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The concept of 'radicalization' usually refers to the process of developing radical or extremist 
ideologies. Radicalization plays an important role in violent extremism - adoption of radical 
ideologies/views and the use of violent/terrorist actions for achieving radical views. However, 
there is no common understanding that radicalization itself leads to violent/terrorist 
actions/attacks; it may or may not. Radicalization is a preliminary step that can culminate in 
violent extremism - development of radical ideologies/views and usage of violence for achieving 
ideological goals. Undeniably, individuals, groups or mass of people may be radicalized with 
different types of ideologies - political, racial, religious and other ideologies - and may use 
violent/terrorist actions to achieve adopted ideological goals.  
 
Of different sorts of ideology based radicalizations, I will here write on religious radicalization, 
which is surely a much talked about issue at present. Usually, religious radicalization indicates 
the process of developing radical religious ideologies or beliefs. But religious radicalization may 
be violent and non-violent. Violent religious extremism (VRE) usually indicates the process of 
developing radical religious ideologies or views and the adoption or use of actual violent or 
terrorist actions for achieving religious, religio-ideological or religio-political goals. Religious 
terrorism, religio-politically motivated violence and some forms of communal violence are 
considered to be some forms of VRE.  
 
It is fair to say that VRE is possible among followers of different religions - Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, etc. With some variations in severity and forms, indeed, 
VRE existed among followers of almost all religions in the past and still exists among followers 
of several religions. But VRE seems to be more rigorous and systematic among followers of 
those religions, which have religio-terrorist organizations or militant organizations. Thus, VRE 
in terms of communal violence may be more commonly found across religions, but religious 
terrorist organizations based VRE may not be. Undeniably, it needs to be noted here that all 
religions talk about peace for human beings. Believers in different religions across the world, 
moreover, are mostly peace-loving and against VRE. Only a small portion of people resorts to 
VRE. Hence, no religion but only religious extremists should be blamed for VRE.  
 
Without any doubt, VRE is considered to be one of the most crucial problems in the 
contemporary world. Until now, numerous large and small scale violent attacks in the name of 
religion(s) or on the basis of religious faiths have been carried out in different parts of the world. 
Consequently, thousands of people have been killed, injured and displaced. In addition, violent 



religious extremism has other negative impacts including economic (loss of trillions of dollars, 
loss of properties, etc.), social (loss of social harmony, threats to multi-culturalism, etc.), 
psychological (including mental trauma among children) and political (including political 
instability). Importantly, many are at risk of being attacked by violent religious extremists and 
becoming violent religious extremists all over the world.  
 
In response to VRE, various countering and preventing measures have been taken in different 
parts of the world. Overall measures may be broadly divided into forces based and non-forces 
based measures. A few examples of forces-based counter-terrorism and preventive measures are 
military operations, armed actions by other law enforcing agencies including police, monitoring, 
surveillance, etc. On the other hand, a few examples of non-forces based measures are awareness 
raising campaigns (particularly through different media such as radio, television, newspaper and 
internet), reviewing textbooks and syllabi, disengagement programmes, rehabilitation 
programmes, diplomatic dealings, etc.  
 
 

Violent religious extremism 
and its prevention 

Undoubtedly, both forces based 
and non-forces based measures 
are essential for fighting 
against VRE in successful 
manner. Forces based measures 
are indispensable in order to 
defend from violent attacks, 
protect people's lives and 
properties, disrupt militant networks, thwart potential militant plots, reduce violent threats at 
domestic and international level to least to zero, etc. At the same time, more effective measures 
should be taken to ensure the least to zero civilian casualties, protect human rights (including 
civil liberty), reduce false victimization, provide scope for peaceful religious practices, and 
minimize discriminations and harassments on the basis of religion.  
 
Non-forces based measures, on the other hand, are necessary for long-term prevention of VRE 
through addressing root causes that lead to VRE, preventing individuals or groups or mass of 
people from becoming extremists and de-radicalizing or disengaging already radicalized 
individuals, groups and mass of people. However, non-forces based long-term measures have so 
far been relatively less emphasized in the VRE prevention efforts. In this piece of writing, I will 
specifically focus on non-forces based long-term prevention measures through taking VRE 
across religions, not VRE in any specific religion, into consideration.  
 
First, and foremost, in order to prevent VRE on sustainable ground, it is necessary to understand 
the very process of VRE through which individuals, groups or mass of people turn to be violent 
religious extremists. Certainly, there are several frameworks that explain such a process, but 
most frameworks conceptualize VRE in such a way that leaves small space for understanding it 



from a broader perspective. Due to lack of scope, I will not discuss on existing frameworks; 
instead, I will propose the following framework that may facilitate the understanding of the 
process of VRE, the identification of specific factors of VRE and the identification and 
development of non-forces based long-term preventive measures from a multi-dimensional 
perspective.  
 
