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Why The ‘Salad Bar’ Might Actually Help Extremism Research – A Reply to Horgan and Shayler
Stephane J. Baele
In its special issue on the “Psychology of Violent Extremism”, this journal recently published a contribution by John Horgan and Morgan Shayler (2026), titled “Why The ‘Salad Bar of Ideologies’ Does Not Help Us Understand Contemporary Violent Extremism.” The piece is timely and important, because it takes stock of recent academic and law-enforcement efforts to define, understand, and eventually tackle forms of political violence that are not clearly motivated or underpinned by a single, coherent ideological worldview. True to their previous work, the authors offer an insightful and sophisticated take on the phenomenon; their contribution amounts to a call to rigorously assess the situation instead of uncritically following the fast flow of political announcements, law-enforcement demands, funding calls, and scientific competition.
At the heart of the paper lie three interlocking arguments. First, our epistemology is inconsistent: the proliferation of partially overlapping labels in policy and scholarship (such as “hybrid”, “composite”, “mixed, unclear and unstable”, let alone “salad bar” extremism) undermines our ability to comprehend the problem. Second, our ontology is naïve: the problem itself could be a measurement artefact rather than a reality, and claims about its novelty may thus be inflated. Third, our empirics are scarce: the processes and causes driving the phenomenon remain largely uncharted (which is unsurprising given the two previous flaws).
Whilst I am sympathetic to these three arguments and support the necessity to voice them, I nonetheless think that the authors exaggerate or underelaborate each of them. Below I examine them one by one, hoping to initiate a dialectical effort towards a more nuanced view – one where the “salad bad” metaphor might well have its helpful uses.
1. Proliferating Labels
First, the authors lament on the proliferation of partially overlapping and ill-defined concepts covering slightly different realities. They rightly diagnose “an urgent need for conceptual clarity and terminological consistency”, and their table listing these concepts and tracing their uses in the literature is a useful effort not only to visualise this “proliferation” but also to review the field.
This presentation, however, does not really pay justice to the dynamic nature of concept development, that is, to the fact that (most of) these new terms have emerged from a nascent and lively scholarly discussion, where critical examinations of existing concepts and labels feed proposals of less imperfect ones. For instance, Gartenstein-Ross and colleagues’ (2022; 2023) contributions are, precisely, conceptual attempts to correct the problems with everyday metaphors like the “salad bad”, and to consolidate earlier academic categories. Their “composite extremism” (and its four main types) better captures the different realities bundled together in earlier work, or vaguely appraised by imperfect law-enforcement classifications. Horgan and Shayler (2026) are right in noting that there is no “consensus”, but I contend that we are heading in that direction, bearing in mind that a full consensus is never achievable in our complex field (consider our concepts like “terrorism”, the “far-right”, or “extremism”). The authors’ 2x2 typology is, itself, a valuable contribution to this endeavour – but also, as such, one more instance of the conceptual “proliferation” criticized by the authors (indeed it neither corrects the problems with Gartenstein-Ross et al.’s typology, nor does it bring the conceptual effort to completion).
There are indeed too many labels trying to capture extremist ideological hybridity or confusion, but we should not negatively interpret this as a proliferation (literally, an increasing number and spread of something) because concept selection is a normal stage in early collective efforts to comprehend a new phenomenon. Some of these terms are not used any more, and others become adopted much more than others. What’s more, some serve different functions in different contexts: the ‘salad bar’ metaphor itself, for instance, has never been more than an informal label conveniently used, in scholarly and practitioners’ interactions, to quickly pin down roughly what the discussion is about – before honing it down (it is not, and was not intended to be, a rigorous concept).
2. Overstated Reality
But Horgan and Shayler’s critique is more profound: indeed they doubt that there is even a distinct phenomenon that needs a name. In other words, the conceptual proliferation and fuzziness may simply reflect an unclear – or perhaps inexistent? – object. As such, their contribution is not merely epistemological (how do we name, know, and measure a reality?) but ontological (what is this reality, what is its nature?). As it has been the case with the “terrorism” concept, this line of argument is very important to voice, because it unlocks a whole new level of analysis and fascinating insights.
