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Abstract 

 

 

The current flow of foreign fighters to the conflict in Syria and Iraq 

is unprecedented in recent times, with numbers now exceeding those 

who travelled to fight in Afghanistan in the 1980’s. Some estimates 

suggest that one fifth of the 30,000 recruits are from Europe, worse 

still, that the majority are fighting with the so-called Islamic State. 

The scale of this trend demands a deeper understanding of violent 

Islamist radicalisation in Europe which goes beyond the common 

and limited explanations of economics or religion. Utilising recent 

data on the number of foreign fighters travelling from each 

European country, this study considers how restrictive government 

legislation instigates a perceived incompatibility between the 

European and religious identities held by young second and third 

generation Muslims in Europe. Compounded with feelings of non-

belonging which are exacerbated by societal discrimination, these 

individuals become particularly vulnerable to extremist narratives. 

As the first cross-national quantitative analysis of European foreign 

fighters in Iraq and Syria, the study finds that countries which have 

passed restrictive legislation exhibit higher rates of foreign fighters 

than those which have not, and that societal discrimination appears 

to have no effect on the rate of radicalisation.  

Keywords: foreign fighters; radicalisation; identity; discrimination; Syria 
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Introduction 

 

The Syrian Civil War has raged since protest was met with violence in the spring 

of 2011. The escalation and internationalization of the conflict was clear by mid-

2012, when reports first surfaced of foreign fighters joining the uprising (Boutin, 

Chauzal, et al. 2016). Since then, the conflict has been characterized by its 

multitude of competing rebel groups, including a blur of moderate anti-Assad 

forces including the Free Syrian Army, and extreme Islamist groups such as the Al-

Qaeda affiliated Jabhat al-Nusra front and the so-called Islamic State. Despite 

establishing a widely-publicised reputation for brutality in western media, Islamic 

State has attracted by far the most foreign fighters of any party to the conflict, and 

alarmingly, since it announced the establishment of a caliphate in June 2014, this 

flow of foreign fighters increased by around 70 percent in the following nine 

months (Ki-moon, 2015). By early 2015, the number of foreign fighters had 

exceeded that of the Afghan-Soviet war of the 80s (Neumann, 2015). Some 

estimates suggest that 30,000 foreign fighters from 100 countries have now joined 

the conflict (The Soufan Group, 2015), with up to 80 percent believed to be fighting 

with Islamic State in Iraq or Syria (Schmid 2015, p.2).  

Around one fifth of these foreign fighters are believed to be from Europe (Schmid 

& Tinnes, 2015 p.7), and while this phenomenon is not new to the region,1 its extent 

is unprecedented in recent times (ibid. p.5). Understanding the reasons foreign 

fighters have for joining geographically distant conflicts is important for several 

reasons. They affect the conflicts they join, (Hegghammer 2010, p.53); they 

represent a security risk to the countries to which they return (Byman & Shapiro, 

                                                           
1 European foreign fighters have played a significant part in conflicts around the world, 

including for example Afghanistan, Bosnia, and Somalia (van Zuijdewijn and Edwin 

Bakker, 2014) 
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2014); and as this paper explores, their departure may suggest a disconnect with the 

societies they choose to leave. 

The scale of this trend has rejuvenated and concentrated the attention of both 

scholars and policy-makers on understanding and responding to violent Islamist 

radicalisation in Europe. The particular context of Europe presents a scene in which 

common explanations of radicalisation such as poverty, grievance, or religion do 

not always fit, or at best offer only a partial explanation. An oft-noted characteristic 

of Europeans who join violent Islamist groups is that many are members of a well-

off, and seemingly well-integrated Muslim middle class (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2010, 

pp.797-800). Consequently, some scholars have focused on the more fundamental 

issues of identity and belonging (Goerzig & Al-Hashimi, 2015; Kepel, 2004; Roy, 

2007). For these scholars, Islamist radicalisation in Europe is primarily the product 

of an identity crisis, in which individuals “seek to reconstruct a lost identity in a 

perceived hostile and confusing world” (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2010, 799).  

This paper proposes that a combination of three aspects form the basis of this 

identity crisis: discriminatory public attitudes, perceived incompatibilities between 

European society and religious practice, and the association of the societal context 

with extremist discourse through the process of frame alignment. Taken together, 

these aspects instigate what is for some, an irreconcilable conflict between their 

religious identity, and their European identity, resulting in the rejection of all other 

identities but a single religious identity, in this case Islamism. 

While the theme of identity has been theoretically explored by several authors, it 

currently lacks quantitative empirical investigation. In order to fill this research gap, 

this study takes discrimination and legislation which restricts Islamic practice as 

independent variables, and investigates the impact of these societal conditions upon 

the rate of foreign fighters travelling to join violent Islamist groups in Iraq and 

Syria. The study brings together the most up-to-date information available on 

European foreign fighters, including that from The Soufan Group’s (2014; 2015) 
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reports, The Munich Security Report (2016), as well as data from The International 

Centre for the Study of Radicalisation, and online news sources. It aims to 

contribute the first quantitative analysis investigating why European foreign 

fighters travel to Iraq and Syria, and brings together original datasets of the 

popularity of far-right parties and restrictive legislation. Thus it offers the first 

cross-national study of the effect of legislation on violent radicalisation, and the 

first aiming to quantitatively investigate identity as a theory of violent 

radicalisation.  

The study finds strong support for the hypothesis that countries which have passed 

legislation restricting Islamic practice exhibit higher rates of foreign fighters when 

legislation is measured widely, but no support for the hypothesis that the rate of 

discriminatory attitudes in society have any effect on the rate of foreign fighters 

travelling to join IS and other extremist groups in Iraq and Syria. 

The paper will be presented as follows. First a review of the existing literature is 

presented, primarily from the fields of terrorism studies and radicalisation, before 

proposing identity as a causal mechanism possessing the most explanatory power. 

After laying out and discussing the research design that will be used, the results are 

presented and discussed, with reference to their implications for both the 

hypotheses and the research field. Finally, the study is concluded with a summary 

and some recommendations for future research. 
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Theoretical Framework 

 

The approach taken in this study is to consider the structural, or state level factors 

that lead individuals to join militant Islamist groups. The question asked is therefore 

not centred upon why some individuals join while others do not. Such questions 

necessitate an in-depth investigation into individual psychological processes and 

group dynamics. While micro scale factors are important in understanding the 

mechanisms by which people radicalise, they are more conducive to small-scale 

qualitative analysis than large-scale cross country analysis. Instead, the study 

investigates why some European countries exhibit violent radicalisation at a higher 

rate than others, shifting the focus away from the individual in an attempt to draw 

out structural causes of violent radicalisation. Of course, these approaches should 

not be considered contradictory, but complementary. Indeed, when asking the 

question of how structural factors affect violent radicalisation, the individual and 

group levels are critical. They are referred to below during discussion of the causal 

mechanisms at work, but always as a means of explaining how structural factors 

translate into individual action.  

Furthermore, the aim here is to focus on the antecedents of radicalisation, not 

enabling factors. This is best explained in reference to one of the principal 

distinctions made in the literature between permissive and precipitant factors 

(Newman, 2006). A permissive factor, or precondition, is a long-term cause that 

sets the stage for terrorism, while a precipitant factor is an event or incident that 

catalyses or triggers behavioural change, particularly in the direction of violent 

action; precipitant events may also feed into grievances (Noricks, 2009, p.13). 

Urbanisation for example is an oft-cited explanation which could be classified as 

permissive. As Newman explains, “[u]rbanization—especially in conjunction with 

unemployment and poverty—can generate a disaffected population, which enables 

terrorist recruitment and organisation” (2006, 752). However, as Newman notes, 
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urbanisation may primarily be considered an enabling factor, rather than an 

instrumental aspect of radicalisation. Other factors such as recruitment networks 

and kinship also form an important part of the mosaic of radicalisation, but similarly 

act as enabling factors. They may be useful to explain the causal pathways to 

radicalisation, but do not represent ‘causes’ in themselves. Instead, I will focus on 

locating causal factors that are either permissive and necessary, or precipitant.  

Previous Research 

This section will consider how previous research has explored the possible causes 

and factors influencing violent radicalisation. As the European context represents a 

specific phenomenon within the wider field of political violence, I will focus on 

research surrounding the context of European Islamist radicalisation. In addition, 

and where appropriate, it is important to draw upon the wider literature of political 

violence and terrorism. The focus will be upon some of the most commonly cited 

explanations of radicalisation in Europe, including socio-economic grievance and 

discrimination, foreign policy, and religion itself, before outlining what will serve 

as the primary theoretical factor in this study: identity. Although identity is closely 

related to individual or group level explanations, the argument centres on the way 

in which identity is affected by structural factors.  

The question of literature prompts a preliminary question: are we talking about 

terrorism, extremism, foreign fighters, non-violent radicalisation or violent 

radicalisation? While these concepts are often used interchangeably, they have 

important distinctions. To clarify their nuances and identify the relevant literature, 

these terms are defined below. 

Definitions 

Many of the main theoretical concepts, including radicalisation, extremism, and 

even foreign fighters, have no universally agreed-upon definition. However, a 

useful definition of a foreign fighter is outlined by David Malet (2009); foreign 
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fighters are “non-citizens of conflict states who join insurgencies during civil 

conflicts” (2009, p.9). A more specific, expanded definition is offered by Thomas 

Hegghammar (2010), who suggests that a foreign fighter be determined as “an 

agent who (1) has joined, and operates within the confines of an insurgency, (2) 

lacks citizenship of the conflict state or kinship links to its warring factions, (3) 

lacks affiliation to an official military organization, and (4) is unpaid (Hegghammar 

2010: pp.57-58). While this definition is more precise, the author contends that the 

fourth condition is overly restrictive. It would seem reasonable not to include 

mercenaries within the concept of foreign fighters, but identifying any fighter who 

is paid as a mercenary is overly simplistic. Many rebel groups and insurgencies 

provide some form of payment to members, but payment need not be the prime 

motivator for that individual. For this reason, the definition employed in this study 

will include Hegghammar’s first three criteria. 

Radicalisation, another central concept within this study, is just as contested. 