To briefly put, violent religious extremists are a meager portion of the total population. 
Individuals, groups, or mass of people gradually become violent religious extremists through five 
stages (see the pyramid like Figure 1). Each stage has two sub-components. The process is 
dynamic, not static. Moreover, one's beliefs may change over time. Such change is assumed here 
to be bi-directional - from general population to action stage and from any stage of violent 
extremism to total population stage. Undeniably, such a bi-directional process of VRE makes 
intervention for the prevention of VRE possible.  
 
It appears that VRE begins with vulnerability to radical views. Vulnerability is of two types: 
social or contextual (which indicates that social context is incapable of protecting individuals 
from and building resilience to radical views) and individual (which indicates an individual's 
inability to protect oneself from and build resilience to radical views). Social vulnerability may 
be particularly seen in places where interactions, institutions and cultural values are supportive to 
radical religious views; on the other hand, individual vulnerability may be seen any places 
including places where social vulnerability is at minimum level. Various socio-economic, 
political, cultural and other factors may affect these vulnerabilities. It is certainly a vital stage in 
the VRE process as a portion of the total population starts to varyingly move to radical religious 
belief stage due to social vulnerability, or individual vulnerability, or both.  
 
At the radical religious belief stage, individuals, groups or mass of people believe in radical 
religious views. Such beliefs are generalized radical beliefs and indoctrinated radical beliefs. 
Generalized radical beliefs are generally infused through occasional promotion of religious 
incitements and hatred in religious or religio-political discussions in religious or religio-political 
functions. Religious leaders, religious institutes and religio-political organizations generally 
infuse radical beliefs, often without any considerable religious or religio-political goals in mind. 
But indoctrinated radical beliefs are beliefs which are infused through targeted propaganda and 
systematic dissemination of radical views to targeted (or potential) individuals. Radical beliefs 
are indoctrinated mainly by religion based militant groups and sometimes by religious leaders, 
religious institutes and religio-political organizations through taking specific religious or religio-
political goals into consideration. Generally radicalized religious beliefs may be considered to be 
normal but indoctrinated religious beliefs are not normal.  
 
At the violent acceptance stage, individuals or groups or mass of people believing in radical 
views either accept or reject violent action as a means of realizing radical religious goals. The 
decision to accept or reject may be made in individual, group or collective manner. Acceptance 
of violence is of two types: acceptance of radical views without violent act and acceptance of 
radical views with violent act. In the first type, extremists usually do not carry out violence but 
they become sympathizers, motivators, financiers, etc. On the other, those who accept radical 
views with violent act usually carry out actual violent actions. Moreover, those who accept 
violent ideology may consider violence as an individual, a group or a collective duty. This stage 



is a turning point, as those who accept violence as a means move to the next stage - usually 
through self-initiated move, or self-initiated process of joining with terrorist groups and/or local 
mentors, or being recruited by terrorist groups, or establishing a terrorist organization.  
 
At the preparatory stage, extremists who accept radical views with violent act as a means of 
materializing ideological goal(s) get prepared for violent action(s) through either systematic or 
non-systematic preparations. Systematic preparations include both training and rigorous 
operational planning. 
 
Trainings are arms-based (military tactics, operations of weapons, making of explosive devices, 
etc.) that make extremists capable of carrying out actual violent attacks and non-arms based 
(religious, language, etc.). Arms based trainings are usually given by militant groups. After 
trainings, violent extremists make rigorous operational plans through setting targets and 
identifying ways for violent attacks. But some extremists may carry out violent acts without 
taking any systematic preparations. In the second type, extremists still takes some sorts of 
training and operational planning. in systematic preparations, militant groups are involved but 
such groups are not involved with non-systematic preparations. Terrorist attacks carried out by 
militant groups reflect systematic preparations; on the other, some forms of communal violence 
reflect non-systematic preparations. 
  
At the violent action stage, religious extremists carry out violent actions which are non-suicidal 
and suicidal. Violent extremists use a number of techniques - hijackings, kidnappings, bombings, 
armed assaults, etc. - and carry out large and small scale violent actions. Extremists are 
sometimes operationally alone but sometimes in groups or in mass.  
 
Violent actions may be carried out at domestic, regional and international level. Although 
suicidal attacks are usually perceived to be the inability of attackers to directly confront, it is the 
reflection of the highest degree of religious radicalization. However, only a very small portion of 
the total population comes to this stage of the violent religious extremism. Moreover, religious 
extremists of all religions may not carry out suicidal violent action.  
 
Second, it is necessary to understand factors that affect the process of VRE - from first stage to 
the final stage. As is shown on the left side of the framework (see figure 1), there are various 
factors that lead individuals, groups or mass of people to successive stages of VRE. It also 
appears that factors are multi-dimensional or multi-disciplinary (demographic, psychological, 
social, economic, political, etc.) rather than uni-dimensional (e.g., either psychological or 
economic or religious or any other single perspective). Alternatively speaking, movement from 
one stage to another and variations in sub-components of each stage need to be understood by 
multi-dimensional or multi-disciplinary perspective.  
 