Above all, Horgan and Shayler contest that hybrid extremism is new, in other words that it is a distinct phenomenon that ought to be conceptualized as such.[footnoteRef:1] They repeat that scholars and practitioners “overstate the novelty” of the ‘salad bar’ phenomenon, asking whether we are “only seeing more of this because the number of cases are increasing, or is it because we are getting better at identifying them?” (p.13). In other words, what is new is not the phenomenon but the “analytical lens through which practitioners and analysts are now interpreting (voluntary or otherwise) such behaviors” (p.12). Whilst the authors’ observation that extremist hybridity has always existed (both at the group/organisational and individual levels) is correct, their argument is incomplete and therefore unconvincing: no-one contests that ideological cross-pollination, collaborations, and ideational patchworks have always been there, what scholars and practitioners rather observe is both a significant intensification of hybridisation (more cases, and more sources of ideological inspiration) and a change in what hybridity looks like. To be sure, even “coherent” extremist/terrorist ideologues of the more or less distant past offer worldviews that bear the mark of composite intellectual genealogies (consider for instance Ted Kaczynski, or Salafi-jihadists like Sayyid Qutb or Abdullah Azzam), but this hybridity comes nowhere close to what law-enforcement and expert witnesses find in the digital footprints of contemporary offenders, or to the “manifestos” penned by the likes of Ethan Miller or Solomon Henderson. The latter, for example, conglomerated Islamophobic, anti-Semitic, racist (both black and whites), anti-West, anti-Israel (and Palestine), anti-capitalist, and anti-tech ideations. So stark is the difference that one could not reasonably amalgamate these two families of cases into a single category. [1:  Perliger’s (2026) reply to their article doubles down on this claim)] 

Practitioners’ testimonies and official statistics point to an evolution too significant to be plausibly understood as a fad or a measurement artefact. A 2023 audit of the US Department of Justice’s “Strategy to Address the Domestic Violent Extremism Threat” (US Department of Justice Audit Department, 2023) clearly indicates that consulted DOJ and FBI officials complained that their work has become increasingly difficult due to “the spread of ideologies over the Internet and the prevalence of ‘salad bar’ ideologies that incorporate multiple violent ideologies, making it difficult to categorize them” (p.15). The UK decided early on the need for a non-residual official category capturing hybrid/mixed ideology because frontline practitioners faced too many cases that proved impossible to categorize as “extreme right”, “Islamist”, etc. In the Prevent radicalization detection programme, the “mixed, unstable or unclear” (MUU) ideology category initially adopted ended up representing 51% of referrals in 2019/20, up from 11% in 2016/17. Replacing this catch-all category with the more granular triad of “multiple ideologies”, “fascination with extreme violence”, and “no ideology”, led to an important observation: by far the biggest number of referrals last year (ending March 2025) belonged to this latter category (almost 5,000), and the two other categories had about 450 referrals each, respectively. In comparison, Islamist and extreme right-wing had roughly 850 and 1700 referrals each (UK Home Office, 2025).
This means that even though the two “classic” extremist ideologies still dominate (as such, this is not the “end of ideologies”), something else is going on: they are followed by a non-negligible (and rising) number of genuinely hybrid constructs that frontline practitioners cannot categorise, and dwarfed by a huge number of individuals immersed in various types of digital communities glorifying extreme violence. I have seen these ideological patchworks first hand in my own work as expert witness in terrorism trials and in my punctual assistance to police investigations, and observed hybridity even in cases where ideology seemed clear at first sight.  
