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ABSTRACT
Violent extremists’ communications regularly yield lethal consequences. 
Yet despite this importance, no clear framework yet exists that exposes 
in a coherent way the various markers of violent extremist language. We 
construct a theoretical model of violent extremists’ language, integrating 
and refining existing approaches from different academic fields into a 
comprehensive account of its semantic content and structure. We evi-
dence the empirical accuracy of this model by applying on the magazines 
of two ideologically different extremist groups (ISIS and US National-Socialist 
Movement) a bespoke computational text analysis method revealing the 
specific connections between the nouns, verbs, and adjectives of violent 
extremist corpora identified in our theoretical model.

Political actors communicate to influence their audiences’ perceptions, attitudes, and 
behaviors. Violent extremist groups and individuals, past and present, are no exception. 
From Nazis’ high-budget propaganda machine to the low-cost—but high impact—Radio 
Télévision Libre des Mille Collines in 1993–1994 Rwanda, from Ted Kaczynski’s luddite 
manifesto to Anders Breivik’s “compendium” of Islamophobic prose, ideologies and 
means of communication have differed but the goal remains the same: to disseminate 
radical worldviews and encourage violence. The digital revolution and subsequent boom 
in online communication have allowed violent extremists to reach larger audiences and 
employ ever-improving tools for crafting high-quality outputs, unlocking new possibilities 
for collaboration1 while simultaneously creating new dilemmas and vulnerabilities.2 This 
rapid evolution, further accelerated by the arrival of Artificial Intelligence, has created 
a landscape fertile for the viral dissemination of extremist discourse.3

Facing this new context where extremist content spreads faster and more widely 
than before, academic research on extremist communications has naturally become 
clustered around single ideologies/groups specialties (e.g. ISIS/jihadism specialists, 
far-right experts, etc.), producing case-specific findings on the key features and 
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characteristics of these communications, such as their network-like architectures4 or 
their major themes and narratives. Comparative studies remain the exception.5

While conducive to much-needed empirical work, this situation has, we argue, 
distracted scholars from higher-level questions on the nature of violent extremist 
communication as a single type of phenomenon behind its different instantiations. A 
strong overarching understanding of violent extremists’ communications, which rests 
on theoretical frameworks and methodologies which transcend case-specific observa-
tions, remains to be built. And within this ambitious agenda, we suggest that research 
ought first to identify the common linguistic markers that characterize violent extrem-
ists’ language across the ideological spectrum. Efforts to identify such markers do 
exist, but they are surprisingly rare and disconnected across several academic disciplines, 
with no coherent and comprehensive effort to bring them together. In 1989, Maass 
and colleagues opened a rich research agenda in Social psychology by observing that 
“surprisingly, the role of language in the maintenance and transmission of stereotypes 
has largely been ignored”6; yet about two decades after, Reicher and colleagues’ still 
lamented that “studies very rarely look at precisely what is being said” by “entrepre-
neurs of hate.”7 Recently, Baele continued to deplore that “the important role of lan-
guage in triggering and sustaining political violence has […] been overlooked.”8

The present article addresses this need by identifying, coalescing, and complementing 
two major yet imperfect existing conceptualizations of the formal markers that char-
acterize extremists’ language, thereby providing a single, more comprehensive theoretical 
model whose empirical accuracy is then evidenced by comparing two cases of extremist 
propaganda—ISIS on the one hand, and the US National-Socialist Movement (NSM, 
neo-Nazi) on the other hand—both analyzed with a recent computational method we 
tailored specifically to the study of such language. The framework, matching method, 
and empirical work, allow us to identify several markers of violent and nonviolent 
extremist language, and explain how they work together.

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. In a first, theoretical step, we 
identify and review the two main existing theoretical frameworks seeking to identify 
the formal markers of violent extremists’ language, both of which developed from a 
desire to explain the role of this language in audiences’ radicalization and commitment 
to violence. One approach concentrates on how extremists identify and portray their 
enemies and themselves; in other words, it focuses on group identity claims and stresses 
the importance of certain types of nouns and adjectives. The other approach highlights 
extremists’ claims about the harm their enemies do to them (sometimes understood 
together as a crisis narrative) as well as the harm that they do their enemies (the 
solution narrative); in other words, it focuses on political action and stresses the sig-
nificance of the particular verbs used. We then offer a unifying ideal-typical model 
integrating all these lexical features together, coalescing the two approaches and adding 
four important features. We connect the features of the model to considerations on 
radicalization, following Braddock’s encouragement to trace radicalization dynamics 
back to persuasive language.9

In a second, methodological step, we develop a computational technique for the 
generation of semantic networks, which directly enables the comparison of real empir-
ical cases with our theoretical model. Specifically, we draw on recent advances in 
semantic analysis and probabilistic dependency parsing to extract from text relevant 
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grammatical associations between the nouns, adjectives, and verbs of a given corpus. 
The transferability of this method will allow scholars and practitioners to efficiently 
study the language of a wide range of violent extremists, pushing forward the study 
of higher-level features detectable across cases.

In a third, empirical step, we apply our method to gain insights into the communi-
cation of ISIS and the NSM, whose respective magazines offer two comparable yet different 
cases against which to evaluate our theoretical model. We discuss our results under the 
light of the theories underpinning our framework, paying attention to the different levels 
of violence exerted by the two extremist organizations when analyzing their language.

Our contribution is therefore threefold. Theoretically, we advance the conceptual 
understanding of the formal markers characterizing violent extremists’ language by 
offering an empirically robust integrated theoretical model. This endeavor not only 
seeks to contribute to the several disciplines covered here, but also hopes to build 
bridges between their siloed research agendas. While many of its features will not strike 
specialists of extremist language as fundamentally new, this is the first attempt to include 
and connect them all into a single model that can act as a valuable theoretical blueprint 
for the field. Methodologically, we develop a scalable computational approach to aid in 
the systematic study of extremist communications (and polarizing discourse more 
broadly). This is especially valuable in a world of ever-increasing volumes of radical 
content circulating on the internet, requiring computational tools to quickly reveal not 
only key themes and ideas but also the extremity of the expressed beliefs. Empirically, 
the article strengthens an already rich research program on extremist and violent groups’ 
communications, which needs more theoretical effort to expose common dynamics and 
characteristics across cases. It offers a systematic and coherent way to consider together 
important features already identified, in a disjointed way, in existing studies. It also 
contributes to the already rich literature on how extremist magazines and other outputs 
foster radicalization and participate in the creation of extremist communities.10

Theory: An Integrated Lexical Model of Violent Extremists’ Language

Two main approaches co-exist in the literature on violent extremists’ language. The 
first one, which has its roots in the Social Identity paradigm in Social Psychology, 
focuses on in-/out-group depictions, suggesting that derogatory or dehumanizing labels 
and highly negative descriptions are the hallmarks of violent extremist language. The 
second one, which can be identified in a wider range of academic fields, emphasizes 
that violent extremists’ language consistently reinforce victimization narratives whereby 
the ingroup is claimed to face an existential threat from the relentless violence of the 
outgroup. Each subsumes a different explanation as to why these linguistic features 
reflect—and inspire—extremism, and sometimes violence.

