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Introduction

The tragic events of September 11, 2001, once again thrust
terrorism into the international spotlight. Moreover, subsequent attacks
in Indonesia, Spain, and England have led to renewed discussions about
the nature of violence and the spread of militant extremism around the
world. Fundamentally, political and policy pundits, social and behav-
ioral scientists, and security researchers and analysts question what mo-
tivates a person or group to commit such heinous acts. Admittedly, over
the past several decades, numerous attempts have been undertaken to
explain terrorism from a variety of perspectives. Regrettably, however,
many of these efforts have been of marginal utility, especially for a pro-
foundly frightened and deeply perplexed public. Thus, we are led to
ponder the limits of the existing accounts regarding the phenomenon of
terrorism.

While political, sociological, and criminological accounts exist, the
majority of the extant literature examines the causes of terrorism from
within a psychological framework.1 Many of these studies regard ex-
tremist militant conduct as a function of the individual’s psyche and
attempt to identify specific personality traits that would compel a per-
son to act so violently. In addition, in his extensive review of the search
for the terrorist personality, Horgan noted that, statistically, psychody-
namic theory has been the most popular of psychologically animated
approaches accounting for terrorism.2 Based chiefly on Freud’s psycho-
analytic theory, this perspective focuses on various unconscious forces
and their deterministic influence on human behavior and social inter-
action. For example, utilizing such concepts as “repressed desire” and
“unresolved childhood conflicts,” psychodynamic theorists explain ex-
tremist militant conduct as an internal struggle waged within an indi-
vidual’s psyche on the basis of unsettled and traumatic life events. Inter-
estingly, despite this discipline’s waning influence on modern psychol-
ogy, the process of identification is one psychodynamic construct that
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has received considerable attention throughout contemporary explana-
tions of terrorism.3

One theme that appears constant in this research,4 and subsequent
investigations along these lines,5 is that the identity construct is rou-
tinely mentioned as a contributing factor in the emergence and main-
tenance of extremist militant conduct. For example, in a chapter ad-
dressing how individuals join and then sustain their involvement in a
terrorist collective, Taylor and Quayle explained how identity was a
theme that reoccurred throughout their discussion with an Irish terrorist
about his troubled life experiences.6 This is consistent with the insights
of M. Taylor, who observed that there is a particular process of identifi-
cation that materializes when one assesses terrorism and the terrorist
self-concept.7 As he noted, this identity process functions as an intense
motivating factor in the manifestation of extreme militant behavior.

Given these observations, it would seem that the link between iden-
tity and terrorism has already been well established in the relevant liter-
ature. However, as Horgan notes,8 the initial research9 upon which
these observations were based are seriously flawed for at least two rea-
sons. First, psychological researchers have been guilty of committing the
fundamental attribution error.10 In short, they overestimate the internal
causes for terrorist behavior. Indeed, research supporting the notion
that those who commit such acts are intrapsychically flawed, abnormal,
and/or psychopathic is rare and typically of poor quality.11 Second, re-
search based on the psychoanalytic paradigm often suffers from meth-
odological deficiencies.12 Consequently, while previous research has
distinguished identity as an integral factor in explaining terrorist behav-
ior, relying purely upon psychological explanations appears wholly in-
adequate.13 Indeed, given much of this research to date, the identity
construct remains a fundamental, but elusive, feature of society’s efforts
to successfully understand this deeply disturbing phenomenon.

The Purpose and Design of the Present Study

The overall goal of this volume is to demonstrate how existing knowl-
edge pertaining to identity and terrorism is limited and, in response, to
develop an alternative and, perhaps, corresponding social psychologi-
cal framework14 grounded in selected insights derived from structural
Symbolic Interactionism.15 To facilitate this project, the five organizing
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concepts derived from structural symbolic interactionism (i.e., symbols,
definition of the situation, roles, socialization and role-taking, and the
emergence of the self) are systematically examined, especially as they
are understood by Identity Theory.16 Moreover, as a way of contextual-
izing this conceptual undertaking, we evaluate five militant extremist
organizations that engage (or have engaged) in terrorism. These extrem-
ist collectives include the Provisional Irish Republican Army, the Islamic
Resistance Movement (Hamas), the Shining Path, the Liberation Tigers
of Tamil Eelam, and racist Skinheads.

The theoretical work undertaken in this volume endeavors to deepen
and extend society’s understanding of the way terrorist identities are
created, embraced, and maintained, as well as the way they influence
the behavior of members in a militant extremist subculture. This is ac-
complished by exploring the delicate relationship that exists among cul-
ture, self, and society in the formation and preservation of the terrorist
self-concept. Ultimately, this undertaking will contribute to a growing
body of research known as the “sociology of terrorism” by building
upon the initial work proposed within this area.17 For example, Alexan-
der18 utilizes the dramaturgical framework developed by Goffman19 to
describe how acts of terrorism are social dramas performed in a manner
similar to a major theatrical production. Within this context, terrorists,
like actors in a performance, are expected to fulfill certain role expecta-
tions according to a script. Moreover, Kappeler and Kappeler examine
how terrorism is constructed as a social threat by exploring terrorist
groups’ use of techniques such as identifying villains and heroes.20

Additional illustrations within this emerging field known as the soci-
ology of terrorism are discernible in the literature. For example, rely-
ing upon socialization theory, Oberschall points out how Islamist terror-
ists are bred through preexisting groups and subcultures maintained in
schools and mosques that are viewed as legitimate rather than deviant.21

By employing the methodology of tethered or positivist constructivism,
Silverman provides a detailed examination of the similarity between the
Western concepts of “just war” and the Islamic concepts of jihad.22 In
doing so, he recognizes the important role identity plays in the motiva-
tion of terrorism as individuals learn the social expectations of their
behavior and the justifications for their violent actions within a group
context. These are identities that come with a set of grievances that
serve to fuel terrorist behavior. Appropriating a postcolonial perspec-
tive, Brents and Mshigeni explore the construction of racial, religious,
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and political identity in Zanzibar and the way three distinct self-con-
cepts (i.e., being “Shirazi,”23 Arab, and African) have been framed and
reformulated in the context of conflict.24 Finally, Akers and Silverman
view the motivation of terrorism through the prism of social learn-
ing theory and determine that the identity and ideology adopted by ter-
rorists include attitudes, beliefs, and values that justify violent acts in
pursuit of a noble end.25 While social learning theory is grounded in
psychology, this cross-disciplinary approach utilizes sociological-type
concepts—such as the definition of the situation—to explain how indi-
viduals, through identity, come to justify their violent actions. Taken
together, these works provide a foundation for the sociology of terror-
ism. This is an important foundation out of which our own explanatory
model of identity emerges.

To be clear, however, we must explain that the suggested framework
is not meant to be a comprehensive explanation for militant extremist
conduct. No single discipline or theory can accomplish this; no single
solution or model can eliminate the commission of violence. Instead,
the proposed interpretive framework so central to this book’s thesis
explores one facet of the complex phenomenon known as terrorism.
Moreover, this project endeavors to go beyond the demonization and
vilification to which terrorist individuals and collectives have been sub-
jected, given their calculated and vile acts. To this end, the ensuing
study does not represent an apology for such nefarious conduct; rather,
it signifies a novel contextual basis from within which to understand
individual and group participation in such extremist behavior.

The specific terrorist organizations under investigation were selected
for two reasons. First, the five groups are quite distinct and heteroge-
neous. Indeed, they represent diverse regions of the globe and include
Europe, the Middle East, South America, Asia, and North America. In
addition, they reflect four types of terrorism and consist of nationalist/
separatist, religious, revolutionary, and racial/ethnic militant extremism.
Presumably, this miscellany helps advance the explanatory and predic-
tive properties of the overall model while heuristically contributing to
the generalizability and credibility of the interpretive framework.

Second, each of the terrorist organizations under consideration has
received a substantial amount of attention in both the academic and
popular literature. This attention includes the release of various types of
primary source documents and correspondences that detail the affairs of
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the respective militant collectives under review. These data form the
basis for the ensuing interpretive analysis of identity and terrorism.

Preliminarily we note that other investigators have endeavored to ex-
plain the formation of self-concept in relation to extremist militant vio-
lence from within an interactionist framework. For example, although
not specified as an interactionist analysis, Aho’s examination of Idaho
Christian Patriotism identified several interactionist-based themes.26 One
of these is socialization. Aho described it as central to one’s involve-
ment in the White supremacist movement.27 Indeed, as he observed,
“right-wing radicals are ‘socialized’ to this orientation by the words and
examples of those with whom they are most deeply bonded: parents,
teachers, friends, coworkers, or pastors.”28 In his commentary along
these lines, Aho specified a concept integral to the symbolic interaction-
ist’s understanding of the socialization process, namely, the significant
other.29 Significant others convey the various meanings that attach to
symbols. This process contributes to the development of one’s sense of
self and identity. In addition, Aho discussed the importance of social net-
works and social structure for purposes of membership recruitment,
maintenance, and the adoption of extremist attitudes. As we previously
explained, social networks and social structure are important concepts
within the interactionist framework.

Although more journalistic in scope and orientation, the influence of
interactionist theory resonates in Dillon’s examination of the role that
religion plays in the Northern Irish conflict.30 This is especially notice-
able in Dillon’s comments regarding the experiences of those involved in
religious life and terrorism. For example, in a series of interviews with
Kenny McClinton, an infamous former loyalist paramilitary leader, Dil-
lon indicated that

McClinton spoke of the traditional symbols that divided the two com-
munities, the wall painting of King William of Orange on the white
charger, and slogans such as “Kick the Pope,” which seemed “a part of
life, just like breathing.” Only retrospectively was he able to detect a
philosophy underpinning the sectarianism but in his youth he accepted
that the slogans defined him and the rest of the Shankill community.31

Not only were these symbols described as having meaning in the lives of
the Protestant community; they were depicted as informing McClinton’s
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sense of self and identity during his youth. Elsewhere, Dillon described
this former loyalist paramilitary leader as having engaged in anti-
Catholic violence as an unconscious desire to further his own status
within the working-class community of Shankill. Interactionists, espe-
cially those who subscribe to structural Symbolic Interactionism, would
see the symbolic nature of social structure, stratification, and the en-
hancement of one’s status as profound influences on the emergence of
one’s sense of self and, hence, one’s (group) identity.32

In his exploration of religiously motivated terror, Juergensmeyer
argued that terrorism or extreme militant acts emerge from cultures of
violence. To those within the collective who share similar perceptions
of the world, bloodshed, harm, and destruction signify valid and jus-
tifiable means by which to instigate change.33 Although Juergensmeyer
grounded his cultural analysis of terrorism in the work of Michel Fou-
cault, Pierre Bourdieu, and Clifford Geertz, he made frequent reference
to the impact of symbols and meanings on acts of political violence. For
example, he described “symbolic empowerment” as the process through
which individuals gain a sense of control over their lives. This empow-
erment or enfranchisement unfolds through a four-stage process: (1) a
world gone awry; (2) foreclosure of ordinary options; (3) satanization
and cosmic war; and (4) symbolic acts of power. According to Juergens-
meyer, the final stage represents “the performance of acts that display
symbolically the depth of the struggle and the power that those in cul-
tures of violence feel they possess.”34 An instance of this is the taking of
one’s own life and those of others in an effort to secure martyrdom.
One of Juergensmeyer’s most compelling arguments relative to this
study is that terrorism is as much a product of culture as it is the result
of individuals.

Fully embracing an interactionist framework, Berbrier conducted a
case study of the right-wing publication entitled Instauration and its
editor.35 Berbrier argued that White supremacists utilize the technique
of impression management36 to counteract the negative stereotypes that
affix themselves to individuals when assigned the stigmatizing identity
of racist.37 By engaging in such normalizing techniques as intellectual-
izing, transforming, massaging, and manipulating, White supremacists
attempt to redefine the meaning for their involvement in this movement.

In a similar fashion, Arena and Arrigo constructed a social psycho-
logical model—based on Mead’s intrapsychic, interpersonal, and situa-
tional frames of reference—in order to understand membership in and
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the deviant behavior of White supremacist collectives.38 On the basis of
these three prisms, four thematic categories were systematically investi-
gated: power, identity, sexuality, and the definition of the situation.
These categories were considered integral to a systematic assessment of
White supremacists and their ongoing social interaction.

Blee’s treatment of women involved in racist and anti-Semitic groups
(e.g., skinheads, neo-Nazis, Christian Identity, Ku Klux Klan), draws
attention to the construction of feminine identities within hate move-
ments.39 On the basis of in-depth interviews with thirty-four women,
Blee demonstrates how one’s personal and collective feminine identity
emerges through racist knowledge and activism channeled within one’s
mainstream family and home life. Whether pursuing careers in health
care, education, or engineering, these mostly middle-class women expe-
rience intense racial hatred because they participate for social rather
than political reasons in racist groups. This is a process of identity for-
mation in which such things as advertisements for Aryan cookbooks
in white power newsletters instruct women on “proper” domesticity,
transforming everyday racism into extraordinary racism.

Collectively, the studies cited above lay the essential groundwork for
a more detailed and systematic exploration of the identity construct,
especially as manifested, nurtured, and sustained in extremist militant
groups. The next logical step is to develop an integrated and seamless
model that accounts for the formation and maintenance of one’s sense
of (social) self within the terrorist collective. From our perspective, the
structural Symbolic Interactionist framework, built around the insights
of Identity Theory, which understands identity to be those aspects “of
the self composed of the meanings that persons attach to the multiple
roles they typically [assume] in highly differentiated contemporary soci-
eties,”40 is the most serviceable for this particular endeavor. However,
before we move on to a more comprehensive review of the conceptual
approach undertaken in this book (see chapter 3), some summary ob-
servations on alternative interpretive models by which to explain terror-
ism are warranted.

Alternative Interpretive Approaches: A Brief Review

There are several approaches within the interactionist paradigm where-
in the connection between identity and extremist militant behavior
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could be investigated.41 These include social constructionism, phenome-
nological sociology, ethnomethodology, and labeling theory. Each of
these orientations is succinctly described below.

The constructionist framework is based on the premise that people’s
perception of reality is socially conceived.42 This organization of reality
takes place through the interpretations for, perceptions of, interactions
with, and ascribed meanings regarding the symbols in one’s environ-
ment.43 In this context, identities are formed through one’s personal
experience, history, and stock of knowledge, as well as the views that
others have about one’s self-concept as delineated over time. Of particu-
lar relevance here is the study of the way societies or cultures construct
social problems (e.g., homelessness, flag burning, AIDS, pedophile
priests), including the impact such typifications have on those individu-
als or groups affected.44

Phenomenological sociology is based on the conviction that reality is
socially constructed. It is informed by the work of existential phenome-
nologist Alfred Schutz, among other notable theorists. Schutz45 main-
tained that by exploring the everyday, routine dimensions of an individ-
ual’s social life and the person’s conscious experiences of it, researchers
can expand and deepen their understanding of the way people construct
their reality and assign meaning to it.46 In this regard, then, phenome-
nological sociology is “the study of consciousness and social life, [ex-
ploring that space] between the shape of social life on the one hand and
how people perceive, think, and talk about it on the other.”47 Thus, as
an investigatory and interpretive model, phenomenological sociology
requires that the researcher provide deliberately detailed descriptions of
the individual’s cognitive and affective experiences as a way of accessing
the contours of the subject’s consciousness.48

Ethnomethodology is another investigatory model based, in part, on
the work of Alfred Schutz.49 However, as conceived of by Harold Gar-
finkel, “ethnomethodology (meaning ‘people’s methods’) is the study of
how [individuals] actually use social INTERACTION to maintain an
ongoing sense of reality in a situation.”50 Garfinkel described the ethno-
methodological approach as “the investigation of the rational properties
of indexical expressions and other practical actions as contingent on-
going accomplishments of organized artful practices of everyday life.”51

Indexical expressions refer to the interpretation of language, behav-
ior, motives, objects, and events in a given environment, all of which
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have a multitude of meanings. Therefore, only by submerging himself or
herself into a particular environment can the researcher understand
these expressions from the actor’s unique vantage point. Descriptive in
nature, the ethnomethodological model relies on knowledge obtained
through experience that is local and situated, including conversational
analysis. This approach, then, focuses on the taken-for-granted, routine
activities of social interaction and, in an effort to understand the human
experience, emphasizes the natural encounters that take place during
everyday life.52

As an interpretive prism for understanding the complexities of hu-
man behavior, labeling theory has specifically been applied to studies on
deviance.53 Also known as the “societal reaction approach,” labeling
theory is based on the premise that people come to perceive themselves
and the meaning of their actions from the responses others have to
them. Labeling theorists argue that individuals engage in deviance be-
cause various systems of social control (i.e., police, court, juvenile, and
correctional agencies) define or stigmatize them as such. At the individ-
ual level, these definitions can become a part of a person’s self-image
and personify one’s identity. The more an individual comes to internal-
ize the assigned stigma, the more committed the person will become to
a deviant career. In addition, at the societal level, the more socially rec-
ognized these deviant labels are, the more likely it is that people will
come to expect from others behavior that is defined as deviant.