How, then, to comprehend the nature of the “salad bad” phenomenon?[footnoteRef:2] Horgan and Shayler (2026) themselves identify crucial elements – youth, better visibility of lone actors, nihilistic violence – yet do not pursue their ontological task deep enough to connect the dots. In an upcoming paper, Dante Williams and I (2026) suggest that the violence and extreme worldviews we now face and try to capture with labels like ‘salad bar’ or ‘nihilistic extremism’ are the logical by-product of three broad evolutions of contemporary societies. [2:  Note here how we use this concept as a usefully vague label capable of roughyl situating the discussion. ] 

First, the rise in extremist idiosyncrasy reflects a similar, well-documented increase in hybrid and atomistic systems of thoughts and spirituality throughout society (concomitant to the well-studied erosion of established ideologies and religions, see e.g., Beck, 2014, or Bognár, 2024, on “patchwork religiosity”), which is an important dimension of what Zygmunt Bauman called “liquid modernity” (i.e., the erosion, instability, and fluctuations in the identities and social structures constituting contemporary societies). Powerful and addictive social media affordances further reinforce short attention spans, quick ideological bites, and fragmentary engagement with political ideas. Why should we deny the reality of rising extremist mixing, unclarity, and instability where we observe similarly idiosyncratic, individualistic, and half-baked identity constructs all around us?
Second, the UK and US examples evoked above, together with multiple similar observations, encourage us to consider “MUU”-type violence as a subset of a much larger interest in committing mass fatality attacks, rather than a form of “terrorism” or even “extremism”. As Rousseau and her team (e.g., 2023, 2025) observed in their Quebec radicalization referral unit, referred youth tend to have a primary attraction and drive to commit violence, before pasting some (typically thin or incoherent) ideological gloss over their emotions, grievances, and urges. What we face is a pool of young people (overwhelmingly men) captivated and attracted by extreme violence and keen to join the list of mass crime offenders; sources of inspiration for these young men vary and cross-pollinize, ranging from mass shooters fandom to gore digital communities, from nihilistic online communities to political extremist content. As such, the rise in “composite extremism” is not separable from the rise in nihilistic violence (by far the main category of Prevent referrals, as we have noted) and mass shootings (especially in the US),[footnoteRef:3] as well as increasingly thin ideological intellectual engagement. As Lankford and Silva (2025) recently showed, many mass shooters over the past decades already embraced “inconsistent, mixed, or customized beliefs and attack for a combination of personal and ideological reasons” (p.749) without being labelled terrorists or extremists (see also Malkki, 2014), and as such Horgan and Shayler’s argument about novelty is partially right. They should have seen, however, that we now see more of this violence than before, and that it takes different forms in the context of younger generations growing in a world doomed by a highly anxiogenic “polycrisis” (e.g., Lawrence et al., 2024) against which search for meaning and nihilism are not unexpected reactions (Peden, 2025). [3:  The US Gun Violence Archive (GVA) shows an increase from less than 300 mass shootings in 2013 to more than 600 in 2020, moving from roughly 1000 injuries in 2013 (committed by about 200 perpetrators, and with roughly 250 deaths) to almost 3000 in 2021 (about 500 perpetrators and 700 deaths) (Donnelly et al., 2023).] 

Finally, OECD states’ powers of surveillance have become so extensive[footnoteRef:4] that sustaining organized extremism and terrorism is more difficult than before (Hegghammer 2021),[footnoteRef:5] leaving individuals to lone explorations on the internet where many inevitably encounter multiple ideological influences (more on this below). Meleagrou-Hitchens and Ayad’s (2023) Age of Incoherence report is centred around this observation: using the Profiles of Individual Radicalization in the US (PIRUS) dataset, they note that the number of radicalized young people with no formal allegiances or ties to recognized extremist or terrorist groups has jumped 311% in the past ten years alone, as compared to the past five decades. Between 2010 and 2020, the dataset showed a 413% increase in cases where the internet played a primary role in the radicalization process for those under the age of 30. Horgan and Shayler are therefore right in saying that composite extremism has become an object because we see it more, but they should have seen the (concerning) reason why we both at once see it more and have it more. [4:  For example, the 2024 budget for the US National Intelligence Program (NIP) was $76b., plus $30b. for the US Military Intelligence Program (NIP) – up from $43b. and $20b. respectively in 2007. In the EU, Europol saw its budget rise eightfold between 2000 (about €30m) and 2025 (about €240m).]  [5:  The current direction of US politics offers an interesting evolution of this trend, however.] 