The Social Identity Approach

The first approach argues that violent political extremists’ language is above all charac-
terized by strong group identity appeals, more precisely a Manichean depiction of a 
social world made of two sharply distinguished groups: a positively described ingroup 
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and negatively described out-group. As Donohue and Hamilton suggest in their recent 
review, this language “is driven largely by the need to reinforce intergroup identity.”11 
Such a stance logically emerged from the Social Identity paradigm developed in the 
wake of seminal Social Psychology works like Allport’s or Tajfel’s,12 which showed that 
intergroup relations are heavily determined by the context and processes through which 
group categories are established, shared, and perceived. From that perspective, self- and 
other- categorization plays a crucial “meaning-giving, identity-conferring function in 
perception,”13 and it has been shown that individuals tend to overstate the homogeneity 
of both their own ingroup and the other groups they believe exist through a group 
homogenization effect where “perceived similarity within, and difference between, cate-
gories” is exaggerated.14 This homogenization effect is all the stronger among people 
who hold “essentialist” beliefs about social categories, that is, think groups’ characteristics 
are immutable and historically stable and therefore conceptualize social groups as sharply 
separated and unalterable.15 Essentialist beliefs about categories therefore deepens per-
ceived differences and incompatibilities between social groups, and, crucially, are cor-
related with justification for inequalities disadvantaging the outgroup16 as well as increased 
prejudice and willingness to support ingroup action against outgroups.17

In a landmark contribution, Maass and colleagues brought these considerations from 
the study of cognition and behavior to that of language as such.18 They observed dif-
ferences in how people describe the behaviors of their in-group versus those of their 
out-group, highlighting how language perpetuates positive stereotypes of the ingroup 
and negative stereotypes of the outgroup. Classifying words according to their level of 
abstractness, Maas and colleagues specifically observed a “linguistic intergroup bias,” 
i.e. that people communicate desirable ingroup and undesirable outgroup behaviors 
more abstractly than undesirable ingroup and desirable outgroup behaviors. Adjectives, 
which top the scale of abstractness, play a key role in essentializing the outgroup neg-
atively (e.g. “deceitful,” “greedy”) and the ingroup positively (e.g. “honest,” “strong”).

This research paved the way for studies focusing directly on language in intergroup 
conflict and instance of extremism, with the underlying assumption—in line with the 
broader Social Identity paradigm—that the difference between this type of language and 
“normal” linguistic intergroup bias (and, further, polarizing language) is one of degree, 
not kind. Donohue and Hamilton, for example, clearly theorize an intensity scaling 
where depersonalization paves the way to the more extreme dehumanization.19 In a 
series of studies, Reicher and colleagues described the rhetoric tactics used by “entre-
preneurs of hate” who seek to create group essentialist homogenization effects by encour-
aging perceptions of a virtuous ingroup opposed to a negative outgroup. On the one 
hand, the consistent use of exclusive in- and out- group labels, and the systematic 
negative portrayal of the outgroup and positive characterization of the ingroup with 
evocative adjectives (“worthless,” “impure,” etc., against “brave,” “pure,” etc.) reinforce 
polarized, exclusive social identities.20 On the other hand, two additional “techniques 
of reification” further essentialize ingroup and outgroup categories in ways that further 
sharpen their boundaries: through “naturalization,” group characteristics and behaviors 
are presented as the inevitable outcome of natural characteristics (e.g. use of scientific 
or psychological terms), and through “eternalization” groups and their characteristics 
are claimed to have existed in the same fundamental way for times immemorial.21 Group 
categories and their negative or positive attributed identities are thus presented to appear 
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natural and impermeable22 and, more importantly, deserved and morally desirable: 
polarized essentialized identities become both at once heuristic devices for “understanding 
particular intergroup relationships” and tools for “justifying behaviour towards outgroup 
members.”23 In its most extreme form, such language includes dehumanization as a 
discursive strategy24 using contemptible labels (e.g. “parasites,” “snakes,” “monkeys”) that 
exacerbate this differentiation through the construction of an outgroup identity that is 
in-/sub-human, for example by implying that it is incapable of prosocial values or that 
it is solely driven by animalistic impulses such as greed or lust.25 Donohue combined 
these dimensions in his discussion of the “identity trap” characterizing the “language 
of genocide,” which immixes them all to “establish a social context that builds up the 
speaker’s social identity while denigrating the ‘enemy’s’ social identity.”26

In sum, the language of “entrepreneurs of hate” is therefore one marked by a 
Manichean structure maximizing the alleged differences between an ingroup and its 
outgroup—a process usually called “metacontrast.” Schematically, this language can 
thus be modeled as in Figure 1. Lexically, the key linguistic features are the nouns 
used to identify the ingroup and the outgroup and the adjectives used to characterize 
each. Such an approach subsumes that the key mechanism of radicalization at play 
with violent extremist communication is that language’s ability to play with people’s 
need for positive affiliation and status to create among the audience an uncompro-
mising sense of belonging to an outstanding ingroup facing an execrable outgroup. 
The outgroup is hated—and conversely the ingroup is loved—because of who they are.

Evidence for this model abounds. Classic studies of violent extremists’ communications 
have indeed unveiled Manichean structures based on reified in-/out-group nouns (regularly 
derogatory and sometimes dehumanizing ones) and positive/negative adjectives. Most anal-
yses of “Hutu Power”-operated radio before and during the Rwandan genocide, for instance, 
revealed the discursive construction of a sharp identity distinction between Hutus and 
Tutsis27 with the salience of dehumanizing outgroup labels and offensive adjectives increasing 
as violence erupted and worsened.28 Similarly, scholars have noted the binary character of 
Nazi propaganda, opposing a pure “Aryan” German ingroup imbued with the best qualities 
to an extremely negative Jewish outgroup, with individuals belonging to either the in-group 
or out-group.29 Studying a more recent case, Ramsay has shown how ISIS’ consistent use 
of outgroup dehumanization to depict its enemies polarizes in-/out-group identities,30 cre-
ating a social world which, to take the group’s own words, has no “gray zone.” Contemporary 
white supremacist prose abounds with glorifying ingroup labels such as “warriors” or 

Figure 1.  “Social Identity” model of extremist language.
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“knights,” facing outgroups dehumanized as “apes” or “chimps.” In their review of the effects 
of dehumanization, Rai, Valdesolo and Graham found that it increases instrumental violence.31

This linguistic process directly fuels known mechanisms of radicalization. To use 
Hafez and Mullins’ typology of radicalizing mechanisms,32 of example, such language 
contributes to the “ideology” mechanism whereby individuals embrace a new identity 
that has more meaning, importance, value, and agency as their previous one. Berger’s 
seminal conceptualization of extremism rests on this foundational construction of 
essentialized and antagonistic in-/out-group identities,33 as do many other frameworks.

The Existential Threat Approach

An alternative approach emphasizes that extremists’ language is “not simply [made] 
of extreme perceptions of in and out-groups’ identities (who they are) but also of 
perceptions of these groups’ actions (what they do).”34 Specifically, it stresses the 
insisting claim, in violent extremists’ language, that the outgroup constitutes an exis-
tential threat to the ingroup, which therefore needs to be defended. Two types of 
damaging actions have been noted by the literature.