Although all four of these interpretive approaches offer something
unique to the study of self-concept and crime, each of them principally
emerged from Symbolic Interactionism and the insights generated from
within this intellectual tradition. Consequently, it is this explanatory
framework that represents a useful and, perhaps, pivotal foundation
from which to engage in subsequent interpretive studies on identity and
terrorism. Moreover, each of the aforementioned alternative approaches
lacks sufficient theoretical and organizational grounding such that any
one of them could provide a testable framework for subsequent empiri-
cal investigations relevant to our stated thesis. In other words, accessing
the identity construct as a basis to explain one’s membership in and
allegiance to an extremist militant collective necessitates an appeal to
social-psychological constructs integral to an understanding of this phe-
nomenon. Social constructionism, phenomenological sociology, ethno-
methodology, and labeling theory either do not consist of such well
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developed concepts or have only tangentially examined them to date.
Accordingly, turning to Symbolic Interactionism—an interpretive field
of inquiry devoted expressly to examining the meaning-making process
through such concepts as roles, symbols, socialization, the definition of
situations, and self-concept—seems as logical as it does prudent.

Certainly there are additional alternative approaches outside the
realm of the interactionist paradigm that could be of help in under-
standing the connection between identity and terrorism. For example,
postcolonialism critically examines the aftermath of colonial rule.54

Common topics of study include the subjugation of indigenous peoples,
the means through which such communities are oppressed, and the way
in which national, ethnic, and/or cultural identities are constructed,
understood, and reclaimed in postcolonial climates by both the coloniz-
ers and the colonized. Another alternative strategy is postmodernism.
As a broad conceptual approach to the knowledge process, postmod-
ernism scrutinizes the role that language plays in shaping reality. In the
context of terrorism, postmodernist inquiry would focus on examining
the narratives of race, class, power, ethnicity, identity, culture, and gen-
der.55 The aim of such an inquiry would be to assess how the prevailing
“texts” regarding these narratives foster or impede a more complete
regard for social justice,56 especially in relation to the individual’s or
collective’s involvement in militant behavior. Additionally, feminist in-
quiry is worth noting. This critical approach to understanding social
relationships, harm, and identity focuses on the construction of gender
as constitutive of the social person and of social life.57

While each of these alternative approaches would be useful in its
own right for exploring the dynamics of militant extremism and identity
construction, these orientations are decidedly beyond the scope of what
this book intends. Our approach uniquely addresses the social psychol-
ogy58 of terrorism and the manifestation and maintenance of the social
person as militantly violent, within the confines of structural Symbolic
Interactionism and Identity Theory. Accordingly, incorporating alterna-
tive perspectives within the selected framework does not advance the
project’s overall and targeted thesis. Having said this, we add that fu-
ture scholars exploring the sociology of terrorism would do well to
more systematically assess the relevance of colonialism, postmodernism,
and feminist theory, especially in relation to the interpretive model de-
veloped in this book. This task is especially noteworthy given that the
intended goal of any genuine attempt to advance the study of terrorism
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would entail a more complete regard for the way territorial imperialism,
language construction and meaning making, and gender and sexuality
all figure prominently into the analysis of culture, self, and society.

Organization of the Book

This volume is divided into three substantive sections. Consisting of
chapters 2, 3, and 4, part 1 emphasizes theoretical developments and
sets the stage for the interpretative analysis contained in subsequent
chapters of the book. Specifically, this section examines the conceptual
dimensions of identity relevant to the model in question and provides a
brief overview of the five terrorist organizations under consideration.
Part 2 is composed of chapters 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9 and applies the insights
of structural Symbolic Interactionism to the five militant extremist col-
lectives. The five chapters contained in this section demonstrate the
explanatory and predictive properties of the interpretive framework as
developed in the previous portion of this volume. Chapter 10 represents
the third part of the book and addresses the implications of the overall
conceptual model. The material canvassed here reviews the general util-
ity of the interpretive framework, highlighting future theory construc-
tion, research, policy, and programming.
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The Psychology of Terrorism

The word “identity” is as much a cultural cliché as it is a
technical term common to a host of social scientific disciplines.1 Simply
perusing the extant literature on terrorism reveals that identity is fre-
quently mentioned but often taken for granted and treated as though
the mere mention of the concept conveys its powerful influence on one’s
behavior and on who one is. Indeed, as Jenkins observed, “there is
something active about the word [identity] which cannot be ignored.
Identity is not ‘just there,’ it must always be established.”2

In this chapter, we return to the theoretical roots of identity as devel-
oped principally in psychology.3 Our aim is to reestablish the concept’s
value in relation to understanding militant extremist conduct. To that
end, this chapter focuses on providing a more systematic overview of
the way the identity concept was developed and, subsequently, has been
used to explain terrorism.

Accordingly, this chapter is driven by four substantive objectives.
First, a summary of Erik Erikson’s identity concept, its use in his eight-
stage developmental model, and the concept’s reliance on a needs fulfill-
ment perspective are described. This more inclusive commentary is
essential to our overall undertaking. In short, as was provisionally ex-
plained in the introductory chapter, the majority of the extant research
attempts to explain terrorist behavior through the identity construct by
utilizing the Eriksonian-grounded psychological/psychodynamic frame-
work.

Second, the existing terrorism research that employs the identity
concept in an explanatory capacity is reviewed. Although some of this
literature is antiquated, its influence on current studies and interpreta-
tions remains evident. This analysis demonstrates the degree to which
the psychodynamic perspective has informed contemporary investiga-
tions of the way one’s self-concept is fashioned, nurtured, and sustained
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through membership in militant extremist collectives. Some brief obser-
vations on the limits of this purely psychological approach are also
delineated.

Third, the social psychological explanations of terrorism, originating
from Social Identity Theory (SIT), are examined. This examination in-
cludes an analysis of related fields of inquiry on the subject emanating
from political science and international relations. Collectively, this ma-
terial indicates what investigators purport to know about the identity
construct, especially in relation to militant extremist behavior.

Fourth, the limitations of the extant literature on identity and terror-
ism are summarily delineated. Although brief, this commentary is essen-
tial as it sets the stage for the material that follows it in chapter 3. At
issue here is whether and to what extent an alternative interpretive
model, informed by the insights of structural Symbolic Interactionism,
can deepen and expand the social scientific understanding of terrorism
such that it benefits society and those impacted by aggression, violence,
and bloodshed.

Origins of the Identity Construct

The theoretical study of identity dates back to the early works of Erik
Erikson.4 Erikson began formulating his ideas on what he called “the
ego identity” in the early 1940s, basing the concept on the insights of
pragmatist William James and the father of psychoanalysis, Sigmund
Freud. Erikson’s reliance on the work of James is most evident in his
treatise Identity: Youth and Crisis.5 In this volume, Erikson cites a letter
James had written to his wife. In the letter James states that

a man’s character is discernible in the mental or moral attitude in
which, when it came upon him, he felt himself most deeply and in-
tensely active and alive. At such moments there is a voice inside which
speaks and says: “This is the real me!”6

Although James used the term “character” in his letter, Erikson envi-
sioned that what he was describing was one’s sense of identity that over-
comes an individual, providing the person with a sense of self-recog-
nition and self-definition.

In the same text, Erikson7 also refers to Freud’s conceptualization of
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identity. He cites Freud’s 1926 address to the Society of B’nai B’rith. In
this address, Freud indicates that

what bound me to Jewry was (I am ashamed to admit) neither faith nor
national pride, for I have always been an unbeliever and was brought
up without any religion though not without respect for what are called
the “ethical” standards of human civilization. Whenever I felt an incli-
nation to national enthusiasm I strove to suppress it as being harmful
and wrong, alarmed by the warning examples of the peoples among
whom we Jews live. But plenty of other things remained over to make
the attraction of Jewry and Jews irresistible—many obscure emotional
forces, which were the more powerful the less they could be expressed
in words, as well as a clear consciousness of inner identity, the safe pri-
vacy of a common mental construction. And beyond this there was a
perception that it was to my Jewish nature alone that I owed two char-
acteristics that had become indispensable to me in the difficult course of
my life. Because I was a Jew I found myself free from many prejudices
which restricted others in the use of their intellect; and as a Jew I was
prepared to join the opposition, and to do [so] without agreement
[from] the “compact majority.”8

After reading this passage, Erikson explained that he understood Freud’s
“consciousness of inner identity” to be a bitter pride in a people’s
strength cultivated through centuries of persecution.9 Moreover, given
Freud’s observations, Erikson conceptualized his own ideas of positive
and negative identities in the following way:

Freud contrasts the positive identity of a fearless freedom of think-
ing with a negative trait in “the people among whom we Jews live,”
namely, “prejudices which restrict others in the use of their intellect.” It
dawns on us, then, that one person’s or group’s identity may be relative
to another’s, and that the pride of gaining a strong identity may signify
an inner emancipation from a more dominant group identity, such as
that of the “compact majority.”10

The comments articulated by James and Freud postulate that one’s
identity emerges from an internal/external dialectic.11 In other words,
both the internal forces of human nature (James’s description of one’s
internal character) and the external forces of the social environment
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(Freud’s emphasis on collectivity, ethnicity, nationality, and familial and
social relationships) assume an integral role in the creation of one’s self-
concept. Unique to this more psychoanalytic orientation is the ability to
integrate both dimensions of existence. On the basis of these insights,
Erikson came to define what he termed the “ego identity.”12 The ego
identity refers to “the awareness of the fact that there is a self-sameness
and continuity to the ego’s synthesizing methods and that these methods
are effective in safeguarding the sameness and continuity of one’s mean-
ing for others.”13 Consequently for Erikson, identity was the answer to
the age-old question, “Who am I?”

Within the field of psychology, Erikson is best known for his contri-
butions to personality theory and life span development.14 Although
trained in psychodynamic thought, Erikson believed that Freud’s ap-
proach to personality growth focused too much on sexuality as the
basis for human behavior. Erikson maintained that in order to mature
into a healthy, well-adjusted adult with a fully integrated personality
and positive identity, a child had to successfully master a particular “cri-
sis” that presented itself in each of eight stages of psychosocial develop-
ment.15 These eight stages of development include (1) trust versus mis-
trust, (2) autonomy versus shame and doubt, (3) initiative versus guilt,
(4) industry versus inferiority, (5) identity versus role confusion, (6) inti-
macy versus isolation, (7) generativity versus stagnation, and (8) in-
tegrity versus despair.

Within each stage, the individual confronts two possible outcomes.
The failure to successfully complete or adequately negotiate the crisis
fosters developmental delays, personality dysfunction, and the acquisi-
tion of a negative identity. Erikson defined a negative identity as one
that was “perversely based on all those identifications and roles which,
at critical stages of development, had been presented to [the person] as
[the] most undesirable or dangerous and yet also as [the] most real.”16

In contrast to Freud’s focus on sexual gratification, the overarching
theme of Erikson’s model cultivated a positive identity. Erikson believed
that the establishment of this more prosocial self would help yield a
healthy personality and would contribute to the manifestation of a well-
adjusted individual.

Erikson argued that the pursuit of identity was especially important
during early-to-late adolescence. During this period, individuals are in
the fifth stage of psychosocial development and are between twelve and
nineteen years of age. This is a phase during which young people are
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expected to master the crisis of identity versus role confusion. In this
phase, adolescents develop a strong sense of self or become bewildered
about who they are and the roles they are to assume in life. Appropri-
ately completing this stage means that one possesses a strong sense of
direction and a solid set of core values, leading to a healthy, productive
life. However, failing to successfully master the psychosocial dilemma of
this period produces personality impairments and leaves the individual
in a perpetual “identity crisis” for the remainder of his or her life. Erik-
son theorized that young people with little or no sense of self and be-
longing were especially susceptible to adopting a negative identity such
that they were inclined to engage in behavior deemed inappropriate by
society. The assumption here was that these youth sought out social dis-
approval that confirmed their negative identity and, correspondingly,
their own limiting self-expectations.

While Erikson’s developmental theory is sensitive to the influence of
the family, socialization, and other social forces, it relies heavily on the
belief that individuals have a strong internal desire to satiate certain
needs (e.g., love, belongingness, attachment, and esteem) in order to
develop a healthy personality and live a well-adjusted life. This needs
fulfillment perspective is perhaps best illustrated in Abraham Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs theory.17 Maslow arranged human desires or wants
into five categories: (1) physiological, (2) safety, (3) love and belonging-
ness, (4) esteem, and (5) self-actualization. Physiological needs are es-
sential to human life and include such things as food and water. Safety
needs consist of stability and the protection from harm. Love and be-
longingness comprise feelings of affection and affiliation. Esteem needs
encompass such things as recognition, approval, status, and success.
Self-actualization represents the most advanced level in Maslow’s hier-
archy. Only those who completely fulfill their potential reach this stage.

Maslow’s hierarchical model is sequential. In other words, one must
satisfy first-level needs in order to advance to second-level needs and so
on. This needs fulfillment perspective is important to an understanding
of self-concept. In short, Erikson (and those who based their work on
his conceptualizations) viewed positive identity as a psychological need
that had to be satiated. Unless the individual successfully fulfills this
need, personality deficiencies materialize. Indeed, as the next section
illustrates, Erikson’s psychosocial theory and the needs fulfillment per-
spective have received considerable attention in what Crenshaw called
“the psychology of terrorism.”18
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The Identity Concept in Terrorism Research

Recognizing identity as an organizing concept, Crenshaw summarized
two attempts to explain terrorist behavior through the use of Erikson’s
psychosocial theory.19 The first was presented by Böllinger.20 Specifi-
cally, Böllinger found Erikson’s ideas quite applicable in his psychoana-
lytic study of West German terrorists. This particular research endeavor
was initiated by the West German Ministry of Defense and utilized the
case studies of 250 West German terrorists, including 227 left-wing (i.e.,
Red Army Faction and the 2 June Movement) and 23 right-wing partic-
ipants.21

As Crenshaw explained, Böllinger believed that the subjects in his
study failed to successfully incorporate trust, autonomy, and initiative
into their personalities.22 The inability to trust led to excessive aggres-
sion and failed social relationships. The lack of autonomy spawned de-
structive tendencies, insecurity, and a fear of personality disintegration.
The absence of initiative engendered feelings of inadequacy, inferiority,
and uselessness.