Dalgaard-Nielsen’s (2010) definition of a radical, utilised in this paper, is: “a person 

harboring a deep-felt desire for fundamental sociopolitical changes” and 

radicalization: “a growing readiness to pursue and support far-reaching changes in 

society that conflict with, or pose a direct threat to, the existing order” (Dalgaard-

Nielsen 2010, 798). However, radicalisation differs from violent radicalisation, 

which is further defined as “a process in which radical ideas are accompanied by 

the development of a willingness to directly support or engage in violent acts” 

(Dalgaard-Nielsen 2010, 798). Thus, there is often, but not always, a progression 

from radicalism to violence. This paper is most concerned with those who do make 

this progression, and ultimately become foreign fighters. In other words, while 

those who radicalise don’t always engage in violence, people who do engage in 

violence by joining a violent Islamist group are taken in this paper to have 

radicalised. Therefore, the combined concepts of foreign fighters and violent 

radicalisation form the main focus of this study.  
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It is also worth clarifying that violent radicalisation occurs across numerous 

different ideologies (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2010, p.798), and is not specific to Islamist 

militancy, which is the focus of this study. Furthermore Islamism itself is politically 

heterogeneous, the adherents of which may promote peace or violence, much like 

any other group (Hegghammer 2010, p.56). For this reason, violent Islamist 

radicalisation is specified as the focus of the study. 

There are two further concepts to be clarified, terrorism and extremism. Extremism 

is considered here as synonymous with radicalism, in that it concerns a “desire for 

fundamental socio-political changes” (Dalgaard-Nielsen 2010: 798) that may or 

may not include support for, or engagement in, violence. Similarly, violent 

extremism is taken to be synonymous with violent radicalism. The important 

distinction however, is that radicalisation is a process by which an individual 

develops radical views, and violent radicalisation is a process by which an 

individual develops violent radical views. Extremism on the other hand, is not a 

process but an end point. Hereafter, radicalisation will refer to the process, and 

extremism the end point of holding radical views.  

Terrorism represents a different phenomenon. While no universally accepted 

definition exists, Schmid and Jongman’s 1988 definition covers the common 

aspects associated with terrorism. They suggest that terrorism is: 

“…an anxiety-inspiring method of repeated violent action, employed by (semi-

)clandestine individual, group, or state actors, for idiosyncratic, criminal, or 

political reasons, whereby--in contrast to assassination—the direct targets of 

violence are not the main targets. The immediate human victims of violence are 

generally chosen randomly (targets of opportunity) or selectively (representative 

or symbolic targets) from a target population, and serve as message 

generators…” (1988, p.28). 

Much like violent radicalisation, this study takes the position that those committing 

acts of terrorism have in some way radicalised. In this way, the causes of both 



   8 

 

 
 

phenomena are likely to overlap. Those fighting with violent extremist groups in 

Iraq and Syria may or may not carry out acts of terrorism, considering for example 

that Islamic State operate both as a conventional fighting force, and a terrorist 

organisation which carries out international attacks and public executions to inspire 

fear, as per the definition above. Nevertheless, the important point here is that the 

author assumes both terrorism and violent extremism to have in common a prior 

process of violent radicalisation. Thus the terrorism literature, along with the 

radicalisation and foreign fighter literature, is useful when considering antecedents 

of violent radicalisation.  

Who, why and how? 

In order to understand why we see variation in the rate of violent Islamist 

radicalisation across Europe, it is essential to survey previous research and ask: 

‘what do we know’? A good way to start is to consider ‘who’.  

The first thing to note is that there is no single profile that determines who might 

be vulnerable to radicalisation. Writing almost ten years ago, Precht (2007, p.38) 

notes that social background, education, or neighbourhood profile offer few clues 

as to who is susceptible to radicalisation in Europe. Nevertheless, the common 

factors identified then continue to be common today. Precht established that 

“religion, group dynamics and an exposure to Western cultural and social forces 

seem to be the common denominator” (2007, p.38). 

Several recent reports have noted that most Europeans joining Islamist groups in 

Iraq and Syria are young, second or third generation Muslims, who were born in 

Europe, or came as children (Roy 2007; The Heritage Foundation 2016; The Soufan 

Group 2014). What they tend to have in common, Roy suggests, is a predominantly 

Western upbringing. They speak European languages and are Western-educated. 

Despite their religious background, they do not represent a particular Islamic 

tradition, and in fact break with the religion of their parents to adopt some form of 
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Salafism. Committing to a “scripturalist version of Islam that discards traditional 

Muslim culture”, they mostly become born-again, or ‘religious minded’ in Europe 

(Roy, 2007, pp.52-53). This assessment is corroborated by Leiken (2005, p.126), 

who details two main categories, ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’. The former represents 

alienated citizens of European countries, while the latter represents asylum seekers 

and students. Finally, according to the International Centre for Counter-Terrorism 

(ICCT), between 90 and 100% of foreign fighters come from urban or built-up 

areas, with approximately 17% being female, and 6-23% being converts (2016, 

p.4). While it is important to recognise that some European foreign fighters are 

fighting with more moderate rebel groups including for example, the Free Syria 

Army, the vast majority are fighting with radical Islamist groups. In fact, after the 

early phase of the conflict in which most foreign fighters joined the al-Qaeda 

affiliated Jabhat al-Nusra front, up to 80% of foreign fighters are believed to be 

fighting with Islamic State (Schmid 2015, p.2). 

Causes of Radicalisation 

In conventional wisdom, radicalisation is often deemed to be an outcome of 

unfavourable economic conditions, educational attainment, religious zealotry, or 

mental illness (Berrebi 2009, p.152). While the role played by economics is 

complex, most scholars now repudiate psychological abnormality or personality 

disorders as a valid cause of radicalisation (Pisoiu 2012, p.36; Berrebi 2009, p.152), 

not least in recognition of studies suggesting that terrorists are mentally healthier 

than other violent criminals (Goerzig & Al-Hashimi, 2015, p.10). Similarly, focus 

on religious zealotry or the nature of Islam itself as a cause of Islamic radicalisation 

provides at best an incomplete understanding. In the wider context of terrorism 

research, one study conducted by Sageman found that in a sample of al-Qaeda 

affiliated terrorists, 87 percent of terrorists had a secular education, and only 13 

percent had attended madrassahs. Furthermore, the study found that the “vast 

majority of al-Qaida terrorists in the sample came from families with very moderate 
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religious beliefs or a completely secular outlook” (Sageman 2006, in Berrebi 2009, 

p.165). Studies also suggest that second and third generation Muslims tend to be 

more radical than their parents (Goerzig & Al-Hashimi, 2015, p. 10), pointing away 

from religious tradition and towards a particular social dynamic within this group 

of individuals. While, as Juergensmeyer concludes, religion is not blameless, it does 

not normally lead to violence. When it does, it is only with “the coalescence of a 

peculiar set of circumstances…when religion becomes fused with violent 

expressions of social aspirations, personal pride, and movements for political 

change” (2001, p.10). In this way, religion may act as an enabling factor which 

provides motivation or justification, but is insufficient to constitute a cause when 

considered alone. With this in mind, to better understand the causes of 

radicalisation, we must look elsewhere.  

Moving beyond such simplistic arguments of individual difference, the logical path 

to follow considers difference of experience or circumstance. As such, research has 

focused on grievance. 

Grievance 

Foreign Policy 

Previous research suggests that the effect of foreign policy on radicalisation in 

Europe is also questionable. In a study analysing the 2004 terror attacks on Madrid, 

and the assassination of Theo Van Gogh in the Netherlands in 2004, Petter Nesser 

(2006) finds support that the plotters were motivated by Spanish and Dutch 

participation in the Iraq war. Specifically, Nesser considers the “modus operandi, 

target selection, and timing” of the Madrid attacks, as well as “communiques by 

the terrorists themselves, the Al Qaeda leadership, and strategic jihadist texts 

published on the Internet”. He finds that these aspects demonstrate that the main 

aim of the terrorists was to punish the Spanish government for deploying troops to 

Iraq (Nesser, 2006, p.332). His analysis of the assassination of Theo Van Gogh 

reveals a more mixed picture. While the perpetrator, Muhammad Bouyeri, cited the 
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Iraq war as a motivational factor, the immigration policies of Holland also 

prompted his violent action (Nesser, 2006, p.335). Thus the engagement in violent 

extremism was in both cases at least partially motivated by foreign policy. The 

timing here is particularly significant in light of the above distinction between 

permissive and precipitant factors. While Bouyeri was in the process of 

radicalisation before the Iraq war began (p.334), the assassination took place in 

2004, one year after the Iraq war began. This means that the invasion of Iraq may 

have acted not as a permissive factor that set Bouyeri on the path of radicalisation, 

but a precipitant factor that catalysed a response from an already radicalised 

individual. This research therefore reinforces the need to allocate attention both to 

radicalising factors and events which instigate violent action.  

There is also reason to question the importance of foreign policy. While often cited 

as a motivation by terrorists themselves, foreign policy as a cause of radicalisation 

has limited explanatory power, since Western foreign policy is a ubiquitous 

grievance that is not specific to those who engage in violent extremism; indeed, 

many Muslims took part in protests against the Iraq war (Bartlett et al., 2010, p.70). 

This perhaps points to the importance of foreign policy not in itself, but as a type 

of factor, namely a precipitant factor.  

Economics 

Economic factors may be primarily considered as permissive. However, the debate 

over the true importance and necessity of economic factors as a cause of 

radicalisation is complex. The link between poverty and political violence has been 

explored in various contexts, but appears to be limited to an increased likelihood of 

civil war in low GDP countries (Fearon and Laitin, 2001; Collier and Hoeffler, 

2000). From this point, poverty at the national level may be assumed to indirectly 

increase terrorism via the apparent connection between unfavourable economic 

conditions and the increased likelihood of civil war (Krueger and Malečková, 2003, 
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p.141). This connection is tenuous, as Krueger and Malečková (pp.141–142) point 

out:  

“[T]errorism has arisen in many countries that were not undergoing a civil war, 

and countries undergoing a civil war have not always provided a breeding ground 

for international terrorism, so the connection from civil war to terrorism is 

unclear.” 