First, authors have documented that violent extremists invariably claim that their 
ingroup suffers from unbearable physical violence waged by an outgroup, whose aim 
is sometimes alleged to be no less than the extermination of the ingroup. For instance, 
experts of the propaganda preceding and accompanying the Rwandan genocide have 
insisted on the ubiquity of claim that Tutsis were waging an extermination campaign 
against the Hutus, marked by barbaric acts such as the dismembering of babies or 
rape with extreme violence leading to death.35 McDoom makes this narrative a central 
driver of the violence.36 Similarly, detailed analyses of the dominant themes voiced by 
jihadist organizations like al-Qaeda and ISIS have shown that these groups cultivate 
the perception that Muslims (and in particular women and children) are routinely 
being killed and injured by Western “crusaders” and other enemies.37 Ebner’s compar-
ative analysis of the “cumulative extremism” produced by interacting jihadist and 
far-right discourse identified this “victims and demons” dialectic as a common rhe-
torical trope across her corpora, with both radical Islamists and right-wing extremists 
propagating stories of rape, brutality, and relentless aggression.38 Ingram’s influential 
conceptualization of violent extremist propaganda as consisting of a “crisis-solution” 
dialectic stresses the foundational role of constructing among the target audience the 
perception that harm and violence have reached unprecedented levels (crisis) warranting 
an urgent—and violent—solution to protect the ingroup.39

Second, other scholars have noticed the ubiquity of conspiracy theories in violent 
extremists’ prose; this time, the claim is that the ingroup is the victim of more covert, 
less directly violent actions carried out by distant groups who aim to maintain them in 
a state of oppression and subjugation. Conspiracy theories—which have classically been 
defined as a “schema whereby a given group of people sharing a common ethnic, polit-
ical, national, or religious origin is said to plot against another group […and whose…] 
unifying theme is the external placing of blame for some highly negative events”—40 
have been shown to encourage negative attitudes to other groups41 as well as acceptance 
of violence against the deemed culprit,42 and have been conceptualized as “radicalizing 
multipliers”43 strategically mobilized by “conspiracy entrepreneurs.”44 Baele summarized 
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that conspiratorial narratives constitute no less than “the structuring linguistic marker” 
of language justifying and triggering violence.45 More and more case-studies of violent 
extremist communications reveal their conspiratorial structure, to the point that Bartlett 
and Miller observe that “conspiracy theories are widely prevalent across this extremist 
spectrum, despite the vast differences in the extremist ideologies themselves.”46 Des 
Forges’ analysis of the Rwandan genocide for instance highlighted the multi-layered 
character of the message aired by RTLM and Radio Rwanda, stressing, for instance, the 
importance of claims that distant outgroups such as the Belgians’ plot with Tutsis.47 For 
Kallis,48 the most important characteristic of Nazi messaging was its articulation of a 
conspiratorial structure linking a series of distinct nefarious actors (“international Jewry,” 
“plutocrats,” Communists, etc.) whose concealed interactions fundamentally threatened 
German identity.49 Fekete’s analysis of Anders Breivik’s “compendium” similarly exposed 
its conspiratorial structure,50 while Baele, Brace and Coan observed that conspiratorial 
verbs like “control,” “indoctrinate” or “brainwash” are ubiquitous in Incel online cha-
trooms.51 These conspiracies stress efforts by outgroups not only to undermine the 
ingroup but also to eventually eliminate it, either by making its existence unsustainable 
(e.g. Western support for despots in the Middle East, International Jewry purposefully 
collapsing German economy) and/or by gradually eroding its purity (e.g. Tutsi women 
seducing Hutu men, Nazi contamination theories, “great replacement” theory).

In sum, according to this second approach, extremists’ language is therefore marked by 
an oppressor-victim structure where the ingroup suffers from both violent attacks waged 
by a proximal outgroup and conspiracies carried out by more covert and distant outgroups. 
This victimization narrative, interlocking both violence and conspiracy, offers to audiences 
an explanation for their feelings of uncertainty, humiliation, and loss of tradition, while 
also providing clear blame attribution (while exonerating their own responsibility) and 
justifying retaliatory violence. Figure 2 illustrates the use of language predicted by the 

Figure 2.  “Existential threat” model of extremist language.
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existential threat model (note that the figure only contains 3 outgroups for the sake of 
visibility—the number of outgroups obviously varies across cases). The key linguistic features 
are the verbs used to characterize the outgroups’ actions, and more precisely action verbs 
belonging to both the violence (e.g. “rape,” “torture,” “kill,” “attack”) and the conspiracy (e.g. 
“plot,” “influence,” “manipulate,” “deceive”) lexical fields. This model also opens up the 
possibility that several outgroups co-exist, each with distinct typical actions.

Such an approach assumes that the key mechanism of radicalization at play with 
violent extremist communication is language’s ability to create both at once a multi-
dimensional sense of acute victimization and an illusion of total understanding, building 
on audiences’ fear and resentment to trigger absolute protection needs as well as a 
desire for revenge. Victimization narratives connecting violence and conspiracy are of 
course well known to scholars of radicalization; using multiple empirical examples, 
Braddock for example shows that terrorist narratives are key sources of radicalization.52 
To use Hafez and Mullins’ typology again,53 this process relates to the “grievance” 
mechanism of radicalization, whereby individuals radicalize as their hatred against 
those allegedly harming their group accumulate. Belief in victimhood has been shown 
to have detrimental effects on intergroup relations, especially when it is understood 
in exclusive or competitive terms, that is, when people believe that their ingroup is 
the only one to suffer (exclusive) or suffers far more than other groups (competitive). 
Collective victimhood beliefs play a key role in fueling intractable conflict,54 predict 
negative intergroup attitudes in post-conflict settings,55 and predict hostile intergroup 
engagement.56 Language that encourages ingroup victimhood perceptions also place 
the ingroup on a moral pedestal, which both “provides moral power to oppose the 
enemy and seek justice” and offers “a licence to commit immoral and illegitimate 
acts.”57 Relentless claims that an outgroup harms the ingroup through direct violence 
and indirect cabals is therefore fueling well-known drivers of intergroup conflict.