Böllinger speculated that these outcomes were the product of over-
controlling and unaffectionate parental figures who engaged in frequent
power struggles with their children, resulting in repeated clashes with
society’s authority figures. In families like these, the children experie-
nced life through the prism of conflict. These were situations in which
constant tension emerged between those perceived to oppress and the
recipients of such subjugation. Turning to a life of underground resis-
tance was one way in which the children could regain a sense of strength
and power over their own deteriorating lives. As Crenshaw described it,

According to Erikson, the rage that an individual feels at being helpless
is projected onto the controlling figures; it may also engender guilt feel-
ings, which lead to self-punitive actions. Thus, Erikson’s theory can
help explain the theme of self-sacrifice in terrorist behavior. Similarly,
some individuals fail to surmount the crisis of initiative, so that on
top of feelings of suspiciousness, self-doubt, powerlessness, and shame
come inferiority and incompetence, feelings often resulting from social
deficiencies and obstacles beyond the individual’s control (such as weak
educational background). Thus, for the individuals Böllinger studied,
layer on layer of development and experience did not smooth over
scars but reopened old wounds. Such individuals reached puberty and
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the crisis of identity formation already seriously impaired. They found
themselves in social and political circumstances that for different rea-
sons were not favorable to the acquisition of a positive identity.23

Thus, as Böllinger surmised, the subjects of his study decided to join
terrorist organizations in an attempt to create positive identities for
themselves. By submerging themselves into the collective identity, they
found meaning in their lives, a sense of coherent structure, and a stable
social role to occupy. Indeed, the group provided “the structure and
integration lacked by the isolated individual.”24

Another application of Erikson’s theory regarding identification and
described by Crenshaw is found in Knutson’s work.25 She examined the
adoption of the negative identity among incarcerated terrorists by
focusing primarily on Zvonko Busic, a Croatian fanatic.26 Through a
series of interviews with him, Knutson determined that an individual
comes to adopt the socially (or, more specifically, the governmentally)
defined negative identity when the person perceives him- or herself as
having no other alternatives or options. Citing Erikson’s developmental
observations on the matter,27 Knutson argued that “a young person
who, for reasons of personal or social marginality, is close to choosing a
negative identity, that young person may well put his [or her] energy
into becoming exactly what the careless and fearful community expects
him [or her] to be—and make a total job of it.”28 Thus, as Knutson
asserted, Busic was a man who felt socially isolated; he experienced the
disenfranchisement associated with belonging to a marginalized ethnic
group. Feeling as though he had exhausted all possible avenues for a
successful life, Busic adopted a negative identity—one that was socially
vilified but gave him meaning, structure, and purpose. Busic’s decision
to highjack a TWA airliner and plant an explosive device in Grand Cen-
tral Station was undertaken in an effort to confirm and validate his neg-
ative identity and, hence, his commitment to the Croatian cause.

Knutson also noted that there are three equally important factors
in the formation of a terrorist identity.29 First, there is one’s socializa-
tion toward a basic set of beliefs, attitudes, sociocultural/political val-
ues, and favored perspectives in which to see the world. To illustrate,
Knutson used Ulrike Meinhof, one of the leaders of the Baader-Meinhof
group, who was raised in a home with frequent exposure to radical
views. Second, identification is influenced by the “psychological needs
intensively pressing [on the individual] for actualization through behav-
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ior and commitment.”30 In this instance, a person “may achieve a feel-
ing of wholeness and of success, and an end to frustration and continual
defeat in the unsuccessful pursuit of other identities [not] traditionally
and personally defined.”31 This includes the terrorist personality. Third,
some catalytic event must transpire. This can include a severe life dis-
appointment (or series of disappointments) that trigger within the indi-
vidual a realization that access to positive alternative identities is non-
existent.

Additionally, Knutson indicated that explaining the underlying causes
for the creation of a terrorist self-concept is complicated by the fact
that a “negative identity” is not necessarily or always undesirable.32 In-
terestingly, this position is inconsistent with Erikson’s thesis that the
negative identity encompasses disagreeable or adverse characteristics.33

However, to substantiate her argument, Knutson reported that Busic
was a man who strongly identified with the plight of the marginalized
Croatian minority. He embodied strong feelings of ethnic pride and
nationalism. From a cultural perspective, this type of pride in one’s her-
itage and identification with the Croatian cause would probably be con-
sidered admirable, despite the absence (or presence) of society’s approval
for the violence that ensued.

Psychodynamically conceived investigations such as those cited above
led Crenshaw to hypothesize that Erikson’s observations regarding to-
talitarianism and authoritarian movements provided a significant degree
of insight into extremist behavior, including terrorism.34 Indeed, as Erik-
son explained, “when the human being, because of accidental or devel-
opmental shifts, loses an essential wholeness, he [or she] restructures
himself [or herself] and the world by taking recourse [in] what we may
call totalism.”35 Applying these comments to the phenomenon of terror-
ism, Crenshaw provocatively argued the following:

At the stage of identity formation, individuals seek both meaning and a
sense of wholeness or completeness as well as what Erikson . . . terms
“fidelity,” a need to have faith in something or someone outside oneself
as well as to be trustworthy in its service. Ideologies, then, are guard-
ians of identity. Erikson further suggests that political undergrounds uti-
lize youth’s need for fidelity as well as the “store of wrath” held by
those deprived of something in which to have faith. A crisis of identity
(when the individual who finds self-definition difficult is suffering from
ambiguity, fragmentation, and contradiction) makes some adolescents
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susceptible to “totalism” or to totalistic collective identities that prom-
ise certainty. In such collectivities the troubled young find not only an
identity but an explanation for their difficulties and a promise for the
future.36

Crenshaw posited that people who become involved with militant
extremism lack a strong sense of identity and find comfort in an organi-
zation’s totalitarian dogma. This dogma provides the individual with
the opportunity to find his or her own sense of identity within the
group. In this way, “the collective identity becomes the individual’s
identity.”37 Moreover, the group offers the member an explanation for
the person’s feelings of hardship and a vision for a better, brighter fu-
ture absent the source for his or her suffering.

Perhaps the most lucid application of psychodynamic theory (and by
some logical extension, Erikson’s psychosocial model) to the phenome-
non of terrorist violence is found in the work of Post.38 Post furthered
Böllinger’s observations on the importance of identification when ac-
counting for militant extremism. In particular, Post appropriated the
psychodynamic concept of “splitting,” arguing that it had a profound
influence in fanatical aggression. As he explained it,

The need to belong—the need to have a stable identity, to resolve a split
and be at one with oneself and with society—I believe that this is an
important bridging concept which helps to explain the similarity in be-
havior of terrorists in groups of widely different espoused motivations
and composition. In the case of the individual who takes up the cause
of the politicized ethnic or national minority . . . the split derives from
the split within society and is a split in the sense of political identity.39

Elsewhere, Post connects the idea of splitting with the related psycho-
dynamic constructs of “projection” and an “externalized locus of con-
trol.” As he described it,

There is the me and the not me, the good and the bad, and if things are
not going well, it is not me, it is their fault. And, having projectively
identified society as the source of problems, it follows that the way to
cure the problems is to destroy their source, is to destroy society. Alone,
alienated, on the margins of society, seeking to belong, to find accep-
tance, to find others who feel the same way, that it’s society’s fault, that

22 | The Psychology of Terrorism



it’s not me, it’s them—for such individuals, what a wonderful feeling it
is to find that one is not alone, to find other like-minded individuals, to
have one’s inner doubts quelled and shored up with an ideology, to be
accepted at last.40

Post argued that those troubled individuals who are isolated and alone
find belonging, meaning, self-esteem, and an enhanced self-concept in
their group membership; this is a collective identity that they will ada-
mantly defend and, if need be, fight to preserve.41

In sum, Post furthered the argument that political violence is driven
by internal forces in combination with organizational and group dy-
namics.42 In addition, by utilizing a psychodynamic approach and by
incorporating social psychological concepts such as group behavior and
conformity, Post maintained that militant extremism is the result of “the
terrorist’s search for identity, and that, as he [or she] strikes out against
the establishment, [the person] is attempting to destroy the enemy with-
in.”43 Indeed, as he concluded, “the act of joining the terrorist group
represents an attempt to consolidate a fragmented psychological iden-
tity, to resolve a split and be at one with oneself and with society, and,
most important, to belong.”44

Relying on Post’s contention that individuals join terrorist organiza-
tions because they have a need to belong (symptomatic of an incomplete
or fractured psychosocial identity),45 Shaw developed what he termed
the “Personal Pathway Model.”46 He argued that an individual’s deci-
sion to join a militant extremist group is inculcated through socializa-
tion, narcissistic injuries, and important life setbacks or failures that
serve to divert the individual from traditional social roles. These may
include escalatory or catalytic events such as a horrific confrontation
with police or personal connections with those involved in violent
groups. Shaw summarily described such identification as follows:

Apparently, membership in a terrorist group often provides a solution
to the pressing personal needs of which the inability to achieve a desired
niche in traditional society is the coup de grace. The terrorist identity
offers the individual a role in society, albeit a negative one, which is
commensurate with his or her prior expectations and sufficient to com-
pensate for past losses. Group membership provides a sense of potency,
an intense and close interpersonal environment, social status, potential
access to wealth and a share in what may be a grandiose but noble
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social design. The powerful psychological forces of conversion in the
group are sufficient to offset traditional social sanctions against vio-
lence. . . . To the terrorists, their acts may have the moral status of reli-
gious warfare or political liberation.47

Clearly, the underlying premise of Böllinger’s,48 Knutson’s,49 Post’s,50

and Shaw’s51 work is that, fundamentally, the individual who becomes
involved in a terrorist organization is in some way divided or wanting.
More specifically, the person suffers from low self-esteem, engenders a
fragmented identity, is searching for a stable self-concept, is unable to
cope with the significant frustrations of life, emerges from an at-risk
group, or harbors an intense desire to belong because the individual is a
social misfit or communal outcast. In short, the subject is pathological
and dysfunctional, experiencing profound personality deficiencies trace-
able to unresolved psychosocial trauma. Accordingly, it is the terrorist
organization that fills a deep intrapsychic void in the life of the individ-
ual that cannot be sated otherwise.52

A Critical Review of the Purely Psychological
Approach to Identity and Terrorism

A cursory review of the more contemporary research on militant ex-
tremism indicates that “identity” is a term mentioned routinely as a
contributing factor that helps explain the emergence of terrorist behav-
ior. Arguably, this is a result of the identity construct (i.e., Erikson’s
process of identification) as applied to earlier investigations of terror-
ism.53 However, one of the primary criticisms of the purely psychologi-
cal account is that researchers have principally relied on a positivist54

perspective to understand the motivation of militant extremism and, as
a result, have committed the fundamental attribution error.55 The prem-
ise of this concept is that investigators tend to overestimate disposi-
tional or internal causes for behavior and neglect the situational or ex-
ternal influences.56 Presumably, this bias contributes to the portrayal of
individuals who engage in terrorism as demonic, subhuman, or other-
wise dysfunctional.

The above observations are consistent with the work of Silke.57 Silke
noted that, for several years, psychological research had depicted mili-
tant extremists as inherently flawed, abnormal, or psychopathic. Not

24 | The Psychology of Terrorism



surprisingly, then, the most positive diagnoses affixed to terrorists have
been that they suffer from antisocial, narcissistic, or paranoid personal-
ity disorders. However, the research supporting these conclusions is
sparse and of poor quality. As Horgan asserted, there is simply no sys-
tematic evidence indicating that terrorists are psychologically different
from their nonterrorist counterparts. Instead, there is a growing body
of literature supporting the conviction that militant extremists essen-
tially embody ordinary personality features.58 Indeed, as Silke observed,
“most serious researchers in the field at least nominally agree with the
position that terrorists are essentially normal individuals.”59

Given the above observations, Shaw argued that “the risk of primary
attribution errors is even more pronounced in the presence of limited or
biased data, as is generally available in the terrorism context.”60 Upon
closer examination of the existing psychodynamic research that rep-
resents the psychology of terrorism (including the use of the identity
construct), Horgan concluded that the application of this perspective is
un-convincing and is open to considerable speculation.61 Moreover, he
noted that theories built on psychosocial and psychodynamic premises
have been stretched beyond their explanatory and predictive power. For
example, commenting on Böllinger’s conclusions regarding West Ger-
man terrorists, Horgan62 offered the following observations:

Unfortunately, methodological issues reduce the strength of the asser-
tions from the original research. Not only were terrorists unwilling to
meet the researchers (owing to the circumstances in which the inter-
views were taking place), but researchers also reported a lack of co-
operation from local officials. . . . As if not problematic enough,
Crenshaw reminds us that the researchers were of course interviewing
suspected terrorists—apprehended but not yet convicted of offenses:
“Since interviews with social science researchers did not have the status
of privileged communications, the researchers could have been subpoe-
naed to give evidence in the cases.”[63] The implications of such prob-
lems should be borne in mind when examining subsequent discus-
sions[64] that develop the conclusions based on this earlier research.65

In addition to the fundamental attribution error and the assorted
concerns linked to it, the validity of psychodynamic explanations con-
cerning identity and terrorism can be significantly questioned. This is
especially the case when one considers “the unfalsifiability and circular
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logic of [these] theories, their claim to ‘special’ knowledge, and [their]
characteristic reluctance to share in the rigorous scientific demands of
contemporary psychology as far as theoretical development and hypoth-
esis testing is concerned.”66 Issues such as those just enumerated led
Horgan to conclude that the research on identity and terrorism, in-
formed by the psychodynamic orientation, is woefully inadequate.67 In-
deed, as he summarized,

the process of identification (in its present incarnations) will remain a
very limited tool [in understanding terrorist motivations] for several
reasons, not least due to accounts of terrorists’ involvement that eas-
ily contradict suggestions about generalising from such an approach. A
more sophisticated model of identity, one aware of the need to integrate
levels of analysis, might prove beneficial particularly in understanding
how a terrorist’s own sense of identity forms and develops in response
not only to his or her “own” world but to external change.68

Throughout all of these early psychosocial and, more specifically,
psychodynamic theories that account for identity in relation to mili-
tant extremism, internal processes or inadequately resolved intrapsychic
crises impede prospects leading to the formation of a healthy, well-
adjusted personality. As a result, terrorists are defined by their deficien-
cies and rendered abnormal, psychopathic, and dysfunctional. As we
have described, there are serious limitations to this orientation and, as
a consequence, a different direction in the literature seems warranted.
One suggestion along these lines comes from Brannan, Esler, and Strind-
berg.69 As they argued, terrorism research needs “a more constructive
[model] that adequately accounts for the dynamics of the group identity
and belonging within a framework of profound cultural difference.”70

From their perspective, the application of Social Identity Theory (SIT)
represents one possible solution. This is a perspective that “emphasizes
the significance of the subject’s social situation, the group member’s
internally constructed social identity, and the context in which a cohe-
sive group consciousness is installed in the minds and hearts of the
members.”71 These researchers conclude that SIT adequately fills the
explanatory void because it “offers a means of integrating insights from
a variety of analytical models within an intercultural framework.”72

With these thoughts in mind, we now turn to the social psychological
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and related literatures (including political science and international rela-
tions) that have appropriated the insights of Social Identity Theory as
the preferred basis by which to account for militant extremist behavior.

The Application of Social Identity Theory in
Terrorism Research

Social Identity Theory, or SIT, was formalized in the 1970s and 1980s
in the work of Henri Tajfel and his colleagues73 at the University of
Bristol in England.74 In contrast to its American counterpart, it was
developed within European social psychology and took a nonreduction-
istic approach to understanding human behavior.75 Instead of focusing
on intra- and interpersonal behavior, the European perspective focused
on intergroup conduct. Moreover, SIT was formed against the backdrop
of the turbulent 1960s, and European social psychologists embraced
a view of “humankind [that was not] cohesive, peaceful, or rational;
[it was one that] could not be adequately explained by the model of
humankind offered by major North American social psychological theo-
ries.”76 As a theory of intergroup relations between large-scale social
categories (e.g., race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status) and group proc-
esses, SIT has become a popular approach to understanding prejudice,
discrimination, and intergroup violence.77 As a result, it has seen signifi-
cant application to the fields of political science and international rela-
tions.