Beyond the connection between poverty and civil war, the field of terrorism studies 

has produced several empirical studies that explore and reject a link between 

poverty and terrorism.2 This is both the case for individual-level analysis and cross-

national studies. At the individual level, studies have found minimal connection 

between poverty in both financial and educational terms and terrorism. As Krueger 

and Laitin (2007) note, “[i]f anything, those who participate in terrorism tend to 

come from the ranks of the better off in society” (2007, p.2). This is corroborated 

in a mixed methods study conducted by Krueger and Malečková (2003). The study 

combines survey data on Palestinian residents of the West Bank and Gaza Strip on 

their attitudes towards terrorism, an analysis of the determinants of participation in 

Hezbollah, historical data on Palestinian suicide bombers and Israeli terrorists, and 

a cross-country data set on national economic conditions and the likelihood of their 

citizens to engage in international terrorism (p.120). While much of their results 

pertain to the middle-east, they find little direct connection between poverty and 

engagement in terrorism. Furthermore those engaging in terrorism have been found 

to have better than average education, and very few Western terrorists are 

uneducated (Hudson, 1999, p.48). In a cross-national large-N study that considers 

both the country of origin of terrorists as well as their targets, Krueger and Laitin 

(2007) found neither country GDP nor illiteracy to be a good predictor of terrorist 

origins. In summary of the wider literature, the evidence suggests no strong link 

                                                           
2 For a more extensive overview of the literature on economic causes, see “The Economics of 
Terrorism and Counterterrorism: What matters and Is Rational-Choice Theory Helpful?” Claude 
Berrebi (2009).  
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between terrorism and the economic circumstances of individuals or their country 

of origin, although a link may exist via the connection between poverty and civil 

war. Given that the focus in this paper is the European context, this argument is not 

likely to be applicable for most of the countries included, given their relatively 

higher national wealth. Those travelling to join extremist groups in Iraq and Syria 

are therefore unlikely to be motivated by economic concerns.  

Rational choice theory 

The overly deterministic nature of these arguments is confronted by rational choice 

theory, which deviates from the question of ‘why’ people radicalise, asking instead, 

‘for what gain’? This approach avoids determinism by placing the focus on 

individual choices made using a calculation of cost versus benefit, and relates not 

only to material benefits but also selective, immaterial benefits (Pisoiu 2012, p. 38). 

From this perspective, factors such as religious reward, friendship, status, and 

belonging come into play (Helmus 2009). Furthermore, while economic concerns 

may not be significant in absolute terms, they may be significant in relative terms. 

Developed as a concept by Samuel Stouffer in 1949, (Stouffer, Lumsdaine, et al., 

1949; Stouffer, Suchman, et al., 1949), relative deprivation recognizes the effect of 

social comparison between those who have and those who do not have, or 

alternatively, between those who have and those who have more. For those joining 

Islamic extremist groups, this may refer to the disparity between their own 

economic and social opportunities, and those of their non-Muslim compatriots, 

even if they cannot be considered poor in absolute terms. Those feeling that they 

have comparatively few opportunities in Europe may feel discriminated against, 

and instead value status, identity, or adventure elsewhere, especially given that 

minority groups in Europe are disproportionately more likely to be unemployed due 

to ethnic and racial discrimination (European Union Agency for Fundamental 

Rights, 2011).  According to this logic, countries where economic discrimination 

is more prevalent should be more likely to have higher rates of radicalisation not 



   14 

 

 
 

because of economic incentives, but because economic disparity and discrimination 

leads to feelings of relative deprivation and ultimately non belonging.  

This conclusion is, however, not entirely convincing. Within Leiken’s 

categorisation, “upwardly mobile young adults” (2005, p. 127), such as university 

students who do have the opportunity and education to propel their upward 

mobility, still appear to be vulnerable to radicalisation, and if anything, appear to 

be even more vulnerable than those living in deprived areas (Precht, 2007 p.44). 

Relative deprivation explains why we see that many radicals from Europe are not 

poverty-stricken or even under-achievers, but lacks explanatory power in that if this 

was accurate, one would expect ‘upwardly mobile young adults’ to be less likely to 

radicalise, not more. Thus, lack of economic opportunity, absolute or relative, 

seems unsatisfactory alone as a cause of radicalisation.  

Failed integration 

Finally, in the same way as previous research has focused on discrimination and 

economics, a common conclusion is that radicalisation in Europe is the product of 

the failure of integration. While the factors previously discussed have been 

applicable to both the wider context of violent extremism and the European context, 

non-integration is a particularly Western focused theme in the radicalisation 

literature. This in part is due to the recent radicalisation of a high number of 

European youth who appear to be both well-educated and well-integrated 

(Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2010, p. 799). 

In their analysis of the existing evidence to support the failed integration 

hypothesis, Rahimi and Graumans, (2015, p.48) find that “the emerging picture 

points us towards a conceptualization of Islamic radicalization that, if not altogether 

unrelated to the question of integration, is certainly not a natural by-product of 

failed integration”. Thus previous research has questioned the idea that 

radicalisation is a consequence of failed integration.   
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In their study on radical Islamism and migrant integration in Denmark, Goli and 

Rezaei (2011) find no support for the proposition that failed integration in Western 

countries is a major cause of radicalism. Furthermore, in light of the assertion that 

integration is fundamentally voluntary, Goli & Rezaei ask the question: “Might this 

suggest that rather than attempting to achieve integration by constraining citizens' 

attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors, that respectfully encouraging autonomy in 

immigration policies and practices might be even more productive?” (Goli and 

Rezaei, 2011, p.107) Beyond simply challenging the failed integration thesis, Goli 

and Rezaei appear to go further, suggesting that integration by means of 

constraining the beliefs and behaviours of citizens is unproductive. This may be 

unsurprising, but it raises a pertinent question: what is the effect of integration 

policies which “constrain citizens’ attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors”? (2011, p.107). 

This question is to be addressed in the next section. 

The section that follows brings together three aspects that combine to form a theory 

of identity. Contrary to the failed integration hypothesis, this theory of 

radicalisation proposes that a degree of integration is a necessary condition for 

European radicalisation.  

Identity and its mechanisms 

Thus far, the main findings of research that pertains to radicalisation in the wider 

context of political violence have been presented, and more specifically in the 

context of European foreign fighters. To confront the shortcomings of the 

aforementioned theories, and build upon what we know about European 

radicalisation, a theoretical argument which offers a more comprehensive, and 

arguably more fundamental explanation will be considered: the search for identity 

and belonging. Identity may be considered the overarching theory, but it 

encapsulates three main causal mechanisms that serve to translate structural factors 

into the individual or group process of radicalisation: discriminatory public 

attitudes, perceived incompatibilities between European society and religious 
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practice, and the association of the societal context with extremist discourse 

through the process of frame alignment. This cluster of mechanisms generates a 

pool of disenfranchised and identity-seeking individuals. Frame alignment then 

accounts for how violent extremist groups capitalise on this pool, using a narrative 

that resonates with real grievances, offers identity and belonging, and offers a 

violent outlet. 

Daalgard-Nielsen delineates the theoretical basis of this argument by drawing upon 

the French sociologists Gilles Kepel, Farhad Khosrokhavar, and Olivier Roy. What 

these scholars have in common, she observes, is their proposition that 

“radicalisation occurs as individuals seek to reconstruct a lost identity in a 

perceived hostile and confusing world” (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2010, p. 799). The 

effect of westernization and modernity in European societies has created a 

generation of young Muslims who search for identity and a community in which 

they feel they belong.  

Radicalisation, according to this group of sociologists, “arises out of the particular 

challenges faced by an increasingly Westernized generation of young Muslims in 

Europe, who attempt to carve out an identity for themselves” (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 

2010, p. 800). Value relativism and individualization in Western democracies spark 

identity-seeking behaviour in a number of individuals (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2010, p. 

800). Furthermore, as Dalgaard-Nielsen writes, “[this search] is particularly acute, 

they argue, for second or third generation Muslim immigrants, who have become 

Westernized to the extent of no longer feeling part of the community of their 

parent’s home countries. Simultaneously, however, they experience various forms 

of discrimination and socioeconomic disadvantage in European societies, leaving 

them with what Khosrokhavar and Roy term a double sense of non-belonging” 

(Khosrokhavar 2005, 185; Roy 2004, 193, in Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2010, p. 800).  

In a piece titled: ‘Islamism: The process of identity formation’, Belarouci (2009) 

provides a similar narrative, as he expounds the difficulties faced by second and 
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third generation Muslims in Europe. Taking the case of North African immigration 

to France, he explains how for those born in Europe, there exists “an ambiguity in 

uncertain identification with one’s membership in either of the two cultures” (2009 

p.8). He goes on: “they neither know the reality of a single culture of origin, nor do 

they carry per se the parts of an ethnic identity constituted before the migration|” 

(2009, p.9). As a result, these individuals are unable to fully identify as European 

nationals, and are considered foreigners while also lacking a direct connection to 

the culture of their home country. Caught in an identity crisis brought about by the 

confrontation of incompatible views, “these young people put [on] a ready-to-wear 

identity” as a defense (2009, p.9). 

The self-reinforcing nature of this combination of identity-seeking and 

discrimination is supported by fundamental ideas regarding intergroup behaviour. 

Tajfel (1974, pp.66-67) notes that:  

“In order for the members of an ingroup to be able to hate or dislike an outgroup, 

or to discriminate against it, they must first have acquired a sense of belonging to 

a group which is clearly distinct from the one they hate, dislike or discriminate 

against. Much of the tradition in the literature (not only in social psychology) 

ascribes the acquisition of this sense of belonging to the existence of outgroups 

perceived as threats, common enemies, etc. A weaker proposition in the same 

tradition is that the existence of such outgroups at least contributes to, or increases, 

the intensity of ingroup affiliations.” 

In other words, the search for belonging is fuelled by the perception of a threat, 

while the perception of a threat drives groups inward, and exacerbates ingroup-

outgroup polarisation; both processes reinforce each other. The effect of this social 

dynamic is a trend present in many European countries. The popularisation of often 

xenophobic and racist far right parties in Europe (Wodak 2013), is fuelled in part 

by fear of terrorism and immigration, but also reinforces the threat felt by minority 

groups. The popularity of these parties and the diffusion of associated views both 

promotes the perspective that the Muslim population does not belong, and gives 
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credence to the extremist narrative that the Muslim world is under threat from ‘non-

Muslims’. As the intensity of the perceived threat from the outgroup increases, so 

does the intensity of the ingroup affiliations, and the gap between the ingroup and 

outgroup widens. I would suggest that this is particularly potent, since both far right 

movements and Islamic extremists consider each other a threat, and both benefit 

from an ever reducing middle ground, demanding that those left standing there pick 

sides. Individuals that feel particularly threatened, discriminated against, or isolated 

may seek to join a group in which they feel safe and feel they belong, and can 

respond to the ill treatment they have received from the ingroup. This group may 

be social, political, militant, and so on. 