An Integrated Lexical Model of extremists’ Language

The contrast between the two main approaches partly owes to our simplified presen-
tation; indeed, authors from each approach often allude to dynamics pertaining to the 
other, alternative model. On the social identity side Reicher and colleagues for instance 
clearly stress that the outgroup is often portrayed not only as negative but also as 
threatening the ingroup,58 and Donohue’s “identity trap” explains how “affiliation mes-
sages” combine with “messages that emphasize power.”59 On the other side, Oliver and 
Wood directly linked conspiracy theories with Manichean narratives, explaining that 
the former reinforces beliefs in binary “melodramatic narratives […] that interpret 
history relative to universal struggles between good and evil.”60 This insight is illus-
trated in Herf ’s analysis of Nazi propaganda which showed how its paranoid conspiracy 
theory reinforced a Manichean perception of the world.61 It remains, however, that 
the two models are largely distinct in what they consider to be the key markers of 
violent extremists’ language and, therefore, which radicalization mechanisms chiefly 
operate when this language is used. We therefore argue that a comprehensive and 
empirically accurate model of extremist language should not only merge these two 
approaches, but also add and refine a series of elements; the following paragraphs 
explain such an integrated model.
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The key features of both models are kept and merged: a plurality of outgroups, 
each characterized by a specific set of negative adjectives, coexist and harm the ingroup. 
Some outgroups violently attack the ingroup whilst others conspire in the background 
to oppress and eventually eradicate it; violent outgroups’ behavior is supported—if not 
dictated—by the more distant plotters. This plurality is actually not incompatible with 
the binary approach adopted by the first model: we suggest that all these outgroups 
are collectively construed by the ingroup as a single “meta-outgroup” against which 
the positive identity of the ingroup is constructed. Merging the two models into a 
single structure allows for a clearer visualization of the interplay between their respec-
tive logics: it more clearly shows that existential threat narratives are all the more 
powerful when anchored into negative and dehumanizing descriptions of the outgroups 
(as the nouns and adjectives set up the context for interpreting the verbs) and, reversely, 
claims about the outgroups’ violent and conspiring behaviors further accentuate their 
characterization through negative adjectives (the verbs not only reinforce the negative 
description of adjectives but also legitimize this description as valid). The same inter-
play between the roles of adjectives and noun labels and verbs is true for the positive 
descriptions of the ingroup and narratives about its “solution” actions. In other words, 
the combined powers of existential threat narratives and derogatory or dehumanizing 
characterizations cannot be understood in isolation: it is this cumulative effect that 
dangerously brings together the two mechanisms of radicalization highlighted above.

We add the four following features. First, similarly to outgroups’ plurality, violent 
extremists’ language usually distinguishes several ingroups despite the ingroup’s pro-
claimed unity, for example along gender lines. Each of these subgroups of the 
meta-ingroup is not only differently characterized, they are also claimed to be differ-
ently targeted by the outgroups. Both Salafi-jihadist and Far-right propaganda, for 
example, depict ingroup women and men very differently, stressing their distinct natures 
and roles (e.g. women as weak, caring, and most happy at home), and differentiating 
the harms they suffer (e.g. women as victims of rape, men wounded or killed on the 
battlefield or in protests). Extremists also tend to differentiate an elite subgroup fighting 
for a broader, more ignorant or uncommitted ingroup (e.g. the Nazi party and the SS 
for Aryan people, “Knights Templars” for White Europeans in Breivik’s manifesto, etc.).

Second, these two approaches neglect how violent extremists advocate for a response 
to the perceived crisis, in other words they do not fully explain violence toward some 
of the outgroups. While several scholars of extremist communications have emphasized 
the importance of claims that the ingroup—or at least its vanguard subgroup—is actively 
and effectively reacting against outgroups’ scheming and violence, we argue that the 
type and intensity of solutions advocated by a group are what distinguishes violent 
extremists from nonviolent extremists (and ultimately prejudiced intergroup language). 
Ingram’s analysis of ISIS propaganda, for example, showed how its attribution of blame 
to outgroups for their role in a “crisis” comes with the assertion that the “solution” can 
only be provided by the ingroup who is resolutely delivering it through what is pre-
sented as the only remaining tactic given the severity of the situation: violence against 
the outgroup, and support for the ingroup.62 Solution narratives often correspond to 
crisis depictions by providing a method to regain certainty, reinforce tradition, and 
cohesion for the ingroup. The focus on extremist solution narratives thus ought to 
consider exactly which verbs are used to characterize the ingroup’s actions toward which 
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outgroups, attuning to differences between nonviolent and violent forms of opposition. 
These advocated solutions relate to the type of adjectives used to describe the ingroup, 
such as “strong” or “brave”: these are positive attributes used to depict the ingroup 
members who partake in the group’s designated solution, thereby adding an additional 
radicalization pull factor by encouraging individuals to mobilize, often through violence, 
through fully identifying with the positive attributes of the ingroup.

Third, extremist language regularly includes, in the portrayal of some outgroups, 
positive characterizations alongside the negative ones. Some outgroups, usually the 
most distant ones, are often presented as both at once awful yet supremely cunning, 
intelligent, or powerful. This paradox of simultaneous dehumanization and “superhu-
manization,”63 which has already been noted in the social identity scholarship—Reicher 
and colleagues for example note that “outgroups are often portrayed as subhuman and 
superhuman”—64 is in fact a necessary construct to give self-defense appeals legitimacy 
and to give conspiratorial narratives coherence. In Nazi propaganda, for instance, Jews 
were not only presented as an inferior race devoid of humanness but also all-powerful 
puppeteers and experts in mimicry and manipulation.65 In Qutb’s infamous essay “The 
America I have seen” (1951), the Islamist ideologue presents the America as “the peak 
of advancement and the depth of primitiveness” in an attempt to both dehumanize 
and superhumanize American people and the West more generally.

Fourth, the linguistic separation of the social world between a meta-ingroup and a 
meta-outgroup underpins among violent extremists an existential fear of the impu-
rity—both biological and immaterial (cultural, ideological)—that would result from 
the mixing of the two groups. In extremist language, descriptive assertions abound 
that the meta-ingroup and the meta-outgroup are fundamentally distinct, together with 
normative claims that the ingroup works toward enforcing this separation, which we 
call the “purity gap.” The more obsessed by the purity gap an extremist group becomes, 
the more violent it becomes, as evidenced in an increasingly exclusive language con-
taining more and more action verbs denoting themes such as eradication or cleansing. 
For example, over the course of its rule, the Nazi system operated a gradual dissolution 
of the “Mischlinge” (mixed-race) label in its ideological documents, as the category 
became increasingly seen as threatening and therefore massacred.66 Another clear 
example is the notorious ISIS magazine issue (part of our corpus below) proclaiming 
the extinction of the “grey zone” between Muslims and the rest. Crucially, this fear is 
not only directed at the outgroup whose actions deliberately seek to “contaminate” the 
ingroup (as for instance the alleged contamination of Muslim societies by Western 
value and people, in jihadist thought), but also at specific segments of the ingroup 
depicted as weaker and potentially complicit to this nefarious agenda. In many cases 
across the ideological spectrum, this weaker and suspect ingroup are women, whose 
sexual life is therefore policed and securitized. Hutu extremists’ Kangura magazine for 
instance dictated “Ten Commandments” ruling interactions between Tutsis and Hutus 
in 1990, forbidding sexual interactions and calling for a tighter control of Hutu 
women67; the more recent “Coalfax” project similarly sought to enforce the purity gap 
by publishing the names and addresses of white women engaged in romantic and 
sexual relationships with black men.68 Lexically, this purity concern is likely to manifest 
itself with a more nuanced characterization of the suspect ingroup, in a mirror effect 
of the balanced characterization of some outgroups.
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Integrating the first two theoretical approaches together with these four additional ele-
ments, we generate an integrated lexical model of extremists’ language visualized in Figure 
3 (as for Figure 2, note that the number of outgroups and ingroups is hypothetical, chosen 
for visibility purposes, with out-/in-groups numbers obviously varying across cases; similarly, 
not all possible verb arrows are represented and these connections vary across cases).