An important aspect of SIT is the distinction among three forms of
identity: personal, social, and group/collective. Tajfel described personal
identity as corresponding to interpersonal behavior in that all individu-
als see a differentiation between themselves and others.78 He defined
social identity as “that part of the individual’s self-concept which de-
rives from [one’s] knowledge of his [or her] membership in a social
group (or groups) together with the value and emotional significance
attached to that membership.”79 Deschamps and Devos argued that
one’s personal and social identity represent two ends of a continuum.80

Personal identity is the feeling of difference from others and social
identity is the feeling of similarity to others. Pelham and Hetts summa-
rized this by stating that the social self consists of both personal (i.e.,
private, individual) and social (i.e., shared, collective) identities.81 The
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group/collective identity can be defined as a shared sense of characteris-
tics, values, purposes, statuses, histories, and futures. Within Social
Identity Theory, all three dimensions play a significant role in shaping
one’s self-concept, self-worth, self-esteem, and self-definition.

In line with these definitions, Tajfel and Turner described the three
general assumptions underlying SIT.82 They summarized them as follows:

1. Individuals strive to maintain or enhance their self-esteem: they
strive for a positive self-concept.

2. Social groups or categories and the membership of them are associ-
ated with positive or negative value connotations. Hence, social
identity may be positive or negative according to the evaluations
(which tend to be socially consensual, either within or across groups)
that contribute to an individual’s social identity.

3. The evaluation of one’s own group is determined with reference to
specific other groups through social comparisons in terms of value-
laden attributes and characteristics. Positively discrepant compar-
isons between in-group and out-group produce high prestige; nega-
tively discrepant comparisons between in-group and out-group result
in low prestige.83

Clearly, these general assumptions are reminiscent of Erikson’s concep-
tualization of the processes of identification, especially those that relate
to enhancing self-esteem and striving for a positive self-concept. On the
basis of these underlying presuppositions, Tajfel and Turner articulated
three theoretical principles of SIT:

1. Individuals strive to achieve or to maintain positive social identity.
2. Positive social identity is based to a large extent on favorable com-

parisons that can be made between the in-group and some relevant
out-groups: the in-group must be perceived as positively differenti-
ated or distinct from the relevant out-groups.

3. When social identity is unsatisfactory, individuals will strive either to
leave their existing group and join some more positively distinct
group and/or to make their existing group more positively distinct.84

Through group identifications, individuals secure for themselves a posi-
tive self-concept and self-definition, as well as enhance their self-esteem.
The theory indicates that these needs are satisfied through a process of
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social comparison and by the devaluing of those who do not belong or
are members of the out-group.

Hogg described SIT as having two underlying processes: categoriza-
tion and self-enhancement.85 Through categorization, one clarifies his or
her intergroup boundaries. These are borders or margins that, in effect,
produce group stereotypes, normative perceptions, and interpersonal
actions. Self-enhancement guides social categorization so that people
gain a sense of esteem and positive self-concept by attaching favorable
qualities to their own in-group and less favorable qualities to out-
groups. There also is a subjective dimension to SIT; that is, people per-
ceive and experience reality from their own unique perspectives.

In addition, Worchel, Morales, Páez, and Deschamps indicated that
SIT has two components: cognition and motivation.86 For example,
from the cognition base, individuals overestimate intergroup differences
and underestimate intragroup differences. From the motivational base,
individuals may develop prejudice in an effort to enhance their own
self-esteem. Pelham and Hetts framed this motivational aspect in terms
of the need for positive regard or social approval and the need for
coherence or cognitive consistency.87

For Tajfel and Turner, the basic hypothesis of SIT was that the pres-
sure to see oneself and one’s group in a positive light led to social com-
parison and, subsequently, an attempt to differentiate between in-groups
and out-groups.88 In order for this process to take place, three variables
must be present. The first variable is that an individual must have in-
ternalized his or her group membership as a part of the person’s self-
concept. Simply being identified by others as a member of the group is
inadequate. The person must feel as though he or she is truly a member
of that group. The second variable is that the social situation must be
conducive to intergroup comparisons; for example, there must be some
identifiable differences in order for individuals to differentiate. The third
variable is that group members will not cognitively compare themselves
to every collective; however, they will compare themselves to those
groups they perceive as relevant to them. Similarity, proximity, and situ-
ational salience all play an integral role in determining which groups
are comparable and which groups are not.

Tajfel and Turner argued that the competitive dynamic created
through this process of intergroup comparison and derogation gave rise
to prejudice, discrimination, and ethnic conflict.89 As a result, those
groups with a negative social identity use various strategies to reduce
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the psychological discomfort produced by this process. Some strategic
examples include assimilation, strengthening the group identity, direct
challenge, and violence.

While the application of SIT to terrorism has been relatively limited,
it has been used to understand intergroup relations between social
groups who frequently employ the technique of terrorism. To illustrate,
Cairns90 used Tajfel’s approach to intergroup relations91 as a framework
for conducting a social analysis of the conflict between Catholics and
Protestants in Northern Ireland. He explored social identity, social com-
petition, and an individual’s need for psychological distinctiveness as
factors that contribute to this conflict. By identifying social categoriza-
tion as a pivotal step in his SIT analysis, Cairns discussed the social con-
struction of ethnic divisions between Catholics and Protestants in the
region.92

Moreover, by assessing the rift in Northern Ireland through SIT,
Cairns suggested that the Catholic community possessed, at one time,
the negative identity.93 Indeed, on the basis of the work of previous re-
searchers who explored the situation in Ireland,94 Cairns noted that the
primary method by which the Catholic faithful shed the negative iden-
tity and attained a positive one materialized when they created “a new
ideology which involved positively valued distinctiveness from the supe-
rior group.”95 In particular, this took place during the second half of the
nineteenth century in the form of a Gaelic Irish-Catholic pride move-
ment. The aim of the movement was to recognize and reinvigorate in-
volvement in Irish culture, especially in the form of sport.

Another, more subtle means by which to shed the negative identity
undertaken by Irish Catholics was through social comparison, specifi-
cally in relation to education. Cairns cited the work of Darby to de-
velop this point.96 Darby found that in an effort to eliminate the stereo-
type that Catholic schools were academically inferior to their Protestant
school counterparts, Catholic teachers employed in Protestant schools
frequently described their educational work environment as cold, rigid,
and unfriendly.97 Conversely, they described the atmosphere in Catholic
educational settings as friendly, open, and inviting.

Through the use of Irish pride and social comparison, the minority
Catholic community in Northern Ireland came to desire the status of
the majority Protestant community. Cairns indicated that during the
1920s and 1970s this was captured in the civil rights movement.98

However, Tajfel suggested that this status-seeking activity was a conse-
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quence of social competition: although Catholics in Northern Ireland
wanted to maintain their identity, they also had a psychological need to
become more like the Protestant majority.99 Underpinning this desire for
standing was the perception among the middle-class Catholic communi-
ties that their social mobility was blocked by Protestant segments, re-
sulting in a more radical response from them and, consequently, inter-
group conflict.100

Cairns also reported that there was little doubt that the Protestant
community had enjoyed the positive identity in Northern Ireland for
some time.101 As he explained it, “this positive social identity seems to
be based upon folk memories from the past, particularly related to what
is seen as their triumphs in a struggle for freedom and conscience at
‘Derry, Aughrim and Boyne,’ battles linked with the name of William
III, Prince of Orange.”102 Indeed, Protestants’ annual celebration of
these victories was evidence of their insecurity and their desire to main-
tain the positive social identity through continual social comparison and
competition with Catholics in the region. These and other symbolic rep-
resentations, such as flying the Union Jack and singing the “Queen,”
were all meant to ensure psychological distinctiveness and maintain the
positive social identity as the exclusive domain of Protestants.

Interestingly, Cairns suggested that the formation of Loyalist para-
military groups among Protestants might have represented reactions to
the perceived threat of losing the positive social identity.103 Examples of
these collectives include the Ulster Defense Association and the Ulster
Volunteer Force. In conclusion, though, Cairns reiterated the fact that
social categorization and the desire to attain (or maintain) the positive
social identity through social competition, social comparison, and psy-
chological distinctiveness all played a major role in the Irish conflict.

In a related study, Cairns and Mercer explored the importance of
religious, ethnic, and political social identities in Northern Ireland.104

In their survey, 991 young people (60 percent Protestant, 40 percent
Catholic; 57 percent female, 43 percent male; and an average age of
16.6 years) completed a questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of
eighteen dichotomous adjectives, nine of which described personality
traits (e.g., anxious vs. calm, happy vs. unhappy), and nine of which
described social identities (e.g., Protestant vs. Catholic, Celtic vs. Anglo-
Saxon, Republican vs. Loyalist). The participants were asked to choose
the term that best characterized them and then to rank order each of the
chosen words. Statistical analyses revealed that the Protestant-Catholic
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identifier was the most popular among the ethno-political categories.
Indeed, this group classification seemed to be the most significant indi-
cator of social identities among the youth of Northern Ireland. How-
ever, in their concluding remarks, Cairns and Mercer commented that

social identity is envisaged as a dynamic entity which may vary both
from time to time and from situation to situation. . . . It is unlikely that
the situation in which the present data were gathered (an open day at a
university) was one in which any of the ethno-political social identities
was particularly salient and, therefore, the present results may in fact
have underrepresented the importance of these social identities in other
situations.105

What this suggests is that the authors may have underestimated the im-
pact of the specific situation in which the actual data collection process
unfolded for their study. However, the fact remained that their results
did provide a firmer understanding of religious, ethnic, and political
divisions in the region.

Similarly, Seul used SIT to explain the conflict that arises between re-
ligious groups.106 Relying on the assumption that individual and group
identities are by-products of a person’s efforts to satisfy basic human
needs, Seul maintained that religion’s primary function was to provide
people with a stable and constant sense of shared meaning. As he
explained it, “no other repositories of cultural meaning have histori-
cally offered so much in response to the human need to develop a se-
cure identity.”107 Transmitted through rites, collective rituals, song, and
prayer, religion serves this purpose by providing people with a shared
sense of “locatedness” or a place in the world, as well as history, values,
and traditions. For many people, involvement in a religious group sati-
ates their need for stability, safety, affection, belonging, and self-esteem.
Indeed, as Little108 observed, religion contributes to the construction
of individual and group identity by transmitting “myths of common
origin, doctrines of chosenness and holy struggle, claims of primacy
with respect to values that arise from a particular tradition’s world-
view, actors who sanction individual and group behavior with a sacred
authority, and memorials and rituals that commemorate the sacrifices of
group members.”109 Accordingly, intergroup comparison and competi-
tion based on religious differences become even more pertinent when
scarce resources and territorial boundaries come into dispute.
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Consistent with Seul’s thesis, Worchel claimed that ethnicity, rather
than religion, citizenship, race, and socioeconomic status, was of para-
mount importance when establishing an individual’s sense of meaning
and purpose.110 For Worchel, ethnicity is the well-spring of human iden-
tity. Using Maslow’s needs hierarchy,111 Worchel asserted that human
beings seek self-actualization through three goals in life. These goals
consist of finding importance, meaning, and order. A pivotal step in
attaining these goals is to form a self-identity. Worchel listed three fun-
damental processes in acquiring a self-identity. These included Cooley’s
idea of the looking-glass self,112 Festinger’s theory of social compari-
son,113 and Tajfel and Turner’s Social Identity Theory.114

Utilizing SIT, Worchel argued that people enhance their own self-
image and self-esteem through affiliation with persons of similar ethnic
backgrounds (the in-group).115 This positive identity is attained at the
expense of other ethnic groups (the out-groups). More generally, Wor-
chel observed that the group itself is a willing partner. The collective
plays an active role in shaping and molding the group members’ behav-
iors. However, as Worchel noted, membership in that particular assem-
blage may be a significant dimension to the formation of identity for
some individuals but not for others. Explaining the identity-through-
ethnicity perspective, especially in relation to terrorism, Worchel ob-
served the following:

Sean O’Grady was a young lion in the Irish Republican Army (IRA). He
had a reputation as being one of its most daring and violent members,
directly responsible for the death of three Protestants in Northern Ire-
land. A colleague of mine interviewed O’Grady and reported a rather
surprising statement: O’Grady observed that he did not grow up hating
Protestants but had adopted the hatreds of his chosen group. He said:
“They [Protestants] are the enemy of my people. The IRA targeted these
people, and I was their instrument of death. I carry the hatred of my
own group.”116

Although clearly anecdotal, statements such as this suggest how inter-
group relations influence militant extremist conduct. In summarizing
these three processes, Worchel linked them all to social interaction and
intra/intergroup relations.

While the situational component was not the direct focus of Wor-
chel’s analysis, he did recognize its importance in developing and main-
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taining one’s self-identity.117 For example, he incorporated Taylor and
Fiske’s idea that being a member of a novel or unique group in a partic-
ular type of situation gave that aspect of one’s identity more promi-
nence.118 If the situation endangered that facet of one’s identity, then it
became more important.119 Worchel120 intimated that this notion is one
of the major tenets underlying terror management theory.121 The idea
behind terror management theory is that individuals will rush to and
defend that aspect of their identity under siege in an impending crisis. A
second situational component briefly mentioned by Worchel is the phys-
ical environment.122 As he described it, groups use symbols (e.g., flags,
costumes, songs, medallions, personal characteristics) to constantly re-
mind people about the collective to which they belong.

In his chapter exploring the causes of ethnic bloodshed, Worchel
listed seven situational catalysts for ethnic group formation and inter-
group conflict.123 These factors include proximity, the impact of ethnic
group distribution on nationalism, similarity, ethnic hatred between mi-
nority groups, ambivalence, salience, and strangeness of the situation.
From a cognitive standpoint, Worchel explained that individuals live in
a world of information. When information is collected in close proxim-
ity to other data or inputs, it is bundled together and forms schemas. A
schema can be defined as “an organized body of knowledge about past
experiences that is used to interpret present experiences.”124 People are
then placed in categories on the basis of similar physical characteristics,
places of residence, and common backgrounds. An illustration of the
logic of schemas and categorization is the physical proximity of ethnic
communities. The closer they are to one another and the less space is
available to them, the more friction created by the proximity.

The impact of ethnic group distribution on nationalism was identi-
fied as the second catalyst to conflict and group formation. Nationalism
was defined as the desire to promote one nation’s superiority over oth-
ers.125 Worchel explained that one ethnic group’s dominion of a nation
could lead to disagreement, tension, and military struggle among subor-
dinate ethnic collectives within the country and, moreover, with other
groups outside the region.126

Similarity was the third factor identified by Worchel.127 This con-
struct describes the human tendency to affiliate with those who have
similar physical characteristics, values, and attitudes. When threatened,
individuals find comfort in the presence of those who are like them.

Worchel also listed ethnic hatred between minority groups as a cat-
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alyst for self-identity and (armed) aggression.128 He noted how ironic
(and unfortunate) it was that groups that experience prejudice and dis-
crimination tend to direct similar behavior toward other minorities as a
response to their own felt or perceived sense of mistreatment. Thus, not
only do minority groups experience disdain by the ruling majority; they
also encounter it among other ethnic minorities.

The next catalyst listed as contributing to group formation and con-
flict was ambivalence. Ambivalence draws attention to the uncertainty
of one’s identity and group affiliation, which can result in violence. As
Worchel explained it,

The point is that ambivalence about ourselves or the identity of our
group may impel us to attack another group. By destroying or damag-
ing the other group, we create a more certain or more positive image of
our own group. . . . [C]onditions of ambivalence, threat, or uncertainty
can consequently light the fires of hatred toward out-groups. We might
post a sign over everyone’s bed that reads, “The Most Dangerous Eth-
nic Group Is One Whose Identity Is Confused or Threatened.”129

Salience was the sixth catalyst identified by Worchel.130 Examples of
ethnic group differences signifying salience in the environment include
such things as culture, language, and physical characteristics. These dif-
ferences serve as cues and are constant reminders of one’s differentiation
and variation from others.