According to this explanation, Dalgaard Nielsen observes that militant Islam can 

be said to satisfy this search for identity by providing an “alternative community in 

what they perceive as a hostile society, an outlet for the frustration they feel due to 

everyday racism, and a ‘just cause’—the violent defense of Muslims around the 

world against the perceived assault of a vilified West” (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2010, p. 

800). Countries in which discrimination is particularly prevalent may therefore 

drive more individuals towards militant Islamist groups as a source of security and 

a means of response. Thus the first hypothesis concerns discriminatory attitudes in 

society, and can be expressed as follows: 

 

H1:  Countries in which public attitudes are highly 

discriminatory towards Muslims will exhibit higher levels of 

radicalisation.  

 

While this explanation helps to explain the impact of discrimination and identity-

seeking behaviour, we still need to go further to understand the aforementioned 

problematic relationship between integration and radicalisation. In order to do this, 
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integration can be considered not only a background factor, but an essential 

prerequisite for European radicalisation.  

Identity destruction 

For Georzig and Al-Hashimi (2015), radicalisation is caused by a loss of identity. 

They argue that “[w]hile identification with a collective social identity determines 

the border between in- and out- group, the belonging to a multiplicity of in- groups 

constitutes individuality. The unique combination of multiple belongings 

differentiates one individual from another” (2015, p.3). Radicalisation is 

characterised by the loss of these multiple belongings, and the extreme 

identification with a single one. By engaging with this bigger single identity, and 

rejecting others, the individual has no means of differentiating his/her identity from 

the in-group.  

Since “[o]nly established identities can be destroyed” (2015, p. 4), this effect is 

strongest for youth who experience a clash between Muslim culture in their family 

life, and Western culture in, for example, school life. For these young people, 

“[s]elf- categorization as a European Muslim becomes impossible, because the 

discourse forces the individual to see [their] previously complementary private and 

public in- group turning into an in- group in opposition to an outgroup.” The result 

is that Islam alone comes to replace this lost identity (2015, p. 4). Integration, then, 

is necessary for European radicalisation, as radicalisation requires an established 

European identity in order for this same identity to be rejected.  

In particular, Georzig and Al-Hashimi (2015) outline how European discourse 

ascribes one Islamic identity to all diverse categories. Identification with Sunni or 

Shiite, Algerian or Moroccan forms of Islam becomes identification with one 

homogenised group, which is also defined as an outgroup which contrasts with 

secular Europeans. Polarisation occurs, to the extent that criticism expressed by 

Muslims is equated with a form of sympathy for terrorism. Debate around cartoons 



   20 

 

 
 

of the Prophet Muhammed, or around the framing of the War on Terror as the War 

on Islam, present Islam as standing in opposition to European values. Individuals 

are therefore forced to choose between the political in-group and religious 

affiliation, both of which constitute part of their identity (Georzig and Al-Hashimi 

2015, p.4). 

The outcome of this choice is not pre-determined. Those that are able to reconcile 

this incompatibility may do so through protest, as was seen in response to the 

French ban on the niqab and burqa in 2011 (Chrisafis, 2011). They may otherwise 

engage in politics, or they may peacefully disengage from society. While 

protestation against policies that restrict religious practice represent a degree of 

disenfranchisement among those taking action, the means of this protestation 

represents not only engagement with ‘European’ values of free expression and 

peaceful protest, but the very construction of a society that upholds these values 

(Boubekeur, 2008, p. 94). Individuals taking action in this way fight for their 

identity as a European Muslim, and refuse to accept an incompatibility. This is 

supported by Bartlett, Birdwell & King’s (2010) research for London based think 

tank Demos. Their two year study examines the difference between radicals who 

remain peaceful, and radicals who engage in violence, finding that “[r]adicals were 

more likely to have been involved in political protest — well over a third compared 

with under a quarter of terrorists” (2010, p.25). Conversely, they observe, 

“[t]errorists were set apart…by their adoption of a specific set of ideas: an 

exclusionary ‘us versus them’ ideology, and a rejection of ‘the other’, which often 

results in an unwillingness to engage with social or political elements of Western 

society” (Bartlett, Birdwell & King, 2010, p.11). 

Therefore, those that are unable to reconcile this incompatibility through peaceful 

political engagement or other means, may retreat into a single identity --in this case 

an extreme version of Islam-- rejecting all other identities and viewpoints. From 
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here, their vulnerability to violence is further exacerbated through the process of 

frame alignment.  

 

Frame alignment 

The narrative of the global Muslim community (referred to as the ummah) under 

threat is promulgated in a number of ways, including by reference to the suffering 

of Muslims around the world; secularism and incompatibility with western values; 

and social, political, and economic discrimination in Europe. These ideas are not 

exclusive to those promoting violence. While the aforementioned grievances may 

be drawn upon politically without recourse to violence, they are also useful as a 

means of stirring a response for violent groups pushing a larger agenda. The 

incompatibility between western values and a particularly strict interpretation of 

Islamic doctrine for example is used to convince those struggling with their own 

identity that they do not belong, while common discrimination compounds this 

suggestion further. The narrative of violent extremist groups such as al-Qaeda and 

others promotes an absolutist view that rejects any integration with Western (and 

other) values that are considered ‘un-Islamic’, and designates any restriction on the 

full implementation of their interpretation of Islamic law as an attack against Islam, 

and the Muslim world as a whole. For example, Kepel in his work on Islamism in 

Europe, quotes a statement attributed to Zawahiri, which “threatened France, which 

was considered an enemy of Islam since it forbade Muslim girls to wear the veil at 

school” (Kepel, 2004, p. 247). Aided and abetted by rising far right parties, the 

narrative of the ‘war on Islam’ builds a sense of discrimination and non belonging, 

and generates a pool of particularly vulnerable young people. Framing theory helps 

to explain radicalisation by reference to the existence of “easily tapped and 

mobilized ‘sentiment pools’ already sharing the grievances and attributional 

tendencies of Islamist militants” (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2008, p.9). Critically, this 
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proposition may be more convincing where the societal context appears to mirror 

the extremist narrative. As Dalgaard-Nielsen observes: 

 

"Movements diagnose problems and attribute responsibility, offer solutions, 

strategies, and tactics (prognostic framing), and provide motivational frames to 

convince potential participants to become active. Key to mobilization, according 

to this perspective, is whether the movement's version of the 'reality' resonates or 

can be brought to resonate with the movement's potential constituency. Some 

scholars have referred to this process as 'frame alignment'—the emergence of 

congruence between an individual's and an organization's interests, values, and 

beliefs." (Dalgaard-Nielsen, 2008, p. 6) 

This line of argument is further supported by a Change Institute study, which found 

that “…the proto-ideology of violent radicals possesses explanatory power derived 

from the employment of legitimate ‘mainstream’ narratives and benefits from a 

favourable context for the propagation of their ideas, notwithstanding the 

widespread rejection of violence” (2008: 120). According to this explanation, the 

more a country enforces a degree of ‘westernisation’ and exhibits religious 

discrimination or socioeconomic disadvantage, the more congruent the frames, and 

the higher the rate of radicalization. This lends additional explanatory power to help 

explain why variation across countries may occur, since different countries will 

exhibit different levels of congruence concerning these frames. 

While various extremist groups may claim to offer a solution to this state of affairs, 

Islamic State have a particular selling point. This asset not only offers recruits an 

outlet, but the opportunity to live in a whole society in which they feel they belong. 

Thus the extremist narrative that the West is at war with Islam is compounded by 

the inverse assertion that European Muslims do belong with the so-called Islamic 

State. This is evident in the globalised recruiting practices of Islamic State in 

particular. As The Soufan Group report (2015, p.6), “the majority of its video 

production appeals to those who seek a new beginning rather than revenge for past 
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acts. A search for belonging, purpose, adventure, and friendship, appear to remain 

the main reasons for people to join the Islamic State”. This perspective is supported 

by Belau (2015), in a study examining Islamic State propaganda. He argues that the 

brutality of IS has obscured an accurate understanding of the group’s ideology and 

what drives its supporters. Rather than the promotion of violence, Belau finds that 

the main aim of IS propaganda is to promote the concept of the ummah, to 

“encourage its members to think beyond national boundaries”, with the aim of 

“nurturing a sense of belonging to the caliphate” (p.24). 

Therefore, contexts perceived to resonate with the extremist narrative of the war on 

Islam are also vulnerable to the pull of Islamic State recruitment, which is geared 

towards providing a solution to this feeling of non belonging. 

The importance of legislation 

The combination of identity theory and frame alignment point to the importance of 

contexts in which the socio-political environment of a country prompts a conflict 

between the European identity and the religious identity of European Muslims. 

Where this conflict is exacerbated by discrimination among the population, the 

extremist narrative of the West against Islam is given more weight. In other words, 

the more the radical narrative resonates with the social climate, the more likely 

people are to subscribe to it, and more importantly, to its solutions, even if those 

solutions are violent. Therefore, the author argues that countries that exhibit 

concrete evidence in support of this narrative will foster the propagation of violent 

radical ideology to a greater degree than contexts in which the resonance of this 

narrative is not so evident.  

As discussed earlier, grievances may act both as permissive and precipitant factors. 

Against a backdrop of discrimination present in many European societies, 

legislation that is perceived to restrict Islamic practice may for some Muslims 

represent an incompatibility between western society and their religious identity. 
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This type of legislation also matches the narrative (moderate or extremist) that the 

West is at war with Islam. Since in theory, a democratic society’s legislation should 

reflect the perspective of the majority of its people, the expected strong effect of 

legislation lies in the institutionalisation of this perceived discrimination. While 

attitudes and acts of the population may be referenced by recruiters to draw in 

sympathetic candidates, the institutionalisation of laws that ban a particular Islamic 

practice may cement this perspective as part of the national identity of the country 

as a whole; I argue that this offers recruiters a more tangible grievance with which 

to draw upon.  

