Muslim communities will be challenged to move
beyond the inner community to attain this essential goal.

Another strategic area where Muslim communities could focus to
prevent radicalization, and that was implicitly mentioned above, is the
empowerment of the youth. As was suggested, the inter-generational rup-
ture has been a historical and almost universal social pattern. This affects
both the Muslim communities and those non-Muslim actors who try to
work with them to prevent and combat radicalization. The empowerment
of the Muslim youth to contribute to the societies they live in has many
implications for the mosques and Muslim communities. First, in addi-
tion to Qur’an and Arabic language classes, mosques could offer school
support, organize professional and academic orientation, and provide the
community with mentoring programmes. Although the situation varies
between countries in Europe, the phenomena of unaccompanied Muslim
minors and school dropouts are prevalent. If education, social protection
and integration are to be considered the most important radicalization-
preventing factors, the strategies outlined in this paragraph must be at
the core of the mosque and Muslim communities’ endeavours in Europe.

Another implication of the above-mentioned approach is that youth
need to be given spaces to take ownership of the spiritual, social and ad-
ministrative affairs of the diverse Muslim national communities. In this
respect, adults and older Muslims should emphasize the importance of
being loyal to their countries too. This kind of loyalty will help the sur-
rounding societies accept Islam and Muslims as part of their countries.

5. Conclusion

This policy brief has presented strategies currently under debate to pre-
vent and combat the violent radicalization of Muslims. Once Muslim
communities are aware of the strategies already in motion, mainly pro-
moted by the public administration, they may collaborate in their imple-
mentation. These strategies include: (a) strengthening social cohesion
amongst different groups; (b) religious, media, algorithmic and scientific
literacy programmes to enhance resilience against radicalization forces;
(c) institutional and professional collaboration; (d) community outreach;
(e) government support for Muslim communities to train imams; (f)
the design of early warning indicators of individual and geographical
radicalization risks; (g) not hiding mosques by locating them in remote
outskirts; (h) special efforts to reduce economic, educational, labour
and social inequalities affecting the Muslim community; (i) addressing
Islamophobia, through counter-narratives, digital monitoring, and laws
on hate crimes; and (j) implementing intelligence, security and polic-
ing measures, without persecuting or criminalizing Muslim communities
and individuals or undermining their freedom of religion and belief.
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