The final situational factor giving rise to ethnic group formation and,
subsequently, intergroup conflict was strangeness, or fear of the un-
known. One’s lack of exposure to and contact with others in an out-
group creates fear and suspicion of these collectives. Although he does
not explicitly state as much, Worchel’s observations concerning those
situational catalysts contributing to group formation and conflict lead
one to conclude that such environmental components are as important
to the fulfillment of psychological needs in intergroup ethnic conflict as
is anything else.131

In an effort to demonstrate globalization’s causal link to terrorism,
Stevens utilized Social Identity Theory to explain the rise of the militia
movement in the United States during the 1990s.132 He identified the
passage of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) as a
watershed event accounting for such armed mobilization on U.S. shores.
NAFTA succeeded in formalizing a more open market for the exchange
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of goods and services; however, it inadvertently widened the income gap
in the United States by increasing immigration. Increases in foreign
nationals lowered wages, forced a shift in manufacturing from high-
to low-wage countries (e.g., businesses moving from the United States
to Mexico), and facilitated the development of technological advance-
ments in production (e.g., robots that replaced human workers).

As a result of these changes, a downwardly mobile in-group was cre-
ated consisting of lower- to middle-class Americans. These Americans
had identified themselves as belonging to an internationally competi-
tive labor group wherein their self-worth was informed by the collec-
tive’s prestige. Unlike those competitive labor groups that thrived in the
robust 1990s economy, this assemblage of disenfranchised Americans
came to espouse a decidedly inferior group evaluation—one that con-
tributed to the adoption of a negative identity, as well as sentiments of
frustration and dissatisfaction. Regrettably, the in-group members came
to believe that shedding their negative group status and identity was
highly unlikely. Indeed, the implementation of NAFTA was perceived to
be part of a larger, international conspiracy “to establish a new world
order whose aims [included] the elimination of sovereign nation-states,
the dilution of traditional Western values, and the mongrelization of the
races.”133 For these Americans, paramilitary resistance represented the
only logical response.

Indeed, for some whose allegiances were tied to this in-group, the
militia movement may well have become a means by which to restore
their sense of self-worth. The militia’s staunch commitment to antiglob-
alization, anti–gun control, malevolent government, and White suprem-
acy fueled the in-group members’ resolve. These principals gave par-
ticipants “new opportunities to meet their blocked needs for meaning,
purposive action, and self-worth.”134

In an effort to shed their inferior in-group identity that stemmed
from the unjust implementation of NAFTA, the downwardly mobile
individuals who joined such extremist groups began to favorably com-
pare themselves to selected out-groups (e.g., Hispanics, Jews). In partic-
ular, militia movement faithful believed that these out-groups, whether
through affirmative action or clandestine control of the world’s finan-
cial system, were responsible for their felt sense of disenfranchisement
and disempowerment. Moreover, these militant extremist collectives en-
abled their membership to invent new ways of evaluating their in-group
status. For example, participants found strength in their perception of
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themselves as defenders of American values and American sovereignty:
they were loyal soldiers fighting against a global plot to create a new
world order that promoted unfettered immigration and unrestricted gun
control. In this way, the militias’ attraction to violence emerged from
the shared sense of victimization engendered by its adherents. This vic-
timization was thought to be shared by a host of less vocal, but simi-
larly disheartened, Christian Americans. Not surprisingly, then, a desire
to protect other like-minded individuals from the onslaught of global-
ization and tyrannical government became a beacon of the movement’s
collective identity.

Taylor and Louis utilized aspects of SIT and a vision of the self that
emphasizes collective identity to explore the conditions giving rise to the
recruitment of terrorists.135 They focused on the self-concept, defining it
as “a pivotal cognitive process that organizes experience, guides behav-
ior, and provides the individual with meaning.”136 Located within the
self-concept are identity and esteem: the former concept answers the
question, “Who am I?”; the latter concept represents the evaluation of
oneself. In addition, the authors made a second distinction that delin-
eated the difference between the personal and collective self. The per-
sonal self refers to those characteristics that individuals believe are
unique to them; the collective self refers to those attributes that an indi-
vidual shares with other members of a category. This leads to the identi-
fication of four distinct components of the self-concept: personal iden-
tity, personal (self-) esteem, collective identity, and collective esteem. For
Taylor and Louis, each of these constructs plays a pivotal role in the
development of a healthy sense of self.137

Admittedly diverting from traditional theory on the self, Taylor and
Louis suggested that a hierarchical arrangement to these four compo-
nents exists.138 More specifically, collective identity took psychological
precedence over the other three components and personal identity as-
sumed priority over personal (self-) esteem. Taylor and Louis justified
their position on these matters by indicating that

collective identity is a description of the group to which individuals
belong, which serves as the normative backdrop against which they can
articulate their unique attributes. In summary, without a clearly defined
collective identity, an individual cannot engage in the normal compara-
tive processes that would allow for the development of a personal iden-
tity. In this sense collective identity is primary.139
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Moreover, an individual could not develop personal (self-) esteem with-
out a clearly defined personal identity. This is the case because an indi-
vidual who does not have a firm grasp on his or her unique attributes
cannot evaluate him- or herself. Hence, given the authors’ argument, it
is impossible for one to have a personal identity without a collective
identity that serves as a referential basis.

Reminiscent of James’s contention that individuals have as many so-
cial selves as do the people who know them, Taylor and Louis asserted
that everyone “has as many collective identities as the number of groups
to which we belong and with which we share characteristics.”140 In ad-
dition, consistent with Seul’s thesis,141 cultural religious identities have
special status because they are collective identities that purport to cover
every aspect of a person’s life. Indeed, these collective identities

provide . . . members with a shared history and a set of broadly based
and valued goals, along with detailed informal normative information
about how to pursue the valued goals defined by the collective identity.
Thus, cultural-religious collective identity is socially defined and repre-
sents the individual’s most pervasive and all-inclusive collective iden-
tity.142

In sum, those who have a clearly defined cultural collective identity
(which may or may not include a religious component) are able to
develop a healthy, functioning self. Furthermore, a clearly defined col-
lective identity is necessary for “engaging in the process of defining a
personal identity and, by extension, personal (self-) esteem.”143

Taylor and Louis applied their conceptual insights to terrorism.144

They focused on those long-standing collective identities that had been
disrupted—that is, collective identities that provided “individual group
members with a sense of the structure of society, its rationale, how to
navigate life successfully, and what to value and strive for.”145 As the
authors noted, young people who are future focused are especially vul-
nerable to a confused collective identity because there is no mechanism
or structure to define them, to promote a positive identity, or to achieve
their goals. Consequently, if they face a time in their lives such that they
are goal directed and desire to engage in meaningful behavior that will
be satisfying, these youth will be prime candidates for committing ter-
rorist acts.
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To illustrate, Taylor and Louis described young men and women who
languish away in refugee camps.146 They have no legal status and little
opportunity for education, work, sanitation, and social services. Despite
the transmission of their cultural and ethnic heritage from their elders,
this younger cohort lacks a clearly defined collective identity. Those
who cannot generate a collective identity of their own may be attracted
to the well-defined collective identity offered by other groups (including
a terrorist organization), which provides a basis for explaining their
marginalized status. Moreover, the collective identity of a militant ex-
tremist group “is not only clear but simplistically clear, it is espoused
without even minor variation by every member of the organization, and
it is forward-looking with the promise of better conditions for the
group and the individual.”147

The terrorist collective identity provides a framework for individ-
ual behavior through a plainly and unmistakably defined set of group
norms. Indeed, the group self-concept is clearly demarcated as affiliates
are typically a minority in their own society. This standing forces them
to develop highly salient, simplistic, and deeply ingrained collective
identity norms for participants to follow. “Such clarity satisfies an im-
portant psychological need for individual members of terrorist groups
and offers insights into why a terrorist organization may be so attrac-
tive for certain members of disadvantaged groups.”148 Given their the-
ory of identity, the authors concluded that those who lack a clearly
defined cultural or religious collective self-concept are psychologically
desperate and that the terrorist organization can fill this void. Terrorist
organizations are attractive because they offer a simplistic worldview,
an unambiguously defined enemy, and a clearly delineated set of norms
of behavior through which the individual and the group can dramati-
cally improve their debilitating conditions.

By harvesting concepts from Social Identity Theory, Moghaddam of-
fered what is perhaps the closest vision of an intercultural framework
for understanding militant extremism.149 He described eleven cultural
preconditions, and their corresponding perceptions, that lead to acts
of terrorist violence. Commenting on these insights, Moghaddam ex-
plained that “it is essential to understand [them] as arising out of a
larger culture and being imbedded in narratives adopted by a wider
population, rather than being unique to small isolated groups of poten-
tial terrorists.”150 Using suicide bombers as an example, Moghaddam
indicated that embracing these cultural preconditions allows one to
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have a better understanding of why individuals choose to engage in
such violent conduct.

To conceptually ground his prerequisites, Moghaddam outlined four
propositions. First, utilizing a cultural and collective approach to study-
ing terrorism is more effective than dispositional and individualistic
analyses. Second, a cultural examination fosters the development of a
cultural profile regarding the conditions in which militant extremists are
most likely to emerge. Third, the most salient and central feature of
this cultural profile is a certain style of perceiving societal change and
stability. Fourth, terrorist groups arise out of discrete cultural condi-
tions, such as beliefs, values, and collective systems of meaning; there-
fore, these prerequisites are universal and will hold true regardless of
the type of violent group.

The first cultural precondition that Moghaddam identified as spawn-
ing militant extremist collectives is the clandestine nature and subse-
quent isolation of terrorist organizations.151 Secrecy and segregation
serve to both maintain and strengthen ethnocentrism. This, in turn, sup-
ports a “we are right, they are wrong” attitude among affiliates, facili-
tates group conformity and cohesion, and solidifies the influence of its
leadership.

The second cultural prerequisite is a dichotomous categorization of
the world epitomized by good vs. evil and us vs. them sensibilities. The
combinatory effect of categorization and isolation encourages inter-
group bias. This leads to the development of stereotypes regarding the
in-group and out-group, within-group minimization (a perception that
the collective is more homogeneous than it really is), and between-group
exaggeration (a perception that the differences between the groups are
greater than they are).

A third cultural precondition is the existence of a belief system that
portrays society as illegitimate and unjust. Accompanying this belief
system may be a perception that a transgression of a “higher order” (e.g.,
as related to religion) has been committed. It might also entail a convic-
tion that the government in power does not engender the correct values.

The fourth prerequisite is the discernment that since the present soci-
ety is illegitimate and unjust, a need for radical change is warranted.
This can include the belief that replacing the entire political and eco-
nomic system is necessary. Indeed, as Moghaddam observed, dissatisfac-
tion with the present social system and awareness of cognitive alterna-
tives are given central prominence in Social Identity Theory.152
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While group isolation and secrecy act as structural catalysts for
the dichotomous categorization of one’s reality, this precondition is a
psychological medium for the fifth precondition. This prerequisite en-
tails the recognition that an absence of legal means exists by which to
change society into its ideal form. Whether real or imagined, this insight
leads to mobilization and collective action.

Closely linked to this conviction is the sixth precondition. Because
society is believed to be illegitimate and unjust, and because all norma-
tive paths to achieving an ideal society are blocked, alternative reme-
dies are sought, including the use of nonnormative means (i.e., murder,
criminal activity, suicide). Nonnormative interventions or solutions are
deemed necessary and justified in the interests of the jeopardized cul-
tural group.

The seventh prerequisite contributing to the formation of militant
extremist organizations is a belief that acts of terror will destabilize so-
ciety. Specifically, acts of terrorist violence inform the general public
about the profoundly illegitimate nature of the existing order. More-
over, they demonstrate the inherent weaknesses of the ruling system.

The eighth precondition is the perception that the terrorist group can
bring about societal change. This qualification addresses the vital role
militant extremists see themselves as fulfilling in the realization of the
new order. These roles are crystallized in the narrative of their past, pre-
sent, and future. In the isolated context of the terrorist collective, these
roles or statuses are deeply ingrained in the members.

The ninth prerequisite is the conviction that societal change realized
through terrorism will improve the group’s situation. This makes ex-
treme acts, such as a willingness to sacrifice one’s life for the good of the
collective’s agenda, seem logical. This is especially the case given the
group’s firmly held belief that such behaviors will ultimately benefit
family members, friends, and the community as a whole.

The tenth precondition is a protected, unstable, and inflated view of
the self. Recognizing that low self-esteem is frequently cited as a root
cause for an array of disturbing behaviors—despite research suggesting
otherwise—Moghaddam claimed that the problem with the self as it
relates to terrorist acts is that participants have an overblown and unre-
alistic view of themselves (e.g., as revolutionaries, supported by the peo-
ple, engaged in a sacred cause, leading others toward a better life).153

This self-image, externalized among members, is protected within the
isolated confines of the group.
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The eleventh and final prerequisite is the perception that disengaging
from the terrorist organization is difficult, if not impossible. Typically,
these collectives demand complete and total loyalty, which prohibits any
possibility of exit. Interestingly, Moghaddam observed that society’s
refusal to allow individuals to shed the terrorist label and stigma is ever
present, especially as personified in the establishment of tribunals such
as military courts.154 Group members interpret panels such as these to
indicate that they will never benefit from a fair trial.

Building upon this work, Moghaddam155 framed aspects of the cul-
tural preconditions into a metaphor he called the “staircase to the ter-
rorist act.” At the ground floor were perceptions of fairness and just
treatment as they may pertain to independence or one’s sense of per-
sonal or collective identity. Those who feel deprived of such liberties or
that their identities have been threatened may move to the first floor,
where one explores his or her options to fight unfair treatment. Contin-
ued perceived deprivation leads the individual to the second floor, where
social institutions like the educational system may encourage the dis-
placement of aggression upon an out-group. Moving to the third floor,
recruits are persuaded to commit themselves to the terrorist group’s
morality, where the in-group/terrorist collective is seen as morally just
and the out-group/enemy as morally disengaged. Moving to the fourth
floor, the recruit becomes immersed in the social relationships and activ-
ities of the group, causing a change in perceptions focused on the legiti-
macy of “the terrorist organization and its goals, a belief that the ends
justify the means, and a strengthening of a categorical us-versus-them
view of the world.”156 It is at the fifth floor that the recruit side-steps in-
hibitory mechanisms and acts upon the exaggerated differences between
the in-group and out-group. It is through the process of social catego-
rization that civilians are determined to be the legitimate targets of vio-
lence in pursuit of the greater good.

The Limitations of Social Identity Theory: The Theory’s
Application to Terrorist Identities

While Social Identity Theory has made and will continue to make a sig-
nificant contribution to the study of identity as it relates to militant
extremism, it is limited in its ability to provide a complete portrait of
the self. As Stets and Burke pointed out, SIT proposes that a person
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develops a social identity on the basis of the knowledge that he or she
belongs to a social category or group.157 SIT treats groups and cate-
gories as being synonymous. As demonstrated in the research just re-
viewed, category or group members may share a common feature or
trait, such as being of the same race, ethnicity, or religion. Within this
category or group is a uniformity of perceptions that can be revealed
in cognitive (e.g., social stereotyping), attitudinal (e.g., a positive eval-
uation of the in-group and negative evaluation of the out-group), and
behavioral (e.g., participating in a group’s culture) contexts. However,
following SIT, interaction between group members is not necessary in
understanding behavior because mutual perceptions will be reinforced
as most of the actors in a category hold the same perceptions, resulting
in group formation. Invariably, this will give rise to collectives acting in
unison, especially since they all have the same perceptions.