While both discriminatory attitudes and restrictive legislation may be considered 

forms of discrimination, their effect is very distinct. Both are likely to exacerbate 

feelings of non-belonging, but only legislation has the effect of institutionalising a 

perceived incompatibility between European values and religious practice. 

Legislation is therefore particularly powerful, acting as a precipitant factor that 

instigates an identity crisis, and resonates with the extremist narrative. Countries 

that have passed legislation restricting Islamic practice are therefore likely to have 

higher rates of radicalisation. As such, the second hypothesis can be expressed in 

the following way: 

 

H2:  Countries that have passed legislation which restricts 

Islamic practice will exhibit higher rates of radicalisation. 
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Figure I: Causal diagram 
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Research Design 

As the hypotheses specify explanations of radicalisation at the state or societal 

level, the author proposes that cross country quantitative analysis is the most 

appropriate method of inquiry. As such, the unit of analysis is necessarily countries, 

and the scope of the theoretical framework delineates European countries in 

particular as the population of interest. The level of radicalisation in each European 

country is operationalised using the rate of foreign fighters reported to have 

travelled to join violent Islamist groups in Iraq and Syria. The cases are therefore 

selected on the basis of two criteria: the classification of the case as a European 

country3, and the availability of data on the number of foreign fighters. While 

ideally data would be collected from all European countries, the lack of reliable 

data necessitates that cases are selected on the basis of available information. 

Therefore, all European countries for which data on the number of foreign fighters 

are available, numbering thirty-six, are included in the study. 

The dependent variable relates to the time period between 2011 (the start of the 

Syrian Civil War) and the beginning of 2016. The independent variables however, 

may exist prior to, and during this time period. Consequently, to be considered a 

valid cause or factor, legislation, for example, must have been passed before a 

foreign fighter travels to fight in Syria. Therefore, in order to avoid problems of 

temporal order, data for the independent variables are collected only for the years 

prior to 2012.  

Definitions and operationalisations 

The phenomenon of Europeans travelling to join violent Islamist groups in Iraq and 

Syria provides a suitable collection of data by which violent radicalisation can be 

                                                           
3 Turkey, Russia, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia are not classified as part of Europe in this 
study. 
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studied. Since it is essential to precede operationalisations with definitions, 

(Gerring, 2012, p.143) it is useful to refer back to the central aspects of violent 

radicalisation, which necessitate, in addition to the possession of radical ideas, the 

willingness of an individual to directly support or engage in violent acts (Dalgaard-

Nielsen, 2010: 798). Evidently, those travelling to join violent Islamist groups 

resonate with this definition, and as such it can be considered a valid 

operationalisation. The number of foreign fighters exhibited by each country is 

therefore used to operationalise violent radicalisation, and acts as the dependent 

variable. The dependent variable is measured as the rate of foreign fighters per 

10,000 of the Muslim population to ensure the results are valid, and speak to the 

theoretical argument.  

It is important to recognise that this operationalisation cannot capture all aspects of 

violent radicalisation. As Borum notes, “[m]ost people who hold radical ideas do 

not engage in terrorism...” (2011, p. 8). This may be extended to assert that many 

who support or are willing to engage in violence may not ultimately act. This 

operationalisation considers only those that leave to fight with violent Islamist 

groups in Iraq and Syria, and therefore does not consider those who radicalise and 

join a domestic group, or commit acts of violence in countries other than Iraq and 

Syria. As such, an important question is whether those that radicalise and join 

violent extremist groups abroad are somehow different to those who radicalise and 

carry out acts of violence domestically. This question has been somewhat explored 

elsewhere; Hegghammer’s (2013) research investigates three explanations for why 

some radicals prefer foreign fighting to domestic fighting, including opportunity, 

training, and personal preference, but does not extend to whether the cause and 

means of radicalisation has any effect on the decision to fight abroad or at home. 

While an interesting topic for future research, it exceeds the scope of this study. Of 

course, the measure used in this study cannot account for all modes of 
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radicalisation, but may reveal a significant factor that plays a part in these various 

modes.  

To test Hypothesis I, the level of discriminatory attitudes in society is to be 

measured using two indicators of the popularity of farnright parties. The first 

independent variable is to be the far right share of the vote at the last parliamentary 

elections, and the second is to be the change in share of vote over the last two 

elections. The first aims to capture the absolute level of discriminatory attitudes 

present in society, while the second aims to capture the effect of an upsurge in 

discriminatory attitudes. The parties coded as far right are defined here as those 

which at minimum campaign on an anti-immigration platform, and as such 

exacerbate tensions between those perceived to be ‘insiders’ and those perceived to 

be ‘outsiders’. Where elections to two houses are conducted simultaneously, an 

average is taken.  

Testing Hypothesis II necessitates a discussion of what constitutes a restriction 

upon Islamic practice. Of course, not all Muslims follow the same practices and 

doctrine, and do not recognize the same obligations. The operationalisation of this 

concept therefore necessitates the inclusion of a number of different policies. As 

such, the identification of particular legislation deemed to restrict Islamic practice 

should not be interpreted to mean that all Muslims would consider, for example, 

prohibition of the veil, to be fundamentally contradictory to their belief system. 

Rather, this measure includes legislation that aims to restrict a practice or activity 

that is followed or supported by some Muslims as an aspect of their faith. The 

operationalisation, or the type of legislation considered restrictive follows Amnesty 

International’s 2012 report which includes restrictions on the full face veil, 

restrictions on establishing Muslim places of worship, and restrictions prohibiting 

the wearing of religious symbols in schools (Amnesty International 2012). In 

addition, I add bans and limitations on religious slaughter as a form of legislation 

which restricts Islamic teaching around halal meat.  
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To measure the presence of this legislation, these indicators are combined to form 

a dichotomous variable: presence or absence of the above identified types of 

legislation. Where legislation has been passed, the case is coded with a ‘one’, and 

where it has not, the case is coded with a ‘zero’. Furthermore, two dichotomous 

independent variables are formed, measured in two ways. Firstly, a narrow 

conception of legislation is used, which includes only legislation that is nationally 

applicable or represents a complete ban on a particular practice. Secondly, a wider 

conception of legislation is used, which includes the former category, and in 

addition, legislation that is passed at the sub-national (regional but not local) level, 

or concerns a partial ban on a particular practice.  

As the theory section outlines, I argue that both discriminatory attitudes in society 

and legislation restricting Islamic practice or activities that is passed by a country 

will increase radicalisation, in part by enhancing feelings of non-belonging among 

those affected by the legislation, which is then capitalized on by extremists 

promoting their narrative. Discrimination within society, be it through employment, 

media, public attitudes, violence, and so on, may also enhance these feelings of 

non-belonging, and indeed may instigate legislation that could be considered 

discriminatory. In other words, while discrimination is considered a main 

independent variable, it may also act as a confounding variable that explains both 

the implementation of restrictive legislation and the dependent variable. This, in 

fact, is not inconsistent with the causal mechanisms presented here, but would 

render legislation insignificant. This study aims to establish the stronger argument 

that while negative attitudes towards Muslims may increase the rate of 

radicalisation via the same causal mechanisms of identity-seeking and frame 

alignment, anti-Islamic legislation increases the rate of radicalisation to a higher 

degree by institutionalizing this attitude, thereby enhancing the congruence of the 

domestic and extremist frames. As such, discriminatory attitudes will be tested as 

an independent variable in bivariate analysis, and as a control in multivariable 
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analysis in order to measure whether the residual effect of legislation on the 

dependent variable can be observed.  

In addition, controls for migrant stock as a percentage of the population, cultural 

and ethnic fractionalisation, and GDP PPP per capita are included to test for 

confounding or mediating variables. The migrant stock and cultural and ethnic 

fractionalisation may be linked with the popularity of far right, xenophobic parties, 

while the GDP of a country may be linked with the degree of westernisation of a 

country. For example, it may be simply that the most westernised or modern 

countries have high rates of foreign fighters, which again, while not inconsistent 

with the causal argument, could overshadow the importance of discrimination or 

legislation.  

Data Sources 

To measure the dependent variable, data is gathered from a number of sources on 

European foreign fighters that have travelled to join Islamic State or other violent 

extremist groups in Syria and Iraq. These sources include primarily The Soufan 

Group’s report titled ‘Foreign Fighters’ (2015), the Munich Security Report, 

produced by the Munich Security Conference (2016), and a report from the 

International Centre for Counter Terrorism (2016). These reports have collated data 

on the number of foreign fighters joining Islamic State and other extremist groups 

using official government estimates, as well as data “from United Nations reports, 

studies by research bodies, academic sources, and from other sources quoting 

government officials” (The Soufan Group 2015, p. 5). Additionally, as some 

countries are not included in these reports, I add a number of cases using both 

official and unofficial data now available. This data comes from security reports, 

news articles, and social media.4  

                                                           
4 For these sources, see Annex. 
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One of the problems inherent in using official figures reported by governments is 

that there may be an incentive to either exaggerate or downplay the estimates 

according to, for example, domestic and international political agendas. This raises 

questions concerning the reliability of the data, and therefore the comparability 

across cases. Secondly, the way in which governments measure the number of 

foreign fighters may not be consistent or accurate. According to The Soufan 

Group’s report (2015, p. 5), “governments do not reveal their methodology and may 

struggle to achieve accuracy.” While, as noted in The Soufan Group’s report (2014, 

p. 10), “[t]he great majority of foreign fighters appear to join extremist groups”, it 

is possible that some individuals believed to be travelling to join Islamic State or 

another extremist group may in fact be travelling to join the Free Syria Army, or 

another more ‘moderate’ group. There are of course many foreign fighters aligned 

with the Government as well, but according to The Soufan Group, almost all of 

them are from just three countries: Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon (2014, p. 10). Similarly, 

Aaron Zelin, commenting on the numbers of foreign fighters collected by the 

International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation, points out that, “while some 

governments only include ‘known extremists’ in their foreign fighter estimates, 

others include individuals who – despite having no extremist ties – are nevertheless 

judged to be likely to enter Syria with the intention of becoming involved in 

combat” (Zelin, 2013). This may be considered distinction without a difference, 

according to how ‘moderate’ the rebel group is thought to be. Nevertheless, this 

must be taken into account when considering the reliability and validity of the 

findings. As governments cannot be aware of all foreign fighters that leave the 

country, and may misjudge those that do, the number of foreign fighters may be 

under or overestimated, making reliability a problem. If governments also measure 

foreign fighters differently, or in other words, by different criteria, then in effect 

the study compares different phenomena. This has implications for the validity of 

comparing across cases. As recognized in The Soufan Group report, since it is not 

possible to ascertain and compare the methodologies used to measure foreign 
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fighters, “whatever their source, the numbers quoted are subject to an inherent level 

of uncertainty (2015, p.5). It is also possible that countries for which data are 

unavailable are somehow different to those for which data is available. Thus the 

exclusion of countries on this basis results in bias caused by selection effects. The 

use of unofficial figures, while not without associated reliability problems, helps to 

redress these selection effects by decreasing the number of cases excluded due to 

missing data. Data gathered from unofficial sources is triangulated and backed up 

where possible, but for some cases few sources are available in order to achieve 

this. Again, these figures should be treated with a degree of scepticism.   