Lexically, the key linguistic features are therefore both the specific sets of adjectives 
and specific sets of verbs that are attached to the identified outgroups and ingroups, 
themselves labeled by particular nouns (which can be derogatory or dehumanizing for 
the outgroups or glorifying for the ingroup). Specifically, each group is attached a 
specific set of negative or positive adjectives constructing its identity; ingroup-to-in-
group actions are marked by support verbs, ingroup-to-outgroup and outgroup-to-in-
group actions are often marked by violence verbs, and outgroup-to-outgroup actions 
by conspiracy verbs. Like model 2, model 3 is relational, in the sense that it does not 
simply depict groups of people and their traits, but also lays bare the relationships 
supposedly connecting these groups into a complex network. Note how the model 
situates one ingroup close to the meta-outgroups, at the edge of the purity gap: it is 
the ingroup allegedly most susceptible of contamination (as noted above, this is reg-
ularly women). Consider as well how the more distant outgroups are characterized 
not only by sets of negative adjectives but also by some positive ones, constructing 
them as simultaneously despicable yet with (at times superhuman) qualities; conversely, 

Figure 3. I ntegrated model of extremist language.



130 S. J. BAELE ET AL.

the ingroup understood to be weaker and most at risk of contamination is not only 
described with positive adjectives but also, at times, with negative ones.

In such an approach, the two key mechanisms of radicalization subsumed by models 
1 and 2 interconnect: a positive ingroup identity plays on people’s need for favorable group 
affiliation while the activities of negatively depicted outgroups fuel both outgroup blame 
and support for violent retribution. Another mechanism is added: the ingroup’s fightback 
against the outgroups provides hope and enthusiasm for a solution allegedly within reach.69

Methods: A Semantic Network Approach to Violent Extremists’ Language

Cases and Data

To evaluate the empirical fit of our model, we compare it to two cases (this method 
is akin to the deductive ideal-type method70 and other similar approaches): ISIS’ English 
language magazines Dabiq and Rumiyah on the one hand, and the US National-Socialist 
(Nazi) Movement’s (NSM) Stormtrooper and NSM Magazine on the other hand. We 
do so in the spirit of George and Bennett’s concept of a “structured and focused 
comparison,”71 that is, a detailed examination, carried out side by side, of one specific 
aspect in two or more cases, organized and implemented in such a way that these 
cases can easily be complemented by other ones at later stages. While generalizing 
from small-n investigations is difficult, we argue alongside scholars like Bengtsson and 
Hertting that carefully selected cases studied in methods like the structured and focus 
comparison can be used to isolate “the same ideal-type mechanisms [that can be 
expected] to be applicable also in similar actor constellations in other contexts.”72

More specifically, the rationale for the selection of our two cases comes from the 
fact that NSM and ISIS magazines are simultaneously “most similar” and “most dif-
ferent” “systems” and therefore pertinent for comparative case-studies.73 On the one 
hand, the two corpora are very similar: both are constituted of official PDF magazines 
destined to online distribution,74 and both disseminate an uncompromisingly extremist 
ideology in a propagandist perspective (in that sense both are simultaneously “extreme 
cases” and “paradigmatic cases,” to take Flyvbjerg’s typology).75 Moreover, the timelines 
of the two corpora largely overlap. On the other hand, the two corpora have key 
differences: their ideologies differ widely (neo-Nazism versus Salafi-Jihadism), as do 
the level of violence waged by the group (extreme and genocidal violence versus 
intimidation and harassment tactics) and the sociopolitical contexts within which the 
publications emerged (Middle East versus United States, regional conflict versus peace, 
large organization versus small movement). As a result, NSM and ISIS magazines are 
strikingly comparable yet very different, which makes them ideal cases to use when 
examining the empirical fit of our integrated theoretical model and locate potential 
linguistic variations reflecting more/less violent extremism. Table 1 summarizes the 
main descriptive statistics for these two corpora.

Table 1.  Corpus descriptive statistics.
ISIS NSM

Magazines titles, with numbers and 
publication years

Dabiq (15 numbers, 2014–2016), 
Rumiyah (10 numbers, 2016–2017).

22 Stormtrooper (22 numbers, 2007–2009), 
NSM Magazine (11 numbers, 2011–2017).

Total number of words in corpus 664,148 217,061
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Method

To compare the two corpora with the proposed model, we deployed the following three-step 
process. First, following Baele, Brace, and Coan,76 we relied on our in-depth expertise on 
both cases to manually annotate the prominent ingroup and outgroup actors for each 
corpus. We examined the top 500 nouns based on their frequency, thereby constituting 
a list of the most common ingroup and outgroup labels for both NSM (e.g. “illegal immi-
grants,” “Jews,” “patriots”) and ISIS (e.g. “mujahidin,” “apostates,” “crusaders”).

Second, we developed a computer-assisted approach for parsing, analyzing, and 
visualizing the grammatical and lexical structure of language. Drawing on recent 
advances in natural language processing (NLP) and probabilistic dependency parsing,77 
our approach identified the prominent units of the theoretical model: noun-adjective 
pairs and subject-verb-object triplets. Put simply, our computational method not only 
tagged the nouns, adjectives, and verbs in each of the corpora, but also identified the 
grammatical relationships connecting them (say, noun X is the subject of verb Y; 
adjective X characterizes noun Y); this extra stage means that our method is much 
more accurate than methods relying solely on co-occurrence statistics, which can only 
provide guesses on the actual grammatical structure of sentences (say, noun X might 
be the subject of verb Y because it precedes it). More precisely, we proceeded in two 
steps. The first one was to tokenize, tag, and parse each sentence in our to corpora, 
using a large language model called spaCy: this model (1) tokenized raw text into 
sentences and, within sentences, words (“tokens”), (2) tagged each token with its 
grammatical function, in other words “part-of-speech” (“POS”; for example, “adjective”), 
and (3) extracted dependency relations using the model’s probabilistic parser (e.g. this 
word tagged as a noun is the subject of this other word tagged as a verb). The second 
step was to identify all subject-verb-object (SVO) triplets (combinations of a noun 
subject to a verb, and the object of this verb) and adjective-noun pairs (where the 
nouns are either a subject or object or a verb) using a custom-built algorithm. We 
then counted the frequency of each SVO triplet and adjective-noun pair to see which 
ones constitute recurring claims and evaluate their respective importance. Full details 
of the procedure, including a clear description of the work pipeline with the complete 
algorithm and real examples to illustrate the workflow at every step, are provided in 
Supplementary Appendix A; access to the full code is available at an anonymous online 
repository, also indicated in the Supplementary appendix.

Third, and given that the theoretical approaches outlined in Figures 1–3 are rela-
tional (e.g. an outgroup threatening an ingroup), we transposed the collected triplets 
and pairs data into a matrix file in order to use network visualization to display and 
analyze patterns in linguistic features both within and between groups. This matrix 
table condenses all combinations of nouns and verbs, with a frequency number for 
each combination (for example, in the ISIS corpus “mujahidin” is 11 times the subject 
of “kill”). In the network graphs generated from these matrix tables,78 the “nodes” 
represent the words and the “edges” (the links between the nodes) represent instances 
where they are combined in the corpora. The thickness of an edge represents the 
relative frequency of a relation, and the size of the nodes depends on degree (that is, 
the number of connections or edges the node has to other nodes); node colors depend 
on POS and in-/out-group list membership: verbs are shown in blue, ingroups in 
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green, and outgroups in orange.79 Since off-the-shelf network layout algorithms (such 
as ForceAtlas or Fruchterman-Reingold) created extremely messy and unreadable graphs, 
we manually arranged the nodes in columns to best show the relationships with as 
much clarity as possible as well as to allow for an easy and direct comparison with 
the theoretical model. Of specific interest for our comparative task are statistics of 
subject-verb-object triplets where the ingroup does something to the outgroup (ingroup 
to outgroup), which allows us to contrast the advocated “solution” by a very violent 
group, ISIS, to the less violent extremist group, NSM.