While emphasizing the similarities of actors in a group, SIT neglects
the individuality and unique interconnectedness one has to those within
the group or interaction context. Indeed, as Stryker asserted, people live
in groups, not categories.158 Citing Deaux,159 Stryker explained that
identities based on group relationships are more central and desirable
than are those not based on group relationships. In the group-based
identities proposed by SIT, only the actor’s perceptions and actions are
directly involved; one need not interact with group members.160 There-
fore, Social Identity Theory does not address the way individuals within
the group who occupy counter-roles or statuses directly involved in the
role performance interact with one another. However, as we contend,
this deficiency can be remedied through an appeal to a sociologically
animated social psychology—one grounded in the tenets of structural
Symbolic Interactionism and Identity Theory.
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The Sociology of Identity

Although Erik Erikson’s use of the ego identity construct1

proved to be a popular innovation in social scientific inquiry, psychol-
ogy did not (and does not) own exclusive rights to its study nor to its
development. In fact, Erikson was not the only social theorist to be
influenced by the work of pragmatist and psychologist William James.
Indeed, as Weigert et al. observed,

A small group of sociologists working within a version of American
pragmatism were trying to develop a more adequate sociological psy-
chology for understanding human action as essentially social; they
knew of Erikson’s work and quickly adopted his term, but shortened it
to “identity.”2

The use of the term “identity” proved to be an attractive addition to
an already developing discipline that had explored the self’s develop-
ment through the complex interaction between the individual and the
symbols and meanings emanating from his or her social environment.
This orientation, which would eventually become known as Symbolic
Interactionism, adopted the term “identity” but left behind the intensive
focus on the needs-driven, unconscious internal forces of the ego iden-
tity. Instead, it favored a view of identity whose formation was the
result of an interaction between the self and society.

The purpose of this chapter is threefold. First, a brief, though foun-
dational, overview of Symbolic Interactionism is provided. This over-
view includes a description of the development of the theory from the
Scottish Enlightenment period through American pragmatism to con-
temporary inquiries on the subject. Second, the development of two
approaches within Symbolic Interactionism (i.e., situational and struc-
tural) are recounted. Given the nature of our own study on terrorism,
however, the structural perspective, its five organizing themes, and its
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conceptualization of the identity concept are more systematically enu-
merated. This enumeration includes the application of the interpretive
framework in relation to five pivotal structural symbolic interactionist
concepts. Third, an in-depth exploration of Identity Theory and the two
strands of thought that originated from the structural perspective on
Identity Theory (IT) are reviewed, and an explanation as to why a soci-
ologically grounded model of identity is warranted. Collectively, the
themes and concepts entertained in this chapter provide the necessary
theoretical backdrop from within which to explore the link between
identity and militant extremism as embodied in the five terrorist organi-
zations examined in this book.

The Foundations of Symbolic Interactionism: A Brief Review

The phrase “Symbolic Interactionism” is a relatively recent one, espe-
cially among North American academics;3 however, its origins can be
traced to philosophers of the Scottish Enlightenment period.4 Indeed,
as Stryker indicated, these social theorists provided the rationale for
establishing an empirical basis for studying human beings, their behav-
ior, and the society they inhabited.5 Intellectual luminaries such as
David Hume, Frances Hutcheson, Adam Smith, and Adam Ferguson
supported this notion by focusing their attention on the concepts of
communication, sympathy, imitation, habit, and custom.6 The Scottish
moral philosophers understood society as being a network of interper-
sonal communications and the source of the self. Furthermore, their
approach emphasized the study of human beings and their behavior
from the standpoint of society rather than biology.

The link between the Scottish Enlightenment and Symbolic Interac-
tionism is found in the work of American pragmatists such as William
James, John Dewey, Charles Horton Cooley, William Isaac Thomas,
and George Herbert Mead.7 Indeed, as Stryker described it, pragmatism
basically echoed the themes of the Scottish philosophers:8 the mind was
an instrument for adaptation, mental activities were natural objects sub-
ject to scientific investigation, the mind had an organized and internally
dynamic character, and society was connected to the emergence of the
individual.

William James developed the premise that people form attitudes and
feelings about themselves and, in this way, their selves become symboli-
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cally denoted much like the objects in their environments.9 James envi-
sioned four distinct types of self: the material, spiritual, and social self,
as well as pure ego. His conception of the social self proved to be par-
ticularly influential in the development of Symbolic Interactionism,
especially in Mead’s vision of the self as consisting of the I and the me.10

James believed that an individual had as many social selves as there
were people who recognized that person. He saw the self as a product
of social relationships and paved the way for a view of the self as hav-
ing a multifaceted character.

Expanding on the work of James (and others), Dewey stressed that
human beings were unique: they possessed the capacity to adjust to
their environmental conditions. Thinking entailed defining objects in
their setting, rehearsing possible modes of behavior, imagining conse-
quences of various actions, and eliminating and selecting forms of con-
duct that would or would not lead to desired outcomes.11 For Dewey,
thinking was both rooted and maintained in the capacity of humans to
adapt.

Up until this period, the work informing the development of Sym-
bolic Interactionism had been undertaken by philosophers and psychol-
ogists. However, these ideas entered the realm of sociology through the
insights of Charles Horton Cooley.12 Cooley saw the individual and
society as representing two sides of the same phenomenon.13 Neither
one existed without the other; their relationship was inextricably inter-
dependent. His contention was that individuals use sympathetic intro-
spection, a process through which people use sympathy to cognitively
imagine things (i.e., situations) as others would. These ideas were em-
phasized in what Cooley termed “the looking-glass self.” He main-
tained that one comes to learn who one is through social interaction.
Cooley theorized that one’s self-idea (a more contemporary translation
of this is the self-identity) is developed through three principal elements:
“the imagination of our appearance to the other person; the imagina-
tion of the other person’s judgment of [our] appearance; and some sort
of self-feeling, such as pride or mortification.”14 Elsewhere, symbolic
interactionists have referred to this self-idea phenomenon as “the mirror
theory of identity” in that “we are what others’ reflections make us [out
to be].”15

Additionally, Cooley emphasized what he called “primary groups.”16

These consist of a small number of people with whom an individual has
frequent face-to-face interactions. He argued that these individuals have
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a significant influence on the development of one’s self, including the
learning of behavioral expectations through the process of reflected
appraisals.

Another sociologist to influence the early development of Symbolic
Interactionism was W. I. Thomas.17 As Stryker noted,18 Cooley focused
on delineating the emergence of the self in childhood;19 however, Thomas
was concerned with the process through which people came to redefine
and socially construct the adult self. Thomas believed that an adequate
account of human behavior included both the subjective and objective
aspects of the human social experience. As he explained,

Preliminary to any self-determined act of behavior there is always a
stage of examination and deliberation which we may call the definition
of the situation. And actually not only concrete acts are dependent on
the definition of the situation, but gradually a whole life-policy and the
personality of the individual him(her)self follow from a series of such
definitions.20

Thomas argued that by way of evolution, human beings acquired an
ability to define and construct situations through the symbols of their
environment.21 This was a powerful adaptation because to define the
situation is to represent the environment symbolically to the self so that
a response can be formulated.22 This ability was pertinent to human
survival. For example, if a cave man or woman saw footprints of a dan-
gerous animal near a burrow, they would have to gear their response
accordingly (i.e., leave the area). Therefore, human behavior is based on
and is a function of the way in which situations are defined.23

By far, the most well recognized influence on the development of
Symbolic Interactionism and, hence, sociological social psychology is
found in the work of George Herbert Mead.24 Although Mead was a
philosopher and a psychologist, his impact has been most widely hailed
within the symbolic interactionist tradition. In part, this is because he
offered what no one had done before him: systematic treatment of Sym-
bolic Interactionism’s key concepts, analytical depth, and scientific pre-
cision.25 Drawing on the lessons of pragmatism, Darwinism, and behav-
iorism, Mead developed a social psychology that started with ongoing
social processes, and, through these social processes, mind, self, and
society emerged. For Mead, humans did not simply respond to stim-
uli. The self developed through a complex interaction with several key
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factors. These factors or processes can be understood through five piv-
otal concepts: objects, acts and social acts, meanings, role-taking, and
the emergence of the self.26 Each of these elements is briefly described
below.

According to Weigert et al., an object is “any reality toward which
humans symbolically organize their responses and thus give it mean-
ing.”27 Objects can be conceptualized in one of two ways. First, they
can be conceptualized as concrete objects consisting of physical mat-
ter that can be referred to, designated, or acted toward. Objects may
be something tangible in the environment (e.g., berries, wild game).
Through the context of an act, such as searching for food, these objects
come to be meaningful symbols—that is, objects that, in the preceding
example, symbolize the possible satiation of hunger. Through action
and meaning, then, objects become symbols. In an example more rele-
vant to terrorism, a concrete symbol may be a target such as a bank, an
embassy, or a plane belonging to a national airline carrier. These sym-
bols may come to epitomize capitalism or Western influence.28

Second, a symbol can also be interpreted more abstractly as a social
object. In this instance, symbolization takes place through communica-
tion. Communication is the exchange of meaningful gestures, or what
Mead referred to as the conversation of gestures. A stranger yelling an
obscenity in one’s direction is a gesture. In this case, it is a socially con-
structed stimulus or a social object that symbolizes a range of possible
sentiments toward another (e.g., anger, violence, hatred). As Mead ob-
served, “the relationship of this symbol, this vocal gesture, to such a set
of responses in the individual himself [or herself] as well as in the other
that makes of that vocal gesture [is] what I call a significant symbol.”29

More clearly, when gestures come to mean the same thing to various
others and evoke similar responses in them, the gestures are said to have
common or shared meaning. Through this process, the gestures become
significant symbols. Those symbols that do not have shared meanings
are signs. According to Hewitt, then, “social objects are created as peo-
ple engage in social acts. . . . Social acts depend upon social interaction
and interpretation. That is, in order for individuals to cooperate with
one another in the creation of social objects, they must orient their con-
duct to one another.”30

However, in itself, the act is not a simple process. Mead conceptual-
ized the act as having four components: impulse, perception, manipula-
tion, and consummation.31 In order to understand the act, one must
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assess the interrelationships (rather than the distinctions) among all of
these factors.32 The following illustration helps explain the sequence of
experiences, underscoring the social act.

If while walking toward her car in a deserted shopping center park-
ing lot, a woman suddenly sees a man moving on foot in her direction,
the woman’s initial impulse may be to act (e.g., to search quickly for her
keys). However, the woman’s conduct depends on her perception of the
man’s action. For instance, she may perceive the man as simply rushing
to his own car, which happens to be situated near hers. Indeed, as
Hewitt noted, “the perception and designation of objects and stimuli
are strongly influenced by the condition of the organism, so that the
actions it undertakes stem as much from its own internal states as from
the presence of external events or stimuli.”33 Thus, if the woman had
experienced an assault in the past, she might be more vigilant in her
perception of the man’s behavior. The third component in the sequence
is manipulation. In an effort to control the situation or gain a clearer
idea of the man’s intent, the woman might call out, “What do you
want?” According to Hewitt, “This is the overt portion of the act—it is
the external manifestation of a process that, until now, has gone on
internally.”34 The fourth and final component of the act is consumma-
tion. It depends on the social response to an act (in this case, the ques-
tion voiced by the woman). If the man responds that he just wanted to
return the woman’s credit card, an item she inadvertently forgot at the
store register, and if the woman accepts the card graciously, then the
sequence is complete and she might return to her day’s activities. The
significance of the interaction results in a social object: confidence in the
store’s personnel.

The third important concept within Mead’s social psychology is
meaning, and, not surprisingly, it is closely related to symbols.35 Every
social act and object in an individual’s environment has significance.
Individuals are constantly interpreting the meaning of these symbols,
and they respond accordingly. As Mead intimated, “meaning is an-
chored in behavior. The meaning of an act is neither fixed nor unchang-
ing, but is determined in conduct as individuals act toward objects.”36

Engaging in the interpretation of symbols is essential in the process of
assigning significance to both social acts and objects. Typically, the in-
terpretation is focused on the intent of a symbol or object. In the exam-
ple used above, the woman interprets the man’s intent throughout her
interaction with him.
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This process of interacting with symbols, acts, and meanings also in-
volves taking the role of the other. Mead maintained that human beings
were able to anticipate the responses of others by perceiving their own
behavior from the other’s standpoint.37 This activity is known as “role-
taking.” Mead claimed that role-taking was a central mechanism in the
development of the self.38 Moreover, he believed it was the essence of
thought and, hence, intelligence. As Jenkins observed, “Mead . . . in-
sisted that self-consciousness, indeed cognition itself, c[ould] only be
achieved by taking on or assuming the position of the other, in his terms
a social ‘generalized other.’ ”39 A “basic” definition of role-taking is
“the process whereby an individual imaginatively constructs the atti-
tudes of the other and is consequently enabled to anticipate the role
[and behavior] of the other.”40

This definition is congruent with Hewitt’s statement that “role-taking
is a process in which one person ‘gets inside’ the perspective of another
in a particular situation and ‘observes’ his [or her] own conduct from
the other’s point of view.”41 Only when people take on the role of an-
other can they begin to see themselves and their behavior as objects in
their own social environment. A process that can be both conscious and
unconscious, role-taking provides individuals with the ability to see the
various possibilities for their own actions. Moreover, Mead argued that
thought and intelligence stemmed from the process of interpreting sym-
bols, ascribing meanings, engaging in ongoing action, and role-taking.
As he explained it, “in order that thought . . . exist there must be sym-
bols, vocal gestures generally, which arouse in the individual . . . the
response which he [or she] is calling out in the other, and such that from
the point of view of that response [the person] is able to direct his [or
her] later conduct.”42

Included within Mead’s role-taking concept is the idea of reference
others.43 These include both significant and generalized others. Refer-
ence others are the groups of people a person accounts for when he or
she engages in behavior. More specifically, the individual cognitively
constructs the thoughts and attitudes of these others as a way of guiding
his or her own conduct. Generalized others are the collective embodi-
ment of society’s attitudes, viewpoints, and expectations.44 Significant
others are those who have a more intimate influence on the develop-
ment of one’s self. Examples include family members, school teachers,
friends, and primary caregivers.

The fifth component of Mead’s social psychology is the emergence of

50 | The Sociology of Identity



the self.45 The self manifests itself during the process of social interac-
tion, especially as the actor begins to experience and negotiate his or her
own behaviors in relation to others. This process develops a self that is
reflexive—that is, a self that is both the object and subject of social
interaction. Mead illustrated the two-dimensional quality of the self in
his use of the I and the me social psychological constructs. Stryker suc-
cinctly delineated the meaning of these concepts as follows:

Anticipated responses with respect to oneself become the part of the self
Mead calls the “me.” This part of the self is the equivalent of social
roles which are the organized attitudes or expectations of others incor-
porated into the self . . . the “I” represents the responses of the person
to the organized attitudes of others.46

The interrelated nature of Mead’s five social psychological concepts
was summarily captured in Hewitt’s remarks regarding the formation of
the self. Indeed, as he explained it,

The self can be described as a process of conduct formation that more
or less constantly moves between two phases. One phase, which Mead
called the “I,” is impulsive. . . . When an individual’s adjustment to a
situation is disturbed, there is at first an impulse to act in some way. But
as this impulse occurs, the second phase of the self, the “Me,” comes into
play: the individual checks or inhibits his [or her] act, considering how
it will be received by others (specific or generalized) and choosing the
plan of action he [or she] thinks best. The “Me” thus represents the spe-
cific or generalized other to whom the individual orients his [or her] act.47

Accordingly, the formation and maintenance of the self represents a com-
plex interaction of symbols, meanings, acts, and roles. Mead put these
key factors together in a three-stage model in which the self emerges
through social processes and becomes an object toward which action can
be directed.48

Stage 1 is the preparatory phase. During this period, the child simply
imitates the actions of those in his or her environment. Throughout this
stage, the child learns the meanings of symbols and begins to use them
in communication.