Sources of data for both the election results needed to establish the share of the vote 

held by far right parties, and the presence of legislation restricting Islamic practice 

are less problematic. Although the issue of what should be classified as far right or 

restrictive is debatable, once identified, data on election results and the existence of 

such legislation is easily gathered. Election data is gathered from Electoral 

Commissions and post-election reports from news sources, and so can be 

considered reliable. Identifying which countries have passed restrictive legislation 

is done firstly using Amnesty International’s 2012 report on discriminatory law in 

Europe, and for cases not included, case by case research was undertaken. 

Government legislative documents, cross national reports, and news sources were 

used to triangulate the presence or absence of restrictive legislation of the types 

specified above. 

Control variable data for migrant stock as a percentage of the population, ethnic 

fractionalisation and cultural fractionalisation, and GDP PPP per capita are 

gathered from UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2015), Teorell, 

Dahlberg, Holmberg, Rothstein, Khomenko & Svensson, (2016), and World Bank 

(2016) respectively.  
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Limitations 

It is important to acknowledge a number of potential criticisms of this research 

design. An argument may be made that all policies concerning religious practice 

are not equal. For example, that the banning of minaret construction does not 

represent the same type of policy as the banning of the veil. Proponents of the ban 

on the veil defend the policy as a move to uphold women’s rights for example, and 

as such, argue that the policy is pro-women, not anti-Islam. Banning the 

construction of minarets on the other hand, is not defensible in the same way. While 

the two policies are ostensibly founded on different objectives, the decision to 

include different policies without distinction is based on theoretical argument. I 

argue that the importance here is not the motive of the policy, but the effect that the 

policy has on an individual’s ability to practice their faith as they wish. While 

debate and justification is important, the key is the way in which the policy is 

understood in reference to that individual’s own identity within society. Different 

types of policy are therefore considered here under the same category of legislation 

restricting Islamic practice.  

Coding also introduces an element of subjectivity to the results, both in the case of 

identifying which parties have an anti-immigration agenda, and how best to code 

legislation which partially restricts Islamic practice. Laws banning ritual slaughter 

without pre-stunning are easily classified as complete bans. However, it is unclear 

the extent to which laws classified here as placing partial restrictions on ritual 

slaughter, affect religious practice. Theoretically, however, the passing of this 

legislation may nevertheless indicate a society in which perceived incompatibilities 

between European culture and religious practice are present over and above the 

legislation itself. This point will be returned to in discussion of the results.  

Finally, it has been reported that a number of individuals that join extremist groups 

in Syria and Iraq are in fact converts to Islam. As the proportion of European Union 
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fighters made up of converts is reported to be approximately 6% (The Soufan 

Group, 2014, p. 16-17), this poses a minimal problem for this study. Furthermore, 

it seems unlikely that the introduction of anti-Islamic legislation would instigate a 

conversion, but may still have an effect on the individual afterwards. From a 

theoretical standpoint then, these individuals should not affect the results. However, 

to explain the motivation of these individuals, other factors such as adventure-

seeking, for example, seem to be at work. While interesting, and an important 

avenue for future research, this aspect is beyond the scope of this study.   

Should the study find support for Hypothesis II, a strong effect is expected, since 

dichotomous variables produce coefficients representing the entire effect of the 

variable. Nevertheless, such a result should not be overstated to suggest 

deterministic causation. This is evident with preliminary knowledge that several 

countries included in the study have produced at least some radicalised individuals 

without passing restrictive legislation. Rather, what can be said is that restrictive 

legislation increases the rate of violent radicalisation, or is one component of a 

process that increases violent radicalisation, as indicated by the number of people 

travelling to join violent Islamist groups in Iraq and Syria. Furthermore, as 

discussed earlier the causal story presented allows for the finding that lower 

numbers of foreign fighters may be exhibited in countries which have not passed 

this type of legislation, since radicalisation may still occur in part as a result of non-

institutional prejudice, addressed by Hypothesis I. High numbers in such cases, may 

suggest support for the first hypothesis, but run counter to the second. 
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Analysis 

 

This section presents the results of the study. After providing some descriptive 

statistics as a reference of the cases and data included, the collected data is analysed 

to determine whether discrimination or restrictive legislation increases the rate of 

foreign fighters across European countries. In doing this, support for the hypotheses 

can either be confirmed or rejected. The theoretical argument is then appraised in 

light of the level of support for the hypotheses, and each of the three components 

of the causal mechanism is assessed. The strengths and limitations of the results are 

then discussed, before finally the implications for the field of research are 

considered. 

Recognising the limitations of this study, the results tentatively suggest support for 

the hypothesis that restrictive legislation, measured widely, increases the rate of 

foreign fighters, and by extension, violent radicalisation. However, the analysis 

finds no support for the hypothesis that discriminatory attitudes increase the rate of 

foreign fighters across Europe. Thus, the findings provide grounds to reject 

Hypothesis I, and to support Hypothesis II.  

Descriptive Statistics 

To begin the analysis, some descriptive statistics are provided in order to present 

the data collected, and make some initial observations. Figure II shows actual 

numbers of the distribution of foreign fighters by country and region. The first 

observation to be made is the very low number of foreign fighters from Eastern 

Europe. This is in part due to the missing data from Belarus and Ukraine, but since 

no other Eastern European country has exhibited more than 6 foreign fighters, this 

represents an important distinction between the regions of Europe. This point will 

be returned to in the discussion. 
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Figure II: Foreign Fighters by country and region 

 

Western Europe is the origin of the great majority of foreign fighters, with France 

being the country with the largest number. Czech Republic, Lithuania, and Malta 

are the only countries that have reported no FF; this is based upon statements from 

officials confirming no known cases of foreign fighters travelling to Iraq and Syria. 

Across Europe the mean number of foreign fighters is 163 per country. 
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Case omissions 

With a relatively small number of cases, it is important to ensure that extreme cases 

do not skew the results. As the number of foreign fighters per country is measured 

as the rate per 10,000 of the Muslim population, the rate itself is therefore 

dependent upon the portion of the population identified as Muslim. Figure III 

displays the rate of foreign fighters in a box plot. Two cases, Finland and Slovakia, 

are identified as outliers. Iceland and Latvia, both with rates of 10, are shown at the 

maximum range excluding these outliers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The cases of Iceland and Latvia have exhibited either one to two foreign fighters 

travelling to Syria and Iraq each. Despite this, their extremely small Muslim 

population means that the rate produced is extremely high. Slovakia, with only six 

foreign fighters and a very small Muslim population presents the same problem. 

The small number of foreign fighters travelling from these countries does not 

represent a trend, and therefore their inclusion corresponding to a high rate of 

Figure III: Rate of Foreign Fighters per 10,000 of the Muslim population 
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foreign fighters will produce a misleading result. For this reason, Table I displays 

the results excluding these three countries. With these three countries excluded, the 

results remain fundamentally the same, but with a slight increase in both strength 

and significance for the two independent variables found to be statistically 

significant. Importantly, their exclusion greatly increases the R-squared of the 

model, allowing for more of the variance in Y to be explained.5 Finland however, 

as will be discussed, has exhibited 70 foreign fighters travel to Iraq and Syria. As 

such, despite its identification as an outlier in Figure III, its exclusion is more 

problematic, and so remains as a case in Table I. 

Popularity of far right parties 

Figure IV presents the data collected to indicate the popularity of far right parties, 

using the share of the far right vote at the last election, and the change in the share 

                                                           
5 See annex for the results including Iceland, Latvia, and Slovakia 

Figure IV: Far-right vote in last election (%) vs. change in far-right vote over last two elections 

(percentage points) 
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of the vote over the last two elections. For the former, the mean across the data is 

9.14%, and for the latter, the mean is an increase of 0.24 percentage points. A total 

of 7 cases are excluded from the former, and 8 from the latter due to missing data. 

For example, some far right parties did not participate in both of the two past 

elections, precluding the collection of data on the change in share of far right vote. 

Legislation 

As is shown in Figure V, legislation restricting Islamic practice has been passed in 

several countries, including northern, southern, and western Europe. As noted 

earlier, there are two measurements of this type of legislation: ‘narrow’, which 

includes only complete or nation-wide restrictions, and ‘wide’, which encompasses 

limiting or partial restrictions. As the map shows, it is not the case that countries 

passing this restrictive legislation are simply the most ‘western’. The United 

Kingdom, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Luxembourg, and Ireland have passed no such 

legislation, while Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, and two of the three Baltic 

NARROW

No legislation

Legislation

WIDE

No legislation

Legislation

Figure V: Map of European countries indicating where legislation restricting Islamic practice has 

been passed. Source: mapchart.net 
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states have. It does however appear that no Eastern European states have passed 

such legislation, although the necessary foreign fighters data from Belarus and 

Ukraine is not currently available, and as such they are not included in this study.  