Results and Discussion

While a single network graph could hypothetically be constructed for each of our two 
cases, such a graph would hardly be readable because of the number of groups pop-
ulating it and their attached adjectives and verbs. For the sake of clarity, we therefore 
artificially split each case’s graph into two subject-verb-object triplets networks: one 
visualizing triplets where outgroup nouns are subjects and ingroup nouns are objects 
(this graph therefore depicts the “crisis”), and the reverse one visualizing triplets where 
ingroup nouns are subjects and outgroup nouns are objects (here visualizing the 
“solution”).

For each case, we add an additional graph pruning out large sections of the network 
to allow for a clearer zoom-in on particularly salient in-/out-groups relationships (this 
is especially needed in the case of ISIS, whose much denser networks remained hard 
to read in spite of our efforts to adequately render them to the fixed format of a 
journal article); it is in these two zoomed-in graphs that we include the adjectives 
most frequently attached to a variety of in-/out-groups. The zoom-in graph for ISIS 
magazines is a section of its “solution” network (ingroups as subjects) that focuses on 
the theme of conflict and war, while the zoom-in network for NSM magazines is a 
section of its “crisis” graph (outgroup as subjects) that focuses on the ethnicity theme.

Figure 4a–c represent ISIS magazines, and Figure 5a–c represent NSM magazines. 
We encourage the reader to explore these graphs using the original network files 
available in the supporting material, using a software (e.g. GEPHI) that allows for 
zoom-ins, better visualization of edges, possible selection of specific connections 
between particular individual nodes, and additional dynamic measures.

Overall, the empirical data from both cases very closely matches the integrated 
theoretical model developed above and visualized in Figure 3, confirming its empirical 
fit; there are, however, differences between the two cases that ought to be underscored 
and understood.

Starting with the nouns–adjectives pairs, both groups’ languages positively construct 
the ingroup identity and negatively depict that of the outgroup, in line with the social 
identity model. Adjectives are used to homogenize each side of a sharply Manichean 
worldview as either extremely good or evil. For the NSM, the “nation” is for instance 
“white,” “strong,” “free,” or “great,” while “blacks” are “horrible” and “violent” (other 
prominent pairs not included in the figures include “mad”-“immigrants” or “contemp-
tuous”-“Muslims”). For ISIS, “mujahidin” are “truthful,” “sincere” or “good,” whereas 
the “kuffar” (nonbeliever) is “deviant,” “weak” and “ignorant,” and the “murtaddin” 
(apostate) are “cow-worshipping” or “unable.”



Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 133

Figure 4. I SIS triplets—(a) outgroups are subjects, (b) ingroups are subjects, (c) adapted zoom-in 
[from (b)].
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Figure 5. N SM triplets—(a) outgroup are subjects, (b) ingroups are subjects, (c) adapted zoom-in 
[from (a)].
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Furthermore, the practice of giving specific sets of adjectives to particular subgroups 
of the broad in-/out-groups—which is an addition of our integrated model—clearly 
appears in the network. In NSM prose, “blacks” and “black males” are for example 
associated with basic instincts and violence and crime (e.g. “violent,” “dangerous,” “sex-
ual,” “hot-heated”), which contrasts with a depiction of “Jews” as a not only a more 
distant and greedy enemy (“financial,” “deceptive,” “worst”) but also, in accordance to 
our model, one whose positive or even “superhuman” qualities are acknowledged (“top”). 
These specific adjectives construct highly specific group identities; with the NSM exam-
ple, the characterization of black men is a textbook example of dehumanization by 
describing the outgroup as only guided by animalistic impulses and drives, while the 
depiction of Jews reinforces their stereotype of scheming and conspiring people with 
some specific qualities. ISIS’ construction of its various outgroups’ identities similarly 
varies depending on the underpinning signification of the nouns labeling them. 
Additionally, some of the nouns used to label outgroups are clear examples of eternal-
ization, especially in the ISIS corpus: the likes of “Crusaders” (suggesting a continuation 
of a thousand years’ war between the same groups), “taghut” (an important group concept 
in Salafi-Jihadi thought that can be traced back to Ibn al-Wahhab in the eighteenth 
Century), and “Khilafah” (denoting the linkage between IS and the prophetic caliphate).

Overall, the adjectives-nouns pairs laid bare by our method confirm the social 
identity model’s insistence on understanding violent extremists’ language as working 
through very strong identity appeals, creating a metacontrast effect whereby outgroups 
are homogenized as extremely bad and ingroups as perfect. However, and in accordance 
to our claim that this model alone is not sufficient to explain violent extremism, the 
construction of ingroups and outgroups is quite similar in both cases in spite of ISIS 
and NSM’s different levels of violence. The intensification of language between more 
and less violent extremists is only visible when attuning to subject-verbs-objects triplets.

These subject-verb-object triplets largely correspond to the quadruple pattern empha-
sized in our integrated model, demonstrating its pertinence beyond both the social 
identity model and the existential threat one: in both cases of ISIS and NSM’s lan-
guages, (1) some outgroups are responsible for direct violence against particular 
ingroups, (2) other outgroups plot together to operate a distant conspiracy, (3) specific 
ingroups actively deliver particular segments of the solution (some by confronting the 
outgroups, violently if needs be) while others are attributed other occupations, and 
(4) the various ingroups support and back each other.

In the NSM corpus first, our method reveals a clear distinction, among outgroups, 
between non-whites (especially African-Americans), migrants, the political elite, and 
Jews, in terms of what they allegedly do. “Black males” for example, are said to “rape”-
“white woman,” “negroes” are claimed to “murder”-“white men,” and “foreign nation-
als”-“murder”-“white men.” Immigrants are predominantly depicted as flooding the 
nation; “immigrant”-“enter”-“nation,” and “illegal alien”-“enter”-“nation,” are prominent 
triplets. Elite politicians have a more systemic and distant action, they “dictate,” they 
“lull.” They are also active in conspiring together (this can be seen in SVO triplets 
where both the subject and the object are outgroups), with Jewish maneuvering par-
ticularly prominent; for example “Jews”-“get”-“president,” “Israel”-“order”-“government,” 
“ZOG”-“control”-“government.”80 Reacting to this state of affairs, the NSM confronts 
its enemy and organizes solidarity within the threatened ingroup. For example, we see 
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that the “national socialist movement”-“stop” both “non-whites” and “illegal immigrants,” 
that “national-socialists”-“reject”-“establishment,” that the “nsm”-“condemns”-“antifa,” 
and that “white men”-“shoot”-“black men”; the “nsm”-“defends” both the “nation” and 
“america” while it “defends”-“our people”; the “national socialist movements” both 
“educates”- and “promotes”-“whites.” All these are positive actions delivering a solution 
to the crisis triggered by the outgroups’ actions.

