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Introduction  
 
Political polarization is a phenomenon that has existed since the beginning of politics 
itself and with it, extremism as a result has appeared for a very long time as well. 
Recall the political revolutions in France, the United States in the 18th century and the 
political revolutions in Russia, China and Cuba in the 20th century. All of these political 
revolutions have been an effect of deepening divisions in a society and growing 
amounts of the populations in those countries having unheard wishes.  Moreover, 
both the movement for the abolition of slavery as for the preservation of slavery have 
used violent means to achieve their goals. Every existing example of uprisings of 
people against the government of another part of the population has been a result 
of political polarizations caused by the conditions in a country.   
  
More recently however, the world has seen an uptick in terrorism, for example by 
jihadists, white nationalists, left- and right-wing militias and other extremists. Between 
1970 and 2019, the world saw an average of 9 terroristic incidents a day, with that 
average increasing to 29 a day if you only take the time period between 2010 and 
2019. While not all of these attacks have been directly affected by 
political polarization, it does set a dangerous precedent for justifying violence to 
advance political goals. Besides this, political polarization has been a direct cause of 
terrorism in a lot of terroristic attacks, especially attacks by left- and right-wing 
militias.  
  
It is not hard to imagine that this increasing polarization had an effect on these forms 
of terrorism. In fact, polling on this issue exists in the United States, a country with 
immense polarization. A poll among adults there found that a record number of 
American voters identifying as either Democrat or Republican now believes that 
violence is a viable option to advance political goals. This worrying statistic could 
very well be the case in any of the aforementioned countries or any other country in 
the world facing this pandemic of political polarization.  
 
  
Definition of Key Terms  
 
Political polarization   
Polarization is a process in which political parties or sides of the political spectrum drift 
further apart and often radicalise more, thus creating divisions between people in a 
society based on political orientation. Polarization is characterized in multiple forms 
of polarization, such as elite polarization, which is based on polarization between 
governing political parties and political parties and opposition, mass polarization, 
which is based on division of opinions between the population among party lines 
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and pernicious polarization, which is based on polarization based on groups, such as 
urban v. rural or religious v. secular.   
  
Extremism  
Extremism is a radical political ideology, ranging from the far left to the far right of 
the political spectrum, that has followers mostly unwilling to compromise their beliefs 
and sometimes uses force to reach its goals.  
  
Terrorism  
Despite the lack of an official UN consensus on the definition of terrorism, it is most 
often seen as a form of violence most often characterized by their political motives 
and their occurrence in times of peace or against civilians in times of war.  
  
Partisanship  
A political phenomenon that encompasses the act of extreme, sometimes irrational 
membership or loyalty to a political party, that sometimes causes an unwillingness to 
compromise or work together with any other political parties in multi-party systems. It 
often results in less ideological diversity in two-party systems.  
 
General Overview  
 
In the current political world, political polarization is becoming more obvious and 
more rampant. Multiple forms of political systems face enormous problems due to 
the effects of further political polarization as it most often leads to extremism. 
Especially in countries where a small amount, such as 2, 3 or 4, political parties 
dominate the elections and therefore the governance of a country, the two sides of 
the political spectrum are becoming more diametrically opposed to each other 
than ever. Democrats v. Republicans in the United States and Conservatives v. 
Labour in the United Kingdom come to mind, but also lesser mentioned countries 
such as Australia, Chile or Venezuela have a similar system. However, also in 
countries that have a functioning multi-party democracy have anglicized their 
politics in the sense that now a certain political battle between two parties has been 
created, despite the relevancy of other parties. The Netherlands, France or Italy 
come to mind. In these countries, there is also a phenomenon going on where in the 
media, there is a main focus on small issues where parties disagree, even if these 
parties agree on a plethora of other issues. In world politics also, hostility between 
countries is appearing to resemble those leading up to the Cold War.   
  
Additionally, since the quick rise of the digital world, political polarization and the 
resulting extremist actions and ideologies have been amplified and brought more 
into the mainstream. Due to a fanatical desire for more clicks and reads, news outlets 
more often amplify extremist voices rather than moderate, simply due to the more 
exciting nature of the former. Radical voices on social media are also growing in 
popularity, due to the controversial and unnuanced nature of short posts on Twitter, 
Facebook or Instagram leading to greater numbers of interaction with such posts. 
Online echo chambers also contribute to the spread of radical beliefs, because 
social media users more often surround themselves with people that hold similar 
views as them. If a growing number of radicals surround themselves with radicals, 
their posts sharing extremist ideas get shared and engaged with more often. This 
process leads to an abundance of radicals on social media and the normalisation of 
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these views in the public and despite this happening on the internet, it can have 
real-life effects, as shown by terrorist attacks by white nationalists being influenced by 
prominent internet figures.  
  
Furthermore, radicalisation leading to widespread belief of conspiracy theories 
about or bigoted beliefs against religions, ethnic groups or political institutions is 
inspiring violence as well. Firstly, antisemitic violence against Jewish people is firmly 
on the rise, due to age-old conspiracy theories, such as that Jewish people run the 
world, and newer beliefs, such as holding Jewish people collectively responsible for 
the actions of the state of Israel. Secondly, incidents of racist violence against black 
and Asian people are still regularly occurring, especially since the outbreak of the 
covid-19 pandemic, with people believing that Asian people are collectively 
responsible for the outbreak of the pandemic. Other bigoted beliefs that are inspiring 
violence include for example the idea that Muslim people are terrorists. Thirdly, the 
recent attacks against the Capitol in the United States is also a clear and recent 
example that conspiracy theories about political institutions can incite violence. 
Conspiracy theories like those going around in the United States are now also gaining 
relevancy in Europe and the effects are already showing through the harassment 
of politicians.   
  