Empirics 

Bivariate analysis of the data, shown in models one to four in Table I, reveals that 

of the two measures used for discrimination, far right vote and increase in far right 

vote, only the latter has an effect that is statistically significant. Similarly, of the 

narrow and wide conceptions of restrictive legislation, only the latter is found to be 

statistically significant. The increase in the far right vote is shown to have a positive 

effect on the rate of foreign fighters, with an expected increase of 0.36 foreign 

fighters per 10,000 of the Muslim population joining extremist groups in Iraq and 

Syria, for every 1 percentage point increase in share of the far right vote. This means 

that for an increase of approximately 3 percentage points in the popularity of far 

right parties, 1 additional person per 10,000 of the Muslim population is expected 

to go to fight with violent extremist groups in Iraq and Syria. Based upon the 

descriptive statistics, however, the mean increase in the far right vote across cases 

is 0.24 percentage points, and as such, a three percentage point increase is fairly 

large, corresponding with only a 1 per 10,000 increase in the rate of foreign fighters 

per 10,000 of the Muslim population. As the mean rate of foreign fighters is 3.52 

per 10,000 of the Muslim population, the strength of the relationship should be 

considered weak to moderate. 

Countries which have passed legislation restricting Islamic practice (measured 

widely) are expected to have on average 3.68 more foreign fighters per 10,000 of 

the Muslim population6. Since this variable is dichotomous, the coefficient 

represents the entire effect of the variable, and as such, a strong effect is expected.  

                                                           
6 Figures should be rounded up, as they represent people. However, since several of the figures 
would round to the same number, they are left as decimals for clarity. 
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Table I: Ordinary Least Squares Regression: The rate of foreign fighters travelling to join violent 

Islamist groups in Iraq and Syria  

Notes: Statistical significance at the 1, 5, and 10% levels correspond with ***, **, * respectively. 

Standard errors in parentheses. Diagnostics ruled out multicollinearity, but further robustness tests 

revealed ‘Increase in far right parties’ to be driven by the case of Finland, so this variable not included in 

model 6. Percentage of far right vote tested with logged values as distribution was non-normal, but no 

change in significance or direction of effect. Regressions run using R-Commander 3.2.4 Revised 2016. 
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However, to put this in perspective, the descriptive statistics show that the median 

rate of foreign fighters across Europe is 1.95 per 10,000 of the Muslim population, 

and the mean 3.56 per 10,000. Furthermore, the largest number of foreign fighters 

from a single European country originate from France, with 1700 foreign fighters 

and a rate of 3.61 per 10,000. At roughly the same figure, an increase of 3.517 per 

10,000 would represent almost all of France’s foreign fighters; it must therefore be 

considered a very strong effect. 

When controlling for all other variables, the coefficients for the increase in far right 

vote and legislation (measured widely) continue to display strong positive 

relationships with an increase in the rate of foreign fighters. Holding all other 

variables constant, the expected increase of foreign fighters is 0.352 per 10,000 of 

the Muslim population for every percentage point increase in the far right vote, and 

3.54 when legislation (measured widely) has been passed. 

Model 6 was included in Table I after investigation into the effect of the extreme 

cases on the dependent variable, namely Iceland, Latvia, Slovakia and Finland. 

Robustness checks revealed Finland to be an influential case. While omitting 

Iceland, Latvia and Slovakia bears theoretical weight, the omission of Finland is 

more problematic. Finland has exhibited 70 foreign fighters travelling to join 

extremist groups in Iraq and Syria, and so the data represents a trend, rather than a 

distortion. For this reason, Finland remains as a case in Table I. However, a model 

was also tested which omits the case of Finland. Doing so reveals that Finland 

drives the effect of one of the variables, namely that of the increase in far right vote. 

With Finland excluded from the model, the effect of the increase in far right vote 

becomes statistically insignificant, while the effect of legislation (widely measured) 

becomes more significant. While the increase in popularity of far right parties may 

be the key to understanding Finland’s particularly high rate of radicalisation as an 

individual case study, this finding confirms that discriminatory attitudes, as 

measured in this study, do not increase the rate of foreign fighters across Europe. 
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This is the case when measuring discriminatory attitudes by the popularity of far 

right parties at the last election, which is always found to be statistically 

insignificant, as well as when measured as the increase in far right vote over the 

last two elections. Therefore, based upon the data gathered, the results show no 

support for Hypothesis I. Hypothesis II on the other hand, finds strong support in 

the data. 

It is also notable that the control variable, international migration stock, is shown 

to be statistically significant in model 5, with an effect of a negative direction. This 

particular variable was included as a control variable since it was theorised that 

increased migration may motivate states to xenophobically pass legislation which 

restricts practices considered ‘non-European’. Instead, it may be the case that a high 

international migrant stock encourages tolerance and multiculturalism, decreasing 

both the likelihood that states will pass legislation restricting religious practice, and 

that minorities will feel alienated. For a one percentage point increase in the 

international migrant stock of a country, the expected change in the rate of foreign 

fighters is approximately -0.31. In other words, for a 3 percentage point increase in 

the international migrant stock, there is an expected decrease of roughly 1 foreign 

fighter per 10,000 of the Muslim population. However, this effect is only present 

in model 5 and not model 6, and so the result may not be robust.  

There are a number of empirical reasons to question the validity of these results. 

Several countries are missing from the analysis due to a lack of available data, and 

so any generalisation across Europe is likely to be overstated. For a large-N study, 

European countries also represent a relatively small population, and as such, it is 

important to be cautious about any conclusions drawn from the results. A small N 

does however make statistical significance more difficult to achieve, and 

consequently, the significant result found for the wide measure of restrictive 

legislation strengthens support for Hypothesis II.  
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Discussion 

Hypothesis I 

First, it is important to address the finding that the popularity of far right parties in 

each country appears to have no significant effect on the rate of foreign fighters 

across Europe. There are several possible reasons for this result. First, the number 

of cases may be insufficient to reveal a trend in this particular explanatory variable. 

Second, the indicators used (percentage share in far right vote and change in far 

right vote) may not speak to the phenomenon of interest, namely discriminatory 

attitudes towards Muslims or those perceived to be ‘non-European’ in society. 

Third, it may simply be that discriminatory attitudes are not associated with 

increased radicalisation at all, in spite of the theoretical argument. Finally, and in 

support of Hypothesis II, it may be that the level of discrimination present in society 

is not important. Discrimination, in the form of discriminatory attitudes in society, 

is considered here as a permissive factor which ‘lays the foundations’ for 

radicalisation. It requires the catalysing effect of a precipitant, tangible factor such 

as restrictive legislation, in order to give rise to radicalisation. Thus far, this study 

has assumed that higher levels of discrimination would therefore lead to higher 

levels of radicalisation, since these foundations would be more established. 

However, in light of the results, it may be that the extent of these attitudes is less 

important than simply whether they are present or absent. Thus, if discriminatory 

attitudes in Europe are always present to some degree, which the author contends 

they are, the finding that discriminatory attitudes have no discernible effect on 

radicalisation is to be expected. As such, this finding is in fact not inconsistent with 

the causal story presented by Goerzig & Al-Hashimi (2015), Kepel (2004), and Roy 

(2007), which assumes the presence of discrimination but not its extent. It would, 

however, seem counter-intuitive that extremely discriminatory societies should be 

as prone to radicalisation as those in which discriminatory attitudes are present but 

rare. To confirm this, further research should focus on different indicators of 
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discrimination as a permissive factor, such as employment discrimination, in order 

to investigate whether the extent of discrimination is important in other forms of 

permissive discrimination. 

While the above assertion is theoretical, it is also true that without a larger number 

of cases and alternative indicators, it is difficult to conclusively rule out the role of 

discriminatory attitudes. Nevertheless, this study finds no support for Hypothesis I 

with the model used. 

Hypothesis II 

The empirics show that Hypothesis II is well supported, and moreover, the results 

suggest a very strong relationship.  

A question can be raised as to why the wider measure of legislation was significant 

while the narrow measure was not. There are two ways of approaching this 

question. Firstly, it may be that an important confounding factor was missed in the 

analysis. There may be another factor which increases the likelihood that a country 

will pass restrictive legislation, while also increasing the rate of foreign fighters and 

furthermore, is associated with the wide measure of restrictive legislation more than 

the narrow. 

Alternatively, rather than simply extending the range of countries that have passed 

restrictive legislation, countries passing legislation which partially restricts Islamic 

practice, or restricts Islamic practice in some regions and not others, may in fact be 

important in itself. For example, Germany has passed legislation to ban the hijab in 

schools across 8 of its 16 states. The author suggests that this may be reflective of 

tension or debate around freedom of religion and secularism. Countries that have 

not fully committed to restrictive legislation across the board, but where debate is 

ongoing, may foster environments more conducive to radicalisation, in an effect 

reminiscent of the concepts of the inverted U, or ‘more murder in the middle’, 

(Muller, 1985; Fein, 1995) which describe the volatility of transition periods. 
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Similarly, this argument can explain the occurrence of foreign fighters travelling 

from countries where Muslims represent a high proportion or majority of the 

population including Kosovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and while not included in 

this study, Turkey. These countries have had significant numbers of foreign fighters 

join extremist groups in Iraq and Syria. While these numbers are low when 

considered as a proportion of the whole Muslim population, an important 

theoretical question is whether it is possible at all, based on the argument proposed, 

to suggest that people radicalise in France for the same reasons that they do in a 

Muslim majority country. Legislation passed in the three aforementioned countries 

has been perceived by some as attempts to ‘westernise’ or ‘secularise’ their 

societies, either for closer relations with Europe or perhaps in the case of the 

Balkans, to minimize the propensity for ethno-religious conflict. Thus the decision 

to include all European countries, rather than just ‘western Europe’ has allowed for 

exploration of whether the effect of legislation may be transferrable to Muslim 

majority countries as well. While this is plausible based upon actual numbers of 

foreign fighters originating from these countries, the low rate as per Muslim 

population suggests that these countries are not very comparable to others in which 

Muslims are the minority. As such, further research is needed to investigate the 

potential for generalizability. 

Assessment of the theory 

Although the results support the positive relationship between passing restrictive 

legislation and an increase in foreign fighters, and therefore support for the 

theoretical argument, it is essential to remember that it is not certain that this 

translates to the accuracy of the causal mechanism. While the theory has pointed to 

an explanatory variable that appears significant, the causal narrative remains 

somewhat unclear. To restate the causal mechanism, four aspects are important. 