Turning to the ISIS corpus, this quadruple pattern is also present, yet with some 
differences that offer key points of comparison and help elucidate the specific structure 
of violent extremist language as compared to non- (or less) violent text. ISIS’ prose 
depicts a world where extremely complex plots animate a deadly conflict that makes the 
ingroup suffer at extreme levels. Verbs belonging to the lexical field of violence are 
extremely frequent, much more than in NSM magazines, depicting high levels of brutality 
carried out by particular outgroups to specific ingroups. For instance, the “taghut”-“tyr-
annize”-“muslims,” “militias”-“execute”-“muhajirin,” the “coalition”-“destroys”-“khilafah,” 
“officer”-“torture”-“muslims,” or the “enemies”-“harm”-“mujahidin.” This outgroup-to-in-
group violence can also be more symbolic or even structural. For instance, the “kuf-
far”-“defame”-“believer,” the “apostates” both “insult”-“prophet” and “mock”-“messenger,” 
and the “munafiqin” (false Muslim) and “secularists” both “infiltrate”-“muslims.”

A dense web of outgroup–outgroup relationships indicates a thick conspiracy. Both 
the “sufi” and “ikhwan” outgroups are for instance said to “infect”-“factions,” “govern-
ments” allegedly both “exploit”-“al-Qaeda” and “need”-“Muslim Brotherhood,” the 
“Islamic front”-“congratulate”-“secularists,” and the “crusaders”-“promote”-“jews.” Yet in 
the ISIS corpus the separation between distant plotting outgroups and proximal violent 
outgroups is not as neat as for the NSM case (which more closely matched our model 
in that respect). Indeed a range of groups engage in both direct violence and distant 
plotting; “crusaders” for instance both “kill”-“muslims,” “target”-“khilafah,” “bomb”-“is-
lamic state” or “hit”-“brother,” but also “back”-“taghut” and “back”-“factions.” This 
double narrative of violence and conspiracy matches theorists’ insistence on the role 
of victimhood and victimization discourses in violent extremist language.

Facing this extreme and overwhelming crisis, ISIS presents itself as delivering a no 
less extreme solution. On the one hand, the sheer quantity and diversity of verbs belong-
ing to the lexical field of violence (“crush,” “bombard,” “encircle,” “stab,” “wound,” “injure,” 
“execute,” “assassinate,” “assault,” “devastate,” etc.) for which this time ingroups are subject 
and outgroups objects is revealing. “Mujahidin” are said to “kill,” “target,” “strike,” “fight,” 
“injure,” “burn,” or “terrorize” a range of enemies (the “kuffar,” “crusaders,” “nusayri 
soldiers,” “murtaddin,” etc.). Among the most prominent triplets in our data are linkages 
such as the “islamic state”-“massacre”-“enemies” or “soldiers of the khilafah”-“kill”-“mur-
taddin.” Overall, this clearly points to a narrative of retaliation and claimed proportionality 
of means between the aggression and the reaction to it, with ingroups “facing,” “warning,” 
“punishing,” “humiliating” the guilty outgroups. Ingroups also engage in less violent 
actions; for example they “destroy”-“idols,” “trick”-“secularists,” or “confront”-“sufi.” On 
the other hand, the various ingroups support each other. The “mujahidin”-“don’t aban-
don”-“brother,” the “muhajirin”-“revive”-“khilafah,” “brother”-“watch”-“sister,” and the 
“Islamic state”-“protect”-“muslims.” Our method’s presentation of ISIS’ insistence on its 
ability to provide a “solution” to the crisis confirms existing qualitative work highlighting 
the same propaganda theme and hence radicalization mechanism,81 and validates our 
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suggestion that within the ingroup different subgroups are presented as carrying out 
different solution-related tasks (here, for example, women revive the caliphate while men 
fight and protect/watch them).

The difference in the level of ingroup-led violence narrated by NSM on the one 
hand and ISIS on the other, warrants further investigation, as it reflects the groups’ 
respective levels of actual violence. To study in a more directly comparative perspective 
the subject-verb-object triplets where the ingroup is the subject (in other words, where 
solution narratives are being constructed), we selected the most frequently used “solu-
tion” verbs of these triplets in the two corpora. Table 2 shows the absolute frequency 
of the top five such verbs for ISIS together with the frequency of each ingroup subject 
and outgroup object associated with them. The results show that ISIS primarily advo-
cate for raw violence, with “kill,” “target,” “fight” and “massacre” being four of their 
top five “solution” verbs directed at outgroups. Each of these violent solution verbs 
are associated with multiple ingroups and directed toward multiple outgroups, high-
lighting how these violent tactics are deemed appropriate by ISIS toward a broad 
spectrum of outgroups including the near (e.g. “murtaddin,” “mushrikin,” “kuffar,” 
“taghut”) and far enemies (e.g. “crusaders,” “coalition,” “christians”).

In comparison, Table 3 shows the frequency for the top three “solution” verbs used 
by NSM. Not only are there much fewer subject-verb-object triplets where the ingroup 
is subject and outgroup is object across the NSM corpus (which does not only come 
from the smaller size of the text), but the frequency of such triplets is also very low 
(each of these used twice across the magazines) in comparison to the ISIS results. Given 
the very low frequency of “solution” verbs being used by NSM, these subject-verb-object 
triplets are associated with fewer ingroups and outgroups than the ISIS “solution” trip-
lets. The nature of these “solution” verbs is also qualitatively distinct from ISIS, being 
more political in nature (i.e. “reject,” “condemn,” “stop”) and therefore quite distinctive 

Table 2. I SIS top-5 verbs within S-V-O triplets where the ingroup is subject (and where an outgroup 
is object), with most frequently associated subjects and objects.
Subjects

(frequency in SVO triplets)
VERB

(frequency in SVO triplets)
Objects

(frequency in SVO triplets)

Soldier of the Khilafah (20), 
mujahidin (11), Allah (8), 
istishhadi/inghimasiyyin (7), 
brother (4), Islamic State soldier 
(1), muslim (1), wife (1), salaf (1).

