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Abstract

In this commentary | compare the ABC model of radicalization with the Two Pyramids model of
radicalization. Both models distinguish radicalization of opinion from radicalization of action. Beyond
this agreement are questions about the concepts deployed in advancing the ABC model and research
issues relating to applications of the two models. | conclude with an optimistic assessment of recent
progress in research on terrorism, including the suggestion that deradicalization of action may be
forwarded by giving up on deradicalization of opinion.
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I thank the editors of Terrorism and Political Violence for this opportunity to comment on the ABC
model advanced by Khalil, Horgan and Zeuthen.! The ABC model has much in common with the Two
Pyramids model that colleagues and I have advanced, and | begin by highlighting areas of agreement.
Then | raise questions about several of the concepts deployed in advancing the ABC model, and point to
directions of research for which the Two Pyramids model and the measures this model employs may be
useful in applications of the ABC model. Finally | suggest that deradicalization of action may be
forwarded by giving up on deradicalization of opinion.

Distinguishing Radical Ideas from Radical Action

The crux of the ABC model is represented in its full name: the Attitudes-Behavior Corrective model. The
correction suggested is to contradict the all-too-easy tendency to conflate extreme ideas with extreme
action. | can testify to the ease of conflating ideas and actions as | did just this in 2008 with a single-
pyramid model of radicalization that had sympathy with the terrorist cause toward the base and terrorist
attacks at the apex.?

Since 2010, however, | have joined with colleagues in nine publications advancing a “corrective” Two
Pyramids model of radicalization.® It is somewhat surprising that Khalil, Horgan and Zeuthen reach back
ten years to tax me with errors | have tried to leave behind, rather than directly engaging the Two
Pyramids model in comparison with their ABC model.

The Two Pyramids model agrees with the ABC model in making a strong distinction between radical
opinion and radical action. From base to apex, the Opinion Pyramid recognizes four levels: neutral,
sympathy with terrorist goals, justification of terrorist violence, and personal moral obligation to join in
terrorist violence. From base to apex, the Action Pyramid recognizes four levels: inert, legal activism,
illegal radicalism, and terrorist attacks on civilians.

In contrast, the ABC model represents the distinction between opinion and action in a two-dimensional
graph that shows the status of an individual in relation to both radicalization of opinion and radicalization
of action. The two dimensions are represented as continuous, without the levels suggested in the Two
Pyramids model but also without suggestions for how to measure the continua.

Thus, the Two Pyramids model and the ABC model are alike in trying to correct the erroneous
assumption that extremist violence is the natural result of extremist ideas. Clearly there is a sticky or
meme-like quality to this assumption, which has led to a focus on extremist ideology as the Clausewitzian
‘center of gravity’ of the war on terrorism. The result has been a war of ideas that is supposed to prevent
terrorism. A salient example is President Obama’s 2015 Countering Violent Extremism (CVE) initiative,
which supported programs to counter extremist ideas (although these programs have lost support under
President Trump).* From the perspective of the Two Pyramids model and the ABC model, CVE is an
ambiguous goal in not distinguishing extremist ideas and extremist violence.

The Two Pyramids model and the ABC model agree also that there are two kinds of evidence against the
assumption that extremist violence is the result of extremist ideas: 99 percent of individuals with extreme
ideas never move to extreme action, and many individuals move to extreme action before adopting
extreme ideas.

Both models
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intelligence officers forced al-Balawi to go to Pakistan to try to make contact with Dr. al-Zawabhiri.
Connection with jihadist militants provided means and opportunity and al-Balawi moved from radical
opinion to radical action. This case shows how means and opportunity can motivate action: al-Balawi
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A related issue concerns measurement of attitude and behavior in the ABC model. As noted earlier, the
ABC model does not include any suggestions for measuring an individual’s position on the two
dimensions. In contrast, The Two Pyramids model offers measurement suggestions for both the Opinion

Pyramid and the Action Pyramid, and these suggestions can be implemented in mass polling as well as
individual assessment.

For the Opinion Pyramid, sympathy for the jihadist cause has been assessed with the following question:
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individuals at the extreme of action radicalization who act without support from others (without Enabling
Factors) and with Individual Incentives (material incentives, protection, status, a sense of adventure,
belonging, vengeance) that are usually considered weaker than the value of life and liberty.

It is possible that a rare individual is ready to risk life and liberty for the last two Individual Incentives
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Instead UK parole officers try to focus discussion on the Action Pyramid. If terrorist attacks are not the
best way to help Muslims, what is? Perhaps illegal action that stops short of killing civilians would work
better? Perhaps legal activism would work better? This kind of discussion, about the pragmatics of
action, is easier than persuading a young Muslim that he has no grievance, that Muslims are not in fact
suffering from Western actions in Muslim countries.

A similar switch from deradicalization of opinion to deradicalization of action might help with right-wing
militants. A major right-wing grievance is the so-called Replacement Theory that white Americans are
being replaced by minorities and immigrants. Demographically, the right-wing militants are correct;
perhaps they might move lower in the Action Pyramid if we admitted they have a grievance and moved to
talking about what might best be done to minimize the threat they feel.

In short, a promising approach to disengagement depends on giving up on deradicalization of opinion.
Only the Two Pyramids model and the ABC model can see and theorize the distinction between radical
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