European Islamist radicalisation is likely to increase in cases where predominantly 

second and third generation Muslims (1) experience a clash between western values 
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and religious tradition; (2) suffer from societal discrimination which provokes 

further feelings of non-belonging; (3) and come to engage in violence through a 

process of frame alignment, which directs individuals with grievance to the 

solutions and prescriptions of violent extremist groups.  

Being the central aspect of the theory, support for aspect 2 is essential if the theory 

is to be upheld by this study. The finding that Hypothesis 2 is supported, i.e. that 

restrictive legislation appears to increase the rate of foreign fighters, and by 

inference, the rate of radicalisation into violent extremism, points to support for 

aspect 2. Nevertheless, it is uncertain the extent to which the act of passing 

legislation is causing the effect, and it would be a leap to suggest that the varied 

accumulation of indicators, including bans on religious dress, ritual slaughter, and 

minaret construction, should all have the same fatalistic effect of an immediate 

increase in radicalisation among young second and third generation Muslims in 

Europe. Instead, while the passing of legislation may indeed be the catalyst that 

provokes violent radicalisation for some individuals, it is more likely that the 

passing of this legislation indicates a society in which westernisation over-rules 

religious (and perhaps in particular, Islamic) tradition in various social spheres. 

Indeed, it can be questioned whether legislation that has been in place for decades 

can be considered precipitant. For example, Sweden’s ban on ritual slaughter has 

been in place since 1937. Thus this legislation was not passed recently, and so its 

passing cannot be said to instigate violent radicalisation. The author proposes that 

it may not be the passing of the legislation itself but the effect of frequently 

encountering the legislation as a restriction in schools, universities, and workplaces. 

In this way, a precipitative event need not be new, but only encountered for the first 

time, or in a novel way that catalyses behavioral change. Of course, the accuracy 

of this assertion is difficult to prove without individualist analysis of foreign fighter 

motivations.  
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The finding that the degree of far right popularity has no effect on the rate of foreign 

fighters casts doubt on aspect 3, but should not be dismissed entirely for the reasons 

suggested earlier. Aspects 1 and 3 of the causal mechanism are less well explored, 

as their analysis is beyond the scope of this study. They remain somewhat in a 

‘black box’ that future studies should attempt to open. Most important is the claim 

that second and third generation Muslims are particularly vulnerable to 

experiencing this clash between western values and religion. This point cannot be 

confirmed or rejected by this study, but is integral to aspect 2. The process of frame 

alignment, while instrumental to the causal narrative, is difficult to prove, or indeed 

to disprove, since globalized media networks transcend borders; the extremist 

narrative is therefore not present in one country and absent in another. Such lack of 

national variance means that investigation of this aspect is, again, best conducted 

on a small scale, qualitative basis that allows for individual motives to be analysed 

in their complexity and detail. Nevertheless, in sum the theory looks promising, but 

cannot be confirmed in its entirety.   

In terms of the research field, identity is increasingly becoming a central feature. 

The results presented here support this direction, but also point specifically to the 

need for more attention to be paid to precipitant factors. While the influence of 

discrimination as a permissive factor cannot be confirmed or rejected from this 

study, further research should consider whether different types of precipitant 

factors can be linked with the rate at which citizens engage in Islamic extremism. 

In particular, as with restrictive legislation, these should be factors which might 

prompt a conflict between European values and religious teaching or practice. For 

example, several countries have experienced assassinations or attacks as acts of 

retribution: in France, the Charlie Hebdo attacks; in the Netherlands, the 

assassination of Theo van Gogh; in Denmark, the 2015 Copenhagen shootings; and 

earlier in the UK, the Rushdie affair. Each of these events were preceded first by 

precipitative events such as the publication of cartoons depicting the prophet 
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Muhammad, or of literary works perceived to be blasphemous. For some, these 

events represented a clash between European values of free expression, and respect 

for religious sanctity. Thus, in the same way that restrictive legislation appears to 

increase violent radicalisation, these events may instigate a similar dilemma. An 

increasing focus on identity in general would help build a more complete picture of 

violent radicalisation in Europe, since this pathway incorporates aspects of 

grievance, discrimination and integration, while offering a compelling explanation 

for the particular context of European Islamic extremism. More specifically, this 

study suggests that precipitant factors are the key to understanding the full impact 

of identity.  

Limitations 

To conclude this section, some limitations and criticisms will be addressed. Several 

of these issues have already been considered such as the question of whether the 

varying types of restrictive legislation can reasonably be grouped together, or 

whether Iceland, Latvia, Slovakia and Finland should remain in the regression 

model. Here however, some wider limitations are discussed. 

Firstly, the decision to focus on structural antecedents of radicalisation may be 

questioned. The availability of cross national data on foreign fighters allowed for 

large scale analysis, and as such, it seemed logical to focus on state level factors. 

This decision also informed the approach of excluding any enabling factors such as 

urbanization and recruitment networks. As discussed above, there are of course 

particular advantages to both small and large scale analysis, but the study may have 

benefited from complimentary qualitative analysis, in order to draw out the causal 

mechanisms further. In this way, a mixed methods approach may have offered more 

nuance to the causal mechanisms. For example, the mechanism of frame alignment 

provides a great deal of insight into the progression from disenfranchisement to the 

support of violence, but it is also the aspect that is least conducive to large scale 
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analysis. By bringing recruitment networks into the analysis for example, it may 

have been possible to illuminate the aspect of frame alignment to a greater degree 

than was allowed by this research design. This combined approach may be a good 

direction for future research into identity.  
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Conclusions 

 

This study has aimed to contribute to the increasing volume of literature focused 

on understanding what drives European radicalisation into Islamic militancy. This 

particular focus is the product of a concerning trend of European foreign fighters 

travelling to join Islamic State and other extremist groups in Iraq and Syria. A 

review of the radicalisation and terrorism literature indicated that there is a growing 

emphasis on the role that identity plays in the phenomenon of European Islamist 

radicalisation. Identity as a holistic theory helps to explain why in particular, 

seemingly well integrated second and third generation Muslims make up the bulk 

of European foreign fighters. The causal mechanisms by which this occurs specify 

the importance of both discrimination and westernisation, and directed this study 

to two hypotheses. Firstly, that countries in which discrimination is high will 

exhibit high rates of foreign fighters, and secondly, that countries that have passed 

legislation restricting Islamic practice will exhibit high rates of foreign fighters. As 

a major and current trend, the varying number of foreign fighters travelling to join 

extremist groups in Iraq and Syria has provided a measure of the extent of violent 

radicalisation across Europe, and an opportunity to investigate whether 

discrimination or legislation increase this rate.  

This study is the first to quantitatively test the effect of government legislation on 

radicalisation in Europe. It is also the first to make use of the data that is now 

available on foreign fighters, in a quantitative cross national study. The results do 

not support the hypothesis that discriminatory attitudes increase, or more generally 

affect the rate violent radicalisation. However, strong support is found for the 

hypothesis that a wide measure of legislation restricting Islamic practice increases 

the rate of foreign fighters in Europe, and by extension, violent Islamist 

radicalisation.  
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While no support was found for discriminatory attitudes, it should not be dismissed 

entirely. Discriminatory attitudes were considered a permissive factor, a necessary 

condition which lays the foundations for radicalisation. Arguably, the results could 

be considered consistent with this assertion, if the level of discrimination is less 

important than the presence of discrimination, which in some, is arguably always 

present. This is a speculative argument, and further research is needed to ascertain 

the real effect of discriminatory attitudes in society.  

On the other hand, the results give strong support to Hypothesis II, that legislation 

restricting Islamic practice increases the rate of FF. This effect is only significant 

when legislation is measured in wide terms, encompassing for example, both 

national and subnational legislation. The significance of only this wide 

measurement of restrictive legislation is interesting. On one hand, it may suggest 

that legislation is not as important as it seems, and as such, only a wider conception 

which includes more countries which have passed restrictive legislation is able to 

demonstrate an effect. On the other hand, the fact that restrictive legislation can 

only be considered statistically significant in its wider terms may point to the effect 

of societies in which tension and debate around secular and religious values is 

ongoing. Thus while the reliance on wider measures suggests the need for more 

comprehensive research into this effect, the author maintains that it is theoretically 

consistent that states passing partial legislation enhance the statistical significance 

of legislation as an explanatory variable. 

The results should be substantiated in both larger studies which can measure the 

effect of legislation without reliance on a small number of cases, and smaller, 

qualitative, in depth studies which can specify individual motivations, particularly 

in relation to the timing of the individual’s encounter with restrictive legislation, 

and their engagement in violent extremism.  

As this study in part focuses on government legislation, the potential policy 

implications of this line of research are substantial. However, before any 
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recommendations can be made, a great deal more research is needed regarding the 

effect of government legislation upon radicalisation in Europe. At minimum, 

however, the results indicate the relevance of restrictive legislation as a 

precipitative factor in the process of radicalisation.  Moreover, this study suggests 

that identity and its mechanisms represent a promising avenue for future research, 

and more generally, as a comprehensive theory by which European radicalisation 

can be better understood. 
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Annex I 

 

Sources of Foreign Fighter Data 

Numbers of foreign fighters not found in the reports from The Soufan Group, the 

Munich Security Report, and the ICCT report are gathered from the following 

sources: 

Greece, 1, Ferentinou (2014);  

Iceland, 1, Iceland Monitor (2016);  

Latvia, 2, Security Police Annual Report, (2015);  

Luxembourg, 1, Zelin (2013);  

Slovakia, 5 (mid point taken) Topky.sk (2015);  

Poland, 6, TVN24 (2015) 
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Annex II 

 

 

Table II: Ordinary Least Squares Regression: The rate of foreign fighters travelling to 
join violent Islamist groups in Iraq and Syria 

Notes: Statistical significance at the 1, 5, and 10% levels correspond with ***, **, * respectively. 

Standard errors in parentheses. Diagnostics ruled out multicollinearity, but further robustness tests 

revealed ‘Increase in far right parties’ to be driven by the case of Finland, so this variable not included in 

model 5. Percentage of far right vote tested with logged values as distribution was non-normal, but no 

change in significance or direction of effect. Regressions run using R-Commander 3.2.4 Revised 2016. 
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