Stage 2 is the play phase. During this period, the child learns to pre-
tend to be other people and, in a sense, takes on the roles of others. To
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illustrate, when the child plays at being a mother, teacher, or police offi-
cer, he or she internalizes the stimuli that call out a particular response
or set of responses to the role performance. These stimuli are eventually
used to build the child’s self-concept. The child’s ability to play a role
presupposes his or her capacity to role-take. This is due to the fact that
the child has imaginatively constructed another person’s attitudes,
allowing him or her to anticipate and imitate appropriate behavior.49

A child’s ability to play a role is not to be confused with role play-
ing. Role playing is a development of playing at the role. As Lauer and
Boardman noted,

Role-playing refers to the fulfillment of a behavioral pattern associated
with a social position. It results from reflective-appropriative role-tak-
ing, through which the individual develops a self-concept . . . and ap-
propriates certain attitudes consistent with this self-concept. After the
child has played at a particular role (mother, teacher, aggressive or non-
aggressive person), he [or she] either rejects or appropriates various atti-
tudes associated with this role. Those he [or she] appropriates become
the basis for role-playing.50

Stage 3 is the game phase. During this period, the child begins to
consider his or her own social position in relation to those around the
child and assesses the responsibilities each position entails. In addition,
the child responds to the members of his or her social environment on
the basis of the roles they occupy. One’s ability to role-take is created
during this developmental process. This activity is essential to under-
standing how the self-conscious individual comes to establish identity.
More specifically, as Mead intimated, such role-taking is pivotal to com-
prehending how humans come to assume

the organized social attitudes of the given social group or community
(or of some one section thereof) to which he [or she] belongs, toward
the social problems of various kinds which confront that group or com-
munity at any given time, and which arise in connection with the cor-
respondingly different social projects or organized co-operative enter-
prises in which that group or community as such is engaged; and, as an
individual participant in these social projects or co-operative enter-
prises, [the person] governs his [or her] own conduct accordingly.51
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The social attitudes of the organized community or social group repre-
sent the generalized other and, in essence, provide unity to the individ-
ual’s self. Mead emphasized the importance of this phase, claiming that
“the game represents the passage in the life of the child from taking the
role of others in play to the organized part that is essential to self-con-
sciousness in the full sense of the term.”52

Clearly, at the heart of Mead’s social psychology was a basic premise:
society and the self are reflexive. Indeed, society influences the creation
and maintenance of the self, and the self influences the creation and
maintenance of society. This fundamental precept was the foundation
from which other theoretical developments within the tradition of Sym-
bolic Interactionism evolved. Accordingly, in order to understand how
self and society influence identity and behavior, these additional devel-
opments require some general elucidation.

The Development of Two Approaches in
Symbolic Interactionism

Two approaches to interactionist thought have emerged within contem-
porary Symbolic Interactionism. These include the situational (i.e., pro-
cessual) or Chicago School and the structural or Iowa School. These
traditions originated as a function of the differing research philosophies
of Herbert Blumer and Manfred Kuhn.53 Blumer believed that in order
to create a science of social action, researchers needed to rely on the
observance of social processes. Moreover, he claimed that in order to
understand these processes, investigators had to enter the world of
those who were the subject of inquiry. Thus, Blumer offered a more sit-
uated or process-oriented description of Symbolic Interactionism that
served as a counterpoint to the macrolevel framework common within
the discipline of sociology.

Working at the University of Chicago, Blumer and his colleagues em-
phasized the processes through which people constructed meaning for
the situations they encountered and, hence, the behavior they under-
took. The approach focused on the emergence of the self in the face-to-
face interactions of everyday life as the self unfolded in its naturally oc-
curring environment. This is an approach in which “behavior is viewed
as indeterminate, unpredictable, impulsive, and spontaneous. Scholars
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focus on how individuals define situations and thereby construct the re-
alities [that] they live.”54 This situational, or Chicago School, approach
is consistent with what many investigators today would consider to be
the traditional symbolic interactionist perspective.

In addition to the process-animated model of Blumer is the structural
approach. Commenting on the latter, Kuhn insisted that “if social scien-
tists were to build a body of knowledge of social life of some relevance
and utility they [would have to] to develop procedures that: (1) sys-
tematically accumulated bodies of data, and (2) subject[ed] these bodies
of data to sustained research.”55 Developed at the University of Iowa,
the structural approach took as its focus the organization of the self
as a basis for examination as opposed to the self’s underlying social
processes.

Kuhn’s self-theory was symbiotic: he saw the organization and struc-
ture of the self as reflecting society and the organization and structure
of society as personifying the self. Unlike the situational approach, the
structural theory of Kuhn and the Iowa School viewed behavior as both
emergent and deterministic. Kuhn believed that the self and one’s behav-
ior were strongly influenced by antecedent variables, including histori-
cal, developmental, and social conditions. In a manner reminiscent of
James, Kuhn argued that the self was organized structurally. To substan-
tiate this claim, Kuhn and his associates developed an empirical test
called the “Who Am I?” or the “Twenty Statements Test” (TST). Kuhn’s
structural model had a significant influence on what some considered a
third school relative to the development of symbolic interactionist the-
ory. In particular, the Indiana School added a social structural compo-
nent to the structural aspects of the self.56 In sum, however, structural
Symbolic Interactionism sees structure on two fronts: the self is orga-
nized structurally, and the self is influenced by social structure. More-
over, the structural approach, which is grounded in theory, takes a
quantitative and positivistic approach to exploring the core issues of
Mead’s57 social psychology.58

Commenting on the underlying assumptions of structural Symbolic
Interactionism, Stryker characterized them on the basis of the following
eight synoptic statements:

1. Behavior depends on a named or classified world. The names or class
terms attached to aspects of the environment, both physical and
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social, carry meaning in the form of shared behavioral expectations
that grow out of social interaction. From interaction with others,
one learns how to classify objects one comes into contact with and in
that process also learns how one is expected to behave with reference
to those objects.

2. Among the class terms learned in interaction are the symbols that
are used to designate “positions,” the relatively stable, morphologi-
cal components of social structure. It is these positions which carry
the shared behavioral expectations that are conventionally labeled
“roles.”

3. Persons who act in the context of organized patterns of behavior,
i.e., in the context of social structure, name one another in the sense
of recognizing one another as occupants of positions. When they
name one another they invoke expectations with regard to each
other’s behavior.

4. Persons acting in the context of organized behavior apply names to
themselves as well. These reflexively applied positional designations,
which become part of the “self,” create in persons expectations with
respect to their own behavior.

5. When entering interactive situations, persons define the situation by
applying names to it, to other participants in the interaction, to
themselves, and to particular features of the situation, and use the
resulting definitions to organize their own behavior in the situation.

6. Social behavior is not, however, given by these definitions, though
early definitions may constrain the possibilities for alternative defini-
tions to emerge from interaction. Behavior is the product of a role-
making process, initiated by expectations invoked in the process of
defining situations but developing through a tentative, sometimes ex-
tremely subtle, probing interchange among actors that can reshape
the form and content of the interaction.

7. The degree to which roles are “made,” rather than simply “played,”
as well as the constituent elements entering the construction of roles,
will depend on the larger social structures in which interactive situa-
tions are embedded. Some structures are “open,” others relatively
“closed” with respect to novelty in roles and in role enactments or
performances. All structures impose some limits on the kinds of defi-
nitions which may be called into play and thus the possibilities for
interaction.
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8. To the degree that roles are made rather than only played as given,
changes can occur in the character of definitions, in the names and
the class terms utilized in those definitions, and in the possibilities
for interaction. Such changes can in turn lead to changes in the
larger social strictures within which interactions take place.59

Clearly, several identifiable concepts can be isolated from Stryker’s
description of the basic assumptions underlying the operation of struc-
tural Symbolic Interactionism. However, Stryker drew special attention
to the following as the five major components constituting the social
person: (a) symbols, (b) the definition of the situation, (c) roles, (d)
socialization and role-taking, and (e) the self.60 Although not explicitly
described as such, these five elements were also located in the work of
McCall and Simmons.61 Specifically, these five concepts were used as
the tools of analysis62 in creating a framework for understanding how
structural Symbolic Interactionism underscores Identity Theory and,
subsequently, explains the influence of identity on terrorist behavior. In
the subsections that follow, each of these five components is summarily
described. At issue here are the powerful, organizing effects both the
structure of the self and social structure have on the construction of
identity.

Symbols

Structural symbolic interactionists focus on symbols in relation to
their power to categorize and classify the social world. This focus is
based on Mead’s conceptualization of objects becoming symbols through
the act (e.g., impulse, perception, manipulation, and consummation), as
well as the development of shared meaning and significant symbols.63

Accordingly, language and symbolic systems are seen in terms of the
way in which they represent meanings for human action. Furthermore,
shared meanings are passed on through history, culture, socialization,
and social structure. Indeed, as Stryker noted,

Symbols focus attention upon salient elements in an interactive situa-
tion, and permit preliminary organizations of behavior appropriate to
it. Culture may be thought of, from this perspective, as a specification
of what is important for interaction by being relevant to goal-oriented
activity, a specification representing the cumulative experience of a so-
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cial unit. As this observation implies, there are frequently ready-made
definitions available as quickly as appropriate cues are perceived.64

These symbols help to interpret and situate the individual in the interac-
tive environment. In addition, they play an active part in defining and
constructing the situation in which one finds oneself.

Definition of the Situation

The symbolic transformation of the social environment is closely re-
lated to the development of a second major component of structural
Symbolic Interactionism, namely, the definition of the situation. Pro-
posed by W. I. Thomas in the 1920s, the concept is epitomized in his
now classic statement, “If men and women define situations as real,
then they are real in their consequences.”65 In essence, individuals do
not necessarily respond to the objective environment but, rather, to the
symbolic transformation of that environment. As Lauer and Handel ex-
plained,

To understand how people define situations, then, is to understand the
meaning that the situation has for them and thereby to understand why
they behave as they do in the situation. Much behavior that is otherwise
perplexing can be understood when we know the definition of the sit-
uation that the actor holds. Furthermore, to know how people define
situations is to understand why they behave differently in the same situ-
ation.66

The phrase “definition of the situation” can be seen as describing a
process through which people ascribe to and exchange meanings for the
symbols in their environment. These meanings are the phenomena to
which they respond. However, individuals do not passively accept the
definitions people create for them; instead, there is a certain degree of
self-activity in which they either accept or reject these expressions.67 In
addition, the definition of the situation can be used “to denote the ac-
tual concrete situation as it has been defined, or to denote certain psy-
chic products of group life which are left as residua from the definition
of many situations.”68

Eventually, the individual’s entire life encounters and personality are
based on the amalgamation of a series of these definitions. As Stryker
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pointed out, reference groups in their many forms have a significant
degree of influence on the way in which situations are defined.69 Refer-
ence groups provide the basic prism through which individuals view a
particular situation. Part of the reason people define similar situations
differently and, hence, behave differently in them is that they have dif-
ferent reference groups. According to Waller’s observations on the defin-
ition of the situation,70 there are certain psychic products of group life
that constitute the residua of many situations. Thus, the phrase in ques-
tion represents a collection of many definitions consolidated into one
that is comprehensive. In another words, the definition of the situation
is consistent with a worldview.

Roles

A third major component of structural Symbolic Interactionism is the
way in which roles, as a part of social structure, influence individual
behavior.71 Our assessment of social roles comes primarily from role
theory, as developed by Parsons,72 Merton,73 and Gross, Mason, and
McEachern.74 Although we recognize that role theory occupies an im-
portant place in understanding roles, structural symbolic interactionists
have refined the concept in some meaningful ways.75

Role theory contends that “the role is a basic building block of social
systems . . . to a considerable degree a social system can be thought of
as a network of statuses and their associated roles.”76 Thus, roles con-
stitute the means by which people are connected to social systems. So-
cial roles can be understood as a set of societal expectations associated
with the occupation of a particular social status or position in relation-
ship to another status or position. With the adoption of roles comes an
adherence to specific beliefs, values, norms, attitudes, codes of conduct,
and obligations. Typically, these notions are based on the interpreta-
tions that one attaches to particular symbols in use and specific defini-
tions of the situation. Role performance occurs when one conforms to
behavioral expectations with the goal of acquiring positive and avoiding
negative sanctions.77 Thus, roles are the site where behaviors and expec-
tations converge.78

In addition, social roles avail to society a certain degree of stability
and predictability, especially since people who occupy specialized roles
are expected to perform them in a particular manner. Occupying a role
also yields certain role relationships. These relationships are manifested
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in kinships, social networks, and role sets. Finally, roles exist prior to
the individual. Roles are historically, socially, and culturally rooted.
Therefore, roles provide an initial framework out of which interaction
can occur. Indeed, without these shared meanings as situated within this
framework, society would be chaotic and precarious.79

Symbolic interactionists use the positional aspect of social roles in
more general terms, especially since they are interpreted as socially rec-
ognized categories of actors.80 Moreover, these positions serve to cue
conduct, functioning as behavior predictors for those placed in certain
categories. In this sense, social roles, much like behavior, are symbols of
social structure. Additionally, the use of roles in language implies the
reference to a counter-role. As Lauer and Handel noted, this is the con-
cept of role sets.81 For example, there are no professors without stu-
dents and no store clerks without customers.

Another refinement to the idea of social roles was developed by R.
Turner,82 through the introduction of role-taking. From the perspective
of role-taking, roles are not static; instead, they are constantly being
formed, modified, and reconfigured. Following structural Symbolic In-
teractionism, then, roles are, in a sense, improvisational. Thus, posi-
tional or cultural role expectations serve merely as guidelines or points
of origin for behavior; however, people rarely stick to the script.83 In-
stead, role performances are filtered through one’s personality and self-
conception. The link between behavior and role performance is integral
to Identity Theory’s conception of the emerging self and is elaborated
upon in the next subsections. Finally, through definitions people assign
to situations, they come to categorize themselves and others by naming
or labeling one another. This process implicates the reflexive nature of
the self.84

Socialization and Role-Taking

A fourth major component of structural Symbolic Interactionism
identified by Stryker is socialization and role-taking.85 Here the focus
is on how individuals come to espouse the appropriate interpretation
of symbols, definition of situations, and roles, along with the expec-
tations of others. All of these dynamics influence one’s definitions of
one’s position in society and, correspondingly, the development and
organization of one’s self. As previously described, socialization is the
process through which people adopt roles and learn the expectations
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for their role behavior. Johnson defined socialization as “the process
through which people are prepared to participate in social systems.
. . . From the perspective of individuals, socialization is a process
through which we create a social SELF and a sense of attachment to
social systems through our participation in them and our interaction
with others.”86

Symbolic interactionists view socialization as a life-long process. It
involves the acquisition of shared meanings that are manifested through
symbolic systems of groups and the attitudes of collective members.87

Among others, agents of socialization can include family, school, the
military, peer/ethnic/cultural groups, the media, the workplace, and the
government. Affiliation with some of these socializing agents may con-
sist of an institutionalized period of indoctrination. During this period,
individuals are introduced to the basic beliefs, attitudes, or rules of life
within that particular group.

A basic function of role-taking is to imaginatively occupy the place
of another in an effort to see and experience the world (which includes
the behavior of oneself) from the other’s standpoint. This is achieved
through the use of symbols and the meaning-making process where
role-taking subjects anticipate the responses of others in an effort to
recognize the various possibilities for their own behavior. Moreover,
role-taking is acknowledged as a fundamental aspect of all interaction,
whether it is based on cooperation or conflict. As Stryker illustrates,
“to effectively engage in war, one must anticipate the responses of the
enemy in the same manner as a parent must anticipate the responses
of a child when seeking to aid the child through a crisis.”88 In both
instances, appropriate action requires that the person adopt the perspec-
tive of the other—including the other’s reference group (i.e., the com-
munity of adversaries; the society of children)—to assess how best to
respond to the situation at hand.89

The structural approach to Symbolic Interactionism generally adopts
the reference group component as an influence on behavior; however,
the theory argues that this feature has been mostly overemphasized.
This is especially the case with respect to the reference group’s capacity
to provide a standard for conduct and to shape various frames of refer-
ence. In addition, McCall and Simmons noted that theorists have over-
looked the most important reference point, namely, the reflective self.90

This approach to role-taking is more inclusive of the psychological and
internal influences of the self on behavior.
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Self

A fifth component identified by Stryker as integral to structural Sym-
bolic Interactionism is the self.91 As previously delineated, the self is a
product of society, manifested through social processes that encompass
the interaction of symbols, definitions of the situation, roles, and social-
ization and role-taking. However, the structural approach focuses pri-
marily on the self-defining activities of the person. These activities
include the establishment of socially recognized categories, correspond-
ing roles, and the self-meanings that attach to them. Roles, then, are
the link between the self and one’s relationship to others. Moreover,
through the constitution of the self, roles are translated into behavior.