Lastly, extremism among the general populace could have devastating effects on 
national & international politics. As a primary example, we have seen that the 
election of an extremist candidate for the office of the presidency in the USA has led 
to the continuation of interstate conflicts, the deterioration of international relations 
and severe mismanagement of national crises, such as the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Similar cases can be found in other countries with extremist leaders at the helm.   
 
 
Major Parties Involved  
 
 
United Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism (UNOCT)  
The United Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism is the principal UN body that 
coordinates the UN strategy that combats violent extremism and terrorism. The office 
provides member states with policy and knowledge about terrorism and counter-
terrorism strategy. This office encompasses the United Nations Centre for Counter-
Terrorism and the Counter-Terrorism Implementation Task Force (CTITF).  
  
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)  
The UNODC is a United Nations body dedicated to creating a comprehensive 
strategy against international corruption and crime. The Terrorism Prevention Branch 
(TPB) is a branch within the UNODC that assists member states with technical support 
to combat terrorism. They state that their focus lies on raising awareness, providing 
legal assistance and enhancing capacity to fight terrorism.  
  
Syria, Yemen  
These countries are grouped together due to the similar nature of conflict in their 
countries. These two countries have seen devastating effects of political polarization 
due to two horrible ongoing civil wars in both Yemen and Syria, while the situation is 
either unchanged or worsening in both countries.  
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United Nations Secretary-General  
The Secretary-General of the United Nations is a major party involved in defeating 
global terrorism and is tasked by the General Assembly to implement the counter-
terrorism strategy. The Secretary-General also writes annual reports outlining the 
dangers posed by terrorism. Because of his unique position in combatting terrorism 
worldwide, he will be seen as a major party involved in this issue.  
  
Timeline of Key Events  
 
 

September 11th 2001  Terrorist attacks on the World Trade 
Centre in New York City, claiming almost 
3000 lives, start of the War on Terror  

September 28th 2001  Establishment of the Security Council 
Counter-Terrorism Committee  

2005  Establishment of the CTITF   
September 20th 2006  Adoption of the United Nations Global 

Counter-Terrorism Strategy  
March 15th 2011  Start of the Syrian Civil War   
September 16th 2014  Start of the Yemeni Civil War  
June 19th 2017  Establishment of the UNOCT  
   
Previous attempts to resolve the issue  
 
 
Before the United Nations adopted an official strategy for the combat against 
terrorism, the United States had already waged a so-called war on terror following 
the September 11th attacks on the Twin towers and the Pentagon. Since then, most of 
the world has enhanced its efforts to combat terrorism with varying measures, from 
re-education to stronger security measures.  
  
Most notably inside the UN, there have been multiple General Assembly resolutions 
that have attempted to tackle this issue:  
 

• 60/288, which was the first resolution that decided on adopting a 
general counter-terrorism strategy in the United Nations, which outlined a 
detailed plan to prevent the spread of terrorism, combat terrorism and 
assist states in building the necessary forces to combat terrorism.  
 
• 62/272, which reaffirmed the previously adopted counter-terrorism 
strategy and urged the Secretary-General to implement the measures 
proposed in 60/288 as soon as possible and member states to join relevant 
treaties and follow relevant strategies.  

 
• Further resolutions have also been dedicated to the reiteration of the 
counter-terrorism strategy and underlining the necessary actions to 
combat terrorism, such as 64/297, 68/276, 66/282 and 70/291. 

  



                                                                                                                                                    SGHMUN 2021                                     
 

  6 
 

• Report 71/858 by the Secretary-General of the United Nations outlines 
the capability of the United Nations to assist member states in combatting 
terrorism with the counter-terrorism strategy. He specifies the works of the 
CTITF (Counter-Terrorism Implementation Task Force) and offers suggestions 
and a plan of action for the General Assembly to strengthen the 
aforementioned capability.   

 
  

Possible Solutions  
 
Delegates could look at solutions that seek to update the current outlines of the 
global counter-terrorism strategy and the mandates of any agency combatting 
extremism and terrorism. These mandates could be updated to let international 
organisations engage to fundamentally address political polarization as a cause of 
terrorism.  
 
Delegates could further look at ways that attack the problem at its roots by seeking 
measures that would decrease political polarization by promoting coalition building 
for example. Measures could emphasise common prosperity and the positive effects 
of unity.   
 
Moreover, it is important for delegates to differentiate the political polarizations in 
one-party, two-party and multi-party systems, as the forms of political polarizations 
between these systems wildly variate and therefore have different causes and 
effects.  
  
  

Appendix/Appendices  
 

• Politico, Americans Increasingly Believe Violence is Justified if the Other 
Side Wins. https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2020/10/01/political-
violence-424157  
• Global Terrorism Database, 
Global Terrorism Database. https://start.umd.edu/gtd/  
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