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15 December 2020, European University Institute (via Zoom) 

In academic and political discourses on radicalization Salafism is routinely identified as the 

ideological breeding-ground of violent Jihadism and terrorism in both Western and Middle 

Eastern contexts. Based on an analysis of its ideological affinity with (violent) Jihadism, some 

researchers regard Salafism as ‘the antechamber of radicalization’i, while recent attacks in Paris 

(e.g at the Prefecture on 3 October 2019) have re-launched the debate on new legislation 

forbidding Salafismii. 

It is not clear however, despite this alleged ideological proximity, whether Salafism is a 

socializing agent of violent (Jihadi) activists. While the majority of European terrorists were 

not adherents of strict Salafi orthopraxy before resorting to violence (Roy 2016)iii, Salafis 

themselves publicly denounce terrorism, are very critical of Jihadis and even often claim to be 

a barrier against radicalization. Is Salafism therefore a facilitator or a bulwark against violent 

radicalization? Is there a difference of degree or nature between Salafism and Jihadism? How 

credible can Salafism be as an instrument for the prevention of radicalization and for de-

radicalization?  

This interrogation is even more important as it occurs in a contemporary context where Salafism 

is facing a structural crisis: beside accusations of breeding terrorism, the phenomenon of “Salafi 

burn-outs”, the challenge of young generations (‘how to be born from a born again?’), the 

disappearance of traditional Salafi shaykhs, the end of the Saudi sponsorship of transnational 

Salafism, the autonomization of Salafism vis-à-vis Saudi tutelage, and adaptations to the 

upheavals of Arab countries’ political systems all participate to the restructuring of Salafism as 

an ideology as well as a social force. This raises a number of questions: To what extent is 

Salafism in crisis? What effects did accusations of breeding terrorism produce on Salafism and 

how exactly Salafis have adapted in the face of such accusations? What are the new venues of 

activism and modes of engagement through which Salafis ‘reinvent’ Salafism? To what extent 

can political Salafis be entrepreneurs of moderation and inhibitors of violent radicalization? 

Ultimately, is the crisis of Salafism good or bad news for violent radicalization? 

This workshop, situated in the larger debate of the relation between religious doctrine and 

violent action, aims at putting the notion of radicality into perspective through a critical 

investigation of Salafism as an alleged vehicle of radicalization. It endeavours to formulate an 

alternative to the ideological approach, which is too linear (i.e. from ideology to violence), too 

static (i.e. an immutable ideology) and too structuralist (i.e. neglecting the agency of the actors). 

Beyond the ideological approach, which assumes a causal role of Salafi ideology itself in the 

radicalization process (i.e. ideology as a non-grounded variable), this workshop favours a 

sociological approach investigating the plethora of actors and the heterogeneity of their frames 

and practices across various arenas of socio-political engagement. It will hence prefer inductive 

and grounded approaches that (re)construct the category of Salafism from the ground-up rather 
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than taking Salafism as a priori category. Accordingly, therefore, preferred approaches will 

focus on actors rather than texts, practices rather than ideological tenets, and social networks 

rather than ideological affinities. Contributions based on ethnographic research, qualitative 

interviews, and empirical case-studies are most welcome.  

The workshop covers Western/European, Middle Eastern, and North African countries, with a 

comparative perspective allowing variance in outcomes to emerge and thus key factors to be 

identified.  
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Panels 

8:45 – 9:00: Introduction by Olivier Roy and Théo Blanc 

9:00- 10:30 Panel 1: Radicalization: Concept, Operationalisation and Limitations 

Panel 1 will interrogate the concept of radicalisation as currently understood by academics and 

operationalised by state authorities. Issues of definition, empirical operationalization, and 

conceptual limitations will be addressed, all in the aim of shedding light on the debate about 

Salafism’s alleged connection with violent radicalization.  

Thomas Hegghammer, Bilel Ainine, Stéphane Lacroix, and Louis Blin. Moderator: Théo Blanc. 

 

11:00-12:30 Panel 2: Rethinking Radicalization: A Continuum of Radicalities?  

The second panel will interrogate (1) the notion of radicality by distinguishing between 

ideological and violent radicality as well as the notion of radicalization understood as a 

continuity between these two forms of radicality; and (2) the relevance of the dichotomous logic 

(facilitator vs inhibitor) underlying the ideological approach by introducing greater sociological 



complexity (variety and heterogeneity of actors, relational dynamics, institutions, contextual 

effects, etc). Panel 2 proposes to investigate this complexity through case-studies.  

Virginie Collombier, Naima Bouras, Mohammed Masbah, Joas Wagemakers, Ester Sigillò, 

Théo Blanc, Shpend Kursani, and Anna Rajkowska. Moderator: Nadia Marzouki. 

 

14:00-15:30 Panel 3: Post-Salafism and the Crisis of Salafi Normativity  

Panel 3 will aim to place panels 1 and 2’s interrogations within a larger reflection about the 

contemporary transformations of Salafism. Its purpose is to (1) capture these transformations, 

such as political engagement and adaptations to accusations of breeding terrorism; (2) evaluate 

to what extent Salafism is facing a normativity crisis (e.g. “Salafi burn-outs”); (3) explore the 

new venues of engagement through which Salafis ‘reinvent’ Salafism (associations, political 

parties, etc); (4) study the effect that the closure (or threat of closure) of legal channels of 

engagement have on Salafis; and (5) assess whether these changes are good or bad news for 

(violent) radicalization.  

Wael Farouq, Stéphane Lacroix, Thomas Hegghammer, Patrick Haenni, Jerome Drevon, and 

Joas Wagemakers. Moderator: Olivier Roy. 

After panel members’ presentations (5 minutes each), all workshop participants may 

intervene in the discussion before we take written questions from the broader audience. The 

webinar will be recorded and made available online. 

 

The workshop is organized with the support of RADEX (Nadia Marzouki), PREVEX (Olivier Roy) and 

MEDirections (Luigi Narbone) 

Contact: theo.blanc@eui.eu  
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