Following James’s observation that the self is multifaceted (i.e., peo-
ple have as many selves as they do those who know them), people also
have as many identities92 or role identities as they do role relation-
ships.93 Accordingly, identities are “parts of the self composed of mean-
ings that persons attach to the multiple roles they typically play in
highly differentiated contemporary society.”94 Recognized as an aspect
of social stratification, “identities are ‘parts’ of the self; [that is,] inter-
nalized positional designations.”95 More specifically, they are cognitive
self-schemas consisting of the internalized role expectations incorpo-
rated into one’s sense of self.96

Self-schemas can be described as “cognitive generalizations about
the self, derived from experience, that organize and guide the processing
of self-related information contained in the individual’s social experi-
ences.”97 Moreover, as Stryker explained it, identities are “cognitive
schema whose meaning lies in expectations for behavior reflecting the
role on the basis of which the identity is formed.”98 These identities are
numerous but organized within the self. In sum, then, “identities are re-
flexively applied cognitions in the form of answers to the question ‘Who
am I?’”99

The cursory observations chronicled above on the five components
constituting the social person outlined important conceptual features
to structural Symbolic Interactionism. With these thoughts in mind, the
next section provides a more detailed description of the way society
influences the creation, maintenance, and storage of one’s identity. In
addition, the ensuing commentary explains the way in which the self,
through self-processes, influences role performances (i.e., behaviors)
and, correspondingly, society. Finally, we note that presenting the five
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structural symbolic interactionist concepts incrementally served the pur-
pose of simplicity. In other words, all five components work together in
the dynamic process of forming the social person. Given these observa-
tions, we now direct our attention to Identity Theory and its relation-
ship to structural Symbolic Interactionism.

Identity Theory

The association between social structure and the structural processes of
the self that constitute identity is known as Identity Theory. Stryker
coined the phrase during a presentation at the annual meeting of the
American Sociological Association in 1966.100 He subsequently pub-
lished the substance of his presentation under the title “Identity Salience
and Role Performance.”101 However, the fundamental tenets of Identity
Theory were also espoused in Alexander and Wiley’s account of “situ-
ated identities”102 and McCall and Simmons’s conception of “role iden-
tities.”103 To be clear, the significant degree of similarity among these
works can be attributable to the fact that, at the time, these ideas were,
quite frankly, in the air.104

Initially, Identity Theory was developed in response to the ambiguous
nature of Mead’s work105 and the difficulty others had in operationaliz-
ing the concepts he delineated. Essentially, Mead provided a framework
for the assessment of a basic formula: society shapes the self and the self
shapes social behavior. However, he understood this relationship to be
reciprocal. In other words, following his framework, the self also shapes
social behavior and, in turn, shapes society. In utilizing Mead’s frame-
work and formula, Identity Theory endeavors to comprehend society
and the self in a manner that lends itself to empirical testing.

Stryker and Burke described the development of Identity Theory, the
two distinct (although related) directions the theory has taken, the com-
plementary nature of these two strands of analysis, and the theory’s
potential for future development.106 One approach to Identity Theory
explains how society shapes the self and, with it, social behavior. Spe-
cifically, this orientation “concentrates on examining how social struc-
tures affect the structure of self and how structure of the self influences
social behavior.”107 A second approach to Identity Theory elaborates
on Mead’s contention that the self shapes society.108 Specifically, this
perspective “concentrates on the internal dynamics of self-processes
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as these affect social behavior.”109 Interestingly, while these two ap-
proaches examine different aspects of identity, both view it through
processes that can be both stable and changeable, given the circum-
stances.110

Delineating the basic premises of these respective orientations to
Identity Theory makes it possible to review the fundamental concepts
that underscore and inform the theory. Moreover, such delineation en-
ables us to characterize the way these two strands of analysis have been
used in conjunction with one another, facilitating our targeted explo-
ration on the construction and maintenance of a terrorist group mem-
ber’s identity. As a general proposition, this sort of integration is neces-
sary as it facilitates a more complete conceptualization of identity and
Symbolic Interactionism.

Society Shapes the Self

The basic assumption underlying Stryker’s Identity Theory is that so-
cial structure constrains, facilitates, and inhibits human behavior, al-
though it does not determine it.111 The focus of Stryker’s approach is on
how social structure influences the composition of the self and how this
composition impacts social behavior as specified through role-related
choices. The theory builds on this assumption, along with additional
refinements derived from orthodox Symbolic Interactionism. Stryker
noted that traditional interpretative analyses have primarily focused on
the varying patterns of everyday interaction and the unstable and con-
tinuing flexibility of subjective definitions.112 However, this line of in-
quiry tends to overlook the hypothesis that some possibilities are more
probable than others. Indeed, one’s ability to locate various options
is, in part, a function of social structure. Given these insights, Identity
Theory represents a more holistic, contemporary sociological view re-
garding society’s influence on the human experience. In this framework,
society is understood to be “a mosaic of relatively durable patterned
interactions and relationships, differentiated yet organized, embedded in
an array of groups, organizations, communities, and institutions, and
intersected by crosscutting boundaries of class, ethnicity, age, gender,
religion, and other variables.”113

Another important feature of Stryker’s Identity Theory that distin-
guishes it from traditional Symbolic Interactionism is his contention
that people inhabit small and specialized social networks of social rela-
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tionships.114 Participation in these networks and relationships is sup-
ported by the adoption of roles. These social networks and, hence, the
roles are embedded within societal structures. These structures are em-
blematic of the larger society of which they are a part. Accordingly,
society influences the emergence of the self.

Given Stryker’s perspective,115 Identity Theory attempts to address
why a person would choose to engage in one form of conduct when oth-
ers are readily available. More specifically, “given situations in which
there exist behavioral options aligned with two (or more) sets of role
expectations attached to two (or more) positions in networks of so-
cial relationships, why do persons choose one particular course of ac-
tion?”116 Thus, Identity Theory endeavors to explain why an individual
would select out one set of role expectations and, consequently, particu-
lar internalized identities as opposed to any equally worthwhile others.

In response to these sorts of questions, Identity Theory suggests that
what is at issue is something deeper (and more profound) than mere vo-
lition. Specifically, the theory contends that role choice is a function of
identity salience and identity commitment. The central tenet of Identity
Theory is that commitment impacts identity salience and salience im-
pacts role performance.117 An elaboration of this proposition “is that
‘large-scale’ social structures affect commitment [and this] affects iden-
tity salience [which] affects role performance.”118 Thus, underpinning
Stryker’s Identity Theory is the function of identity salience and com-
mitment in the behavioral choices one makes, the role expectations one
adopts, and the internalized identities one embraces.119

According to Stryker, identities are organized in a hierarchical fash-
ion.120 Moreover, the complexity of social relationships (i.e., role rela-
tionships) is mirrored in the equally diverse multidimensional aspects of
the self. Stryker referred to this conceptualization as identity salience.121

One dictionary definition of salience is “standing out from the rest; no-
ticeable; conspicuous; prominent.”122 Stryker’s theory argued that some
identities are more prominently featured than others and, more impor-
tantly, that they are arranged in a salience hierarchy.123 The hierarchy is
organized on the basis of the probability of each identity being activated
in a given situation.

As Stryker explained, the identity’s location on the hierarchy is its
salience.124 A general proposition of the theory is that those identities
that are activated more frequently become more conspicuous or assume
a higher position on the hierarchy. In addition, when identities are more
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prominent, they are activated more frequently across situations. The
definition of identity salience, then, is “the likelihood an identity will
come into play in a variety of situations as a function of its priorities as
a cognitive schema.”125 Two factors play a part in whether or not a cer-
tain behavior will occur. In brief, these include (1) whether, and to what
extent, the salience of the identity will interact with “[the] defining char-
acteristics of situations (such as the degree to which the situation per-
mits alternative identities to be expressed behaviorally), and (2) other
self characteristics (such as self-esteem or satisfaction).”126

Commenting on his characterization of identities and identity sali-
ence, Stryker indicated that four implications can be noted. He summa-
rized them as follows:

[P]ersons “carry” cognitive schemata across situations, predisposing
them to perceive and act in situations in line with extant identities;
identities (and identity salience) can be self-reinforcing, given the noted
process and the reciprocal impact of behavior on self-concepts; identi-
ties are motivational, moving people to actions expressing their mean-
ing behaviorally; as a consequence of being transsituational, self-rein-
forcing, and motivational, identities can influence action independent of
relationships supporting the identities—they can be functionally inde-
pendent of the commitments affecting them.127

In essence, then, identities and their salience are not only schematic and
trans-situational in nature; they also have a self-reinforcing and motiva-
tional component.

This next facet of Stryker’s Identity Theory is identity commit-
ment.128 Commitment can be operationalized as “the degree to which
the person’s relationships to specified sets of others depends on his or
her being a particular kind of person (i.e., occupying a particular posi-
tion in an organized structure of relationships and playing a particular
role).”129 An individual’s commitment to an identity is related to the
number of others who recognize the person as playing that role and the
importance of those others to the individual.130 For example, a person
will be significantly more committed to his or her identity as a police
officer if a considerable number of the person’s social relationships and
social networks are premised upon the notion that the person in ques-
tion is, indeed, a police officer. Consistent with this assessment, Serpe
described two types of commitment: interactional and affective.131 The
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interactional component of commitment focuses on the number and
frequency of relationships entered by playing a role. The affective com-
ponent addresses the individual’s depth of emotional attachment to var-
ious social networks. Commitment through social relationships and net-
works, then, provides a realizable example of how society influences
social behavior in the form of the self.

The above conceptualization is consistent with McCall and Sim-
mons’s contention that role identities are organized into a hierarchy of
prominence.132 Aside from some minor differences, these two theories
are quite similar. However, McCall and Simmons added some specificity
to their model by explaining that the organization of role identities is
based on cohesiveness.133 Cohesiveness refers to the extent to which
separate role identities are tightly or loosely interrelated. As the authors
indicated,

In most cases, [role identities] seem to “cluster” in smaller numbers of
subpatterns. The basis for this clustering is ordinarily that several role-
identities involve similar skills, have the same persons “built into” their
contents, or pertain to the same institutional context or period of one’s
life. These clusters may themselves be linked more or less closely with
other clusters or may be quite rigidly “compartmentalized” or dissoci-
ated from others.134

The role-identity model of McCall and Simmons135 also differs slightly
from Stryker’s model136 in that the prominence or salience of a role
identity is based on the degree of self- and social support, the degree of
commitment to and investment in a role identity, and the intrinsic and
extrinsic gratifications associated with the performance of that role
identity. The overall prominence of a role identity, then, will fluctuate
with these factors.

Additionally, McCall and Simmons acknowledged that the salience
of some identities over others was a crucial aspect in the way role iden-
tities translated into behavior; however, their understanding of role-
identity salience was contingent upon five factors. These consisted of
the following: (a) its prominence, (b) its need for support, (c) its intrin-
sic gratification, (d) its extrinsic gratification, and (e) its perceived suit-
ability for acquiring gratification in a particular situation.137 Thus,
salience denotes a role identity’s order of priority in being called on in a
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given situation. This characterization is the difference between the situa-
tional self and the idealized self, the former signifying the collective em-
bodiment of the prominence hierarchy.

In assessing the limits of this version of Identity Theory (i.e., society
influencing the self), Stryker and Serpe noted that it is selective and nar-
row in focus.138 The theory seeks to explain role-related behavior and,
even more specifically, role choices. Arguably, social structure allows
individuals in certain roles more choices and opportunities than those in
certain others. However, this point serves to further the contention that
social structure has a powerful influence on the adoption and realiza-
tion of particular identities.

In an application related to terrorism, Stryker used his version of
Identity Theory to explain variations in social movement participa-
tion.139 He divided this application into two portions. First, he assessed
the degree to which commitment has an influence on social movement
participation variability, independent of identity salience. As previously
described, commitment is based upon social networks and relationships.
Human lives are made up of numerous social relationships to individu-
als in various groups. Stryker contended that the commitment concept
begged the question, How is social movement participation influenced
by both movement and nonmovement social relationships, and to what
degree are the views of the two social networks overlapping? In re-
sponse, Stryker summarized his position in the following passage:

High commitments to groups outside a movement may reinforce the
power of the movement to ask for and get participation from its mem-
bers if the groups share movement expectations, norms, values, and
goals. If, however, outside groups to which persons are highly commit-
ted do not share movement expectations, norms, values, and goals,
movement recruitment and participation will be dampened.140

Returning to his illustration of membership in a militant extremist
group, Stryker noted that an individual whose family historically sup-
ported Irish Republicanism would be more, rather than less, responsive
to the demands of the movement, given these traditional and firmly held
commitments.

The second part of Stryker’s application dealt with identity salience
and its influence on social movement participation variability.141 This
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portion of his thesis relied heavily on identities as self-schemas that
serve to process self-relevant material. From a more sociologically in-
formed social psychological perspective, Stryker argued that identity
schemata are cognitive resources used to construct the definitions of the
situations in which people find themselves. The salience of identity
schemata is dependent on both internal (i.e., emotional) and external
(i.e., situational) cues. The process of identity schemata is also recipro-
cal in nature in that the higher an identity schema is on the salience
hierarchy the more likely it is to be accessed. The more frequently it
is activated, the more it will inform the definitions for one’s manifold
situations.

Stryker also observed that salient identities can be self-reinforcing
and self-enhancing.142 In this context, individuals find more self-esteem
from engaging in role performances that reflect their more salient identi-
ties. As he explained it,

Since esteem has motivational force, this argues further that persons
will seek opportunities to act out the roles underlying salient identities,
that they will define a greater variety of situations, appropriately or not,
as opportunities to act these roles out, and when possible they will
select situations enabling the enactment of salient identities.143

This line of reasoning has been appropriated by other investigators.
For example, according to Pinel and Swann, the more salient an identity
is the higher the need to confirm it.144 Moreover, as these researchers
argued, people are more likely to become active in social movements
whose collective identity is consistent with their more salient identities.
Thus, the necessity for social movements is not simply linked to defini-
tions of situations that reflect one’s salient identities; rather, they also
possess self-affirming value. It is our contention that the interactional
processes that account for membership in a social movement as exam-
ined through the social psychological insights of Identity Theory res-
onate quite profoundly with an investigation of terrorism.

Self Shapes Society

The second approach to Identity Theory was developed by Burke
and his colleagues.145 It originated in response to the lack of research
addressing the way the self shaped society. As Burke and Reitzes ex-
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plained, sociological social psychology has done an adequate job of in-
vestigating the way society influences the self; however, it has neglected
to account for the internal mechanisms of the self that constitute soci-
ety.146 Thus, this brand of Identity Theory “concentrates on the internal
dynamics of self-processes as these affect social behavior.”147 Moreover,
the approach focuses on the active processes of the self, being based on
the belief that “individuals capable of reflexive thought and self-initi-
ated action are the agents (sometimes as single individuals and some-
times as members of social movements or institutions) that create, sus-
tain, and change larger social structures.”148 Burke’s Identity Theory
moves from the internal processes of the self through identities and role
performance to the self’s subsequent influence on society.

Burke’s approach to Identity Theory149 