Kill (54) Crusaders (17), murtaddin (12), mushrikin (6), 
enemies (2), officer (2), PKK (soldiers) (2), 
companion (2), muslim (1), Iranian military 
(1), kuffar (1), shia military (1), coalition (1), 
Russian policeman (1), polytheist (1), 
christians (1), disbeliever (1), nusayri soldiers 
(1), safawi (1)

Istishhadi/inghimasiyyin (8), 
mujahidin (5), soldier of the 
Khilafah (2), Islamic State (2), 
Islamic State soldier (1), brother 
(1), amirul (2), sister (1)

Target (22) Murtaddin (5), murshikin (5), crusaders (4), jews 
(1), Turkish army (1), christians (1), taghut 
(1), apostates (1), pkk (soldiers) (1), military 
(1), servant (1)

Mujahidin (7), Muslim (6), Islamic 
State (4), Allah (4), soldiers of the 
khilafah (1)

Fight (22) Kuffar (4), mushrikin (4), crusaders (2), dajjal 
(1), shia military (1), Iranian military (1), 
enemies (2), taghut (1), apostates (1), 
disbelievers (1), sahwah (1), government (1), 
islamic state (1), murtaddin (1)

Islamic State (16), Khilafah (1), 
Muslim (1), Mujahidin (1), 
istishhadi/inghimasiyyin (1)

Massacre (20) Enemies (18), murtaddin (1), crusaders (1)

Allah (9), Khalifah (1) Humiliate (10) Enemies (4), kuffar (4), murtaddin (1), mushrikin (1)
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from ISIS’ clear focus on direct violence. Looking at the previous Figure 5b, a violent 
“solution” verb does appear (“shoot” directed toward “black men”), but this was only 
used once in the NSM corpus. It is also worth looking back at Figure 5c, which shows 
the “crisis” subject-verb-object triplets, where the outgroups are the subject and the 
ingroup is the object: the largest, most frequently used “crisis” verb shown here is 
“murder” with connections suggesting the group promulgates “black men” and “foreign 
nationals” murdering “white men” and “Americans.” Overall, this suggests that while 
the NSM—like ISIS—does highlight the violence of the “crisis,” contrarily to ISIS the 
group does not build clear and insisting “solution” narrative, let alone a violent one. 
This action-oriented insistence on a (violent) solution is, we therefore suggest, a key 
marker of violent extremists’ language compared to less violent hate speech.

In sum, all these results and findings largely match our ideal-typical model of violent 
extremist language, demonstrating its empirical validity and theoretical pertinence. The 
empirical evidence generated by the syntactic parsing of prominent nouns-adjective pairs 
and subject-verb-object triplets from ISIS and NSM magazines indeed corresponds with 
the theoretical framework developed to coalesce and further consolidate the social identity 
model and the existential threat one. But comparing the two cases against the backdrop 
of the model also allows for the identification of meaningful variations that are indicative 
of groups’ preferred narratives and endorsement of violence, and therefore the more 
specific pathways of radicalization likely to be provoked by propaganda. The comparison 
of “solution” triplets between NSM and ISIS, for instance, showed that distinctions exist 
between these two groups when it comes to the frequency of verbs supporting a solution 
narrative generally, and the verbs denoting violence more specifically, which not only 
reflects the differing degree of violence perpetrated by these two groups but also their 
differing choices when it comes to the type of message chosen to be delivered to their 
audiences in order to radicalize them. These similarities and differences confirm the 
pertinence of theories of radicalization that acknowledge both persistent mechanisms 
and variation across cases82 instead of a single set of universal drivers.

Conclusions

In this article, we aimed to construct a coherent theoretical model of violent extremists’ 
language, which integrates and refines the two major existing approaches into a com-
prehensive account of the lexical content and structure of such language. While scholars 
have already highlighted many of the features contained in our model, connecting 
them all together in a single framework had not yet been done and allowed to clarify 
how they interact in a cumulative radicalizing way. Using Natural Language Processing 
to identify nouns-adjectives pairs and subject-verb-object triplets in the magazines of 
two ideologically different extremist groups with varying levels of violent commitment 

Table 3. N SM top-3 verbs within S-V-O triplets where the ingroup is subject (and where an outgroup 
is object), with most frequently associated subjects and objects.
Subjects (frequency in SVO triplets) VERB (frequency in SVO triplets) Objects (frequency in SVO triplets)

National socialists (2) Reject (2) Establishment (2)
NSM / National Socialist Movement (2) Condemn (2) Antifa (1), Obama (1)
Members (2) Stop (2) Non-whites (1), illegal immigrants (1)
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(ISIS and US National-Socialist Movement), we demonstrated the high empirical accu-
racy of this integrated model and discussed differences between the two cases.

Our findings showed similarities in ingroups versus outgroups depictions and attribu-
tions, how outgroups’ actions directed at the ingroup construct a violent “crisis” narrative 
of victimization, and how interactions between outgroups deepen the crisis by adding a 
deeper conspiratorial layer. Additionally, our findings contribute to the literature high-
lighting the importance of “solution” narratives (here subject-verb-object triplets) in 
extremist language, with our results showing that the level of violence waged by a group 
is reflected by the saliency of violent solution verbs in that group’s language. The major 
similarities and smaller deviations between the two cases investigated in this study support 
the argument that extremist groups’ uses of language differ only in degree, not in kind, 
with common features present across cases with varying intensity. This is not to say that 
this “violent language” is the only driver of violence, as indeed a range of social contextual 
factors play a role in shaping sometimes very different forms of violent action,83 but that 
every instance of political violence is backed by this common language and can thus be 
analyzed through the lenses of our model. Again, while some of these insights were 
already present in the literature, the merits of our contribution are to integrate them all 
into a coherent model, to offer a rigorous, systematic, quantitative method for testing 
them, and to deploy this method to provide objective and rigorous evidence.

Despite its strengths, our article nonetheless has four main limitations which call 
for further research. First, while our empirical results match and thus largely validate 
our theoretical model, our focus on two cases evidently calls for more effort not only 
to assess the integrated model, but also to further investigate in a more systematic 
way the differences and similarities between different types of groups (levels of vio-
lence, ideologies, etc.). To this end, we provided as much detail as possible on our 
method to ensure its portability beyond the two cases investigated here.

Second, our attention to text left two major issues unexplored. On the one hand, 
the link between language and violence needs to be further unpacked, especially how 
exactly violent “solution” narratives relate to aggression or enhanced recruitment/
mobilization capabilities, or how different variants of the “crisis” (subject-verb-object 
triplets where the outgroup is the subject and the ingroup the object) may translate 
to different levels of violence. On the other hand, the relationship between the kind 
of lexical structure of text described here and the increasingly important visual 
dimension of extremist outreach ought to be better understood. Multimodal approaches 
start to appear in propaganda research and extremism studies,84 but these efforts 
remain imperfect and unsystematic. A similar model and method than the one pro-
posed here, but focusing on images, would be most welcome, especially now that 
computational methods for visual analysis become more commonplace and effective.

Third, the reliance of our NLP method on stemmed forms of words (e.g. “kill” 
for “kills,” “killed,” etc.) and its ignorance of verbs tenses (past, present, future) as 
well as conditionals, possibilities and imperatives expressed by secondary verbs (e.g. 
“may kill,” “could kill,” “should kill”), makes it blind to potentially relevant linguistic 
nuances. Future research could find ways to assess whether particular verbs are 
describing actions in the past or advocating for such action in the future, and how 
such differentiation may differ across extremist groups responsible for varying levels 
of violence.
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Finally, our dependence on evident in- and out-group labels and concomitant exclusion 
of words that could potentially label both sides means that our analysis misses one 
dimension of language already identified as important in the literature: pronouns. Exploring 
our corpus in a qualitative way before applying our quantitative method, we indeed found 
that the use of pronouns is less self-evident than intuitively thought; the pronoun “they” 
(with “them”), for instance, regularly stood for ingroups, not outgroups. Our omission 
of pronouns because of this difficulty means that research is needed to integrate our 
model with classic accounts of pronouns’ role in sociolinguistics85 and more recent attempts 
to connect them to the social psychology of intergroup processes.86
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