In sum, the “salad bar” metaphor is a reality, and one which – as always with terrorism and extremism – is a product and mirror of our societies’ deepest structures, currents, and problems.
3. Uncharted Causal Processes
Faithful to John Horgan’s seminal work on the pathways and causes of terrorism and radicalisation, the authors lament that the exact processes and dynamics producing MUU/composite extremisms remain largely uncharted. Given their epistemological and ontological criticisms, the opposite claim would have been surprising: indeed how could we possibly identify with precision the underlying mechanisms of a possibly artefactual phenomenon we cannot accurately name? Here they note that we have no evidence as to why some individuals construct composite worldviews online whilst others stay in echo-chambers, and they argue that conspiratorial thinking may be playing a major role that remains to be integrated in existing theories.
I would suggest, to the contrary, that evidence has been piling up on both these aspects, even though it remains incomplete. In our paper Where do Mixed, Unclear, and Unstable Ideologies Come From? (Brace, Baele & Ging, 2024, cited in Horgan and Shayler’s article), we used a large dataset of digital extremist behaviour to locate and measure the mechanisms that both keep pulling participants within single-ideology online spaces (centripetal forces) and push them towards other ideological ecosystems (centrifugal forces); we also showed that centrifugal forces – responsible for increased extremist hybridity – have been increasing since the COVID-19 lockdown. Other empirically strong studies have documented similar hybridity-producing mechanisms, and observed their novelty and proliferation. For example, Petersen and Johansen’s (2025) research on what they call “hybridized prefatory extremism” (HYPE) highlights the existence of online spaces wherein participants actively create hybrid forms of extremism (the “Coalfax” case is a good example). About a year earlier, Astley (2024) explained how extremist digital structures and individual pathways together produce “idiosyncratic modes of extremist engagement”.
As per conspiratorial ideation, it has for quite some time now been integrated in both theories of extremism and political violence (including in my own work, e.g., Baele, 2019; Baele et al., 2026) including and frameworks theorizing “salad bar” phenomena. For instance, most recent and ongoing large-scale projects using network analysis to map online extremist ecosystems explicitly highlight the porous borders between these and conspiratorial digital spaces, and chart the connections through which conspiracy theories percolate into extremism (and vice-versa).[footnoteRef:6] Multiple studies have documented the diverse ways through which conspiratorial constructs cross-pollinize with extremist worldviews in digital settings (e.g., Petersen & Johansen, 2026) [6:  See for example Maik Fielitz’ project mapping the German Telegram far-right ecosystem (https://machine-vs-rage.net/).] 

In sum, I would contend that the most significant mechanisms through which at risk individuals end up building hybrid worldviews are by now well-known, as are the dynamics through which most of these composite ideations contain conspiratorial elements as well as far-right tropes;[footnoteRef:7] these mechanisms and dynamics are more present now than before. The “salad bar” metaphor may thus be pointing to a reality with surprising accuracy – that of a digital landscape offering a variety of ideologies and worldviews in very close proximity, where some individuals actively steer visitors to taste around (centrifugal ideological effect), some (in some cases the very same ones) encourage them to keep having more of the same (centripetal ideological effect), and some even prepare and advertise ready-made dishes containing several sorts of salad (HYPE). [7:  Meier (2023) made this observation, and provocatively argued that the “salad bar” label is a “distraction” obfuscating the expansion of far-right ideologies. Like Horgan and Shayler’s arguments, this claim has a valid basis yet overtly simplifies the situation.] 
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