A reasonable option for the identification of various factors affecting the process of VRE from 
one stage to another may be the Social-ecological Framework, which was initially developed by 
Bronfenbrenner (1979) for examining human development and later applied by the World Health 
Organization to the prevention of violence.  
 
This framework deals with a range of factors from multiple perspectives. To briefly speak, this 



framework indicates that an individual becomes a violent religious extremist due to complex 
interactions of a range of specific factors broadly grouped into four levels - individual level 
which indicates an individual's demographic, psychological and person history factors such as 
age, education and perception; relationship level which refers to an individual's close relationship 
factors such as family members, relatives and peers; community level which indicates factors 
such as religious conflicts in a community, community sanctions and community supports to 
violent ideology related to community settings including school, neighborhoods and workplaces; 
and societal level which includes broader societal factors such as social and cultural norms, laws, 
policy and interstate politics that create an atmosphere in which something occurs.  
 
The Socio-ecological Framework, to be more specific, will help identify risk factors that put 
people at risk of, and protective factors that protect them from, moving upward from one stage to 
another from multiple perspectives. Risk and protective factors need to be identified regarding 
variation in the sub-components of each stage of the process. Yet, a considerable problem is the 
difficulty in incorporating various factors from multiple perspectives in research particularly 
with religious extremists. In this regard, the identification of risk and protective (or preventive) 
factors with a combination of primary data - quantitative (wherever possible) and qualitative 
(key informants interviews, case studies, etc,) - and secondary data (historical documents or 
archive records, court reports or legal documents, media reports, etc.) based analysis may be 
more revealing and more appropriate.  
 
Third, appropriate measures need to be developed for non-forces based long-term prevention of 
VRE, particularly on the basis of appropriate understanding of factors that lead to and protect 
from vulnerability, radical religious beliefs, acceptance of violence, preparation for violent action 
and violent action, and that affect variations in the sub-components of each stage. Since factors 
affecting VRE are likely to vary across countries due to socio-cultural and religion based 
differences, preventive measures are also likely to be different - at least to some extent - between 
or among countries. Undoubtedly, long term preventive measures need to be developed keeping 
all levels - individual, relationship, community and societal - of the Socio-ecological Framework 
into consideration.  
 
Fourth, of the different stages, vulnerability stage should be specially emphasized in long-term 
prevention initiatives, as it is the starting stage to VRE. Individuals or groups of people start to 
hold radical views and beliefs mainly because of contextual vulnerability and individual 
vulnerability. The understanding of the detailed mechanism of these vulnerabilities and 
associated factors affecting these, the reduction of social vulnerability through making social 
context capable of protecting of people from radicalization, the reduction of individual 
vulnerability through making individuals capable of challenging radical views, etc. are thus very 
important steps for any reasonable non-forces based long-term prevention.   
 
Fifth, radical religious narratives play important roles in the radicalization of individuals, groups 
or mass of people. In this regard, counter-radical religious narratives (peaceful narratives, co-
existence supportive narratives, etc.) and reasonable non-religious narratives (human rights based 
narratives, cultural ideals based narratives, etc.) needs to be taken into consideration. 
 
Certainly, there are co-existence supportive narratives in every religion. Although relevant 



initiatives have already been taken in different parts of the world, more effective measures are 
needed to disseminate reasonable counter-radical narratives through print and electronic media, 
teachers, religious leaders, political leaders, community leaders, etc. However, counter-radical 
narratives should not humiliate any religion.  
 
Sixth, certainly geo-politics and geo-political interest driven inter-state conflicts and internal 
political conflicts of different countries sometimes directly patronize religious terrorism in 
certain contexts and indirectly contribute to an overall societal atmosphere that leads individuals 
or groups of people to violent religious extremism and provides ample opportunities for religious 
terrorists to manipulate the resulting situations and radicalize individuals or groups or mass of 
people. Geo-politics or geo-political affairs that affect VRE and are related to it, thus, should be 
properly identified and addressed; otherwise, counter-religious terrorism and prevention 
measures for VRE may not be successful and sustainable.  
 
Seventh, without a doubt, VRE cannot be sustainably prevented by any single country or any 
single organization because it is a global problem and religious terrorists or extremists have 
operational activities in different countries of the world. Meaningful cooperation among various 
governments, governmental organizations and others (private organizations, non-government 
organizations, community organizations, civil society, general people, etc.) are therefore very 
important for non-forces based long-term prevention of VRE in effective manner.  
 
Last but not least, non-forces based long-term prevention of VRE necessitates policy 
frameworks. Certainly, a number of countries and intergovernmental organizations have already 
developed relevant policies and strategies. However, more emphasis should be given on non-
forces based preventive measures. More specifically, necessary policy frameworks for long-term 
prevention needs to be developed based on the understanding of the process of VRE, factors 
affecting the process, specific country contexts, etc.  
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