
 
Three Myths (and Realities) about Muslim Convert Radicalization 

 
MYTH: Converts are religious zealots (Source: Cottee, S. (2016, January 25). The Atlantic.) 
 

• Reality: Muslim converts and born Muslims actually exhibit similar levels of 
religious commitment. In fact, Muslim converts are more religiously pluralistic than 
born Muslims, and are less likely to hold sectarian views.  
Source: Pew Research Center. (2011). Muslim Americans: No sign of Grown in Alienation or Support for Extremism. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
MYTH: Converts turn to radical Islam as a protest against society (Source: Roy, O. (2006). Globalized Islam.) 

 
• Reality: Not necessarily: research on British and American converts suggests many 

feel a close connection with both their British or American and Muslim identities. 
Similarly, the majority of British converts surveyed say there are more good things 
than bad in British society. (Source: Brice, M. K. (2010). A minority within a minority: A report on converts to Islam in the 
United Kingdom; Evans K (2016), April 21) US Studies Online) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MYTH: Marginalization and deprivation drive Muslim convert radicalization (Source: Mullins, S. 
(2015). Re-Examining the Involvement of Converts in Islamist Terrorism: A Comparison of the US and UK. Perspectives on Terrorism, 9(6).) 
 

• Reality: It’s not so simple. Research on Muslim converts in the US, Canada, and UK, 
suggests that Muslim converts in the general population also experience similar 
marginalization (e.g. racially, socially, psychologically, economically). Therefore, 
relative deprivation and marginalisation cannot alone explain Muslim convert 
radicalization. Our project seeks to understand and explain what does drive the 
process. (Source: Brice (2010); Pew (2011); Flower, S., & Birkett, D. (2014, July). (Mis)Understanding Muslim Converts in Canada; 
Senzai, F. & Bazian, H. (May 2013). The Bay Area Muslim Study)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

ABOUT THIS PROJECT 

x A 3-year, interdisciplinary collaboration to collect and analyze a large dataset of the 
religious conversion experiences of new Muslims in the United States, to explore how 
and where religious conversion intersects with radicalization  

x Funded by the Minerva Research Initiative   
 
THE PROBLEM 

x For reasons that are currently unknown, Muslim converts play a disproportionate 
role in Islamist extremist violence (or “terrorism”).  

x Converts are statistically overrepresented in violent extremism and are in fact 
many times more likely to radicalize than people “born Muslim.”  

 
OUR RESEARCH  

x Throughout 2016, we will collect and analyze ethnographic and statistical survey 
data on approximately 250 “ordinary” Muslim converts in the general population 
of United States.  

x Beginning in 2017, using the same surveys and interviews, we will interview 
Muslim converts serving prisons sentences for terrorism-related offences. We will 
also collect archival data on these individuals from a number of secondary 
sources, such as media accounts and court documents to reconstruct their 
conversion experiences. 

x To these data we will apply a range of qualitative and quantitative analytical 
approaches and compare the conversion processes of participants to understand 
the range of causes and processes of Islamic conversion and convert 
radicalization. 

 
EXPECTED OUTCOMES 

x Reduce suspicion and prejudice surrounding converts by offering evidence-based 
understanding of understanding of the causes and processes of Islamic conversion and 
in doing so, improving public knowledge 

x Build a predictive statistical model to understand convert radicalization 
 

PROJECT TEAM 
x Professor John Horgan (PI): Georgia State University 
x Dr. Scott Flower (Co-PI): Global Centre of Research and Engagement (GCORE)  
x Scott Kleinmann: Georgia State University 
x Dr. David Mallet: University of Melbourne  
x Dr. Gentry White: Queensland University of Technology  

 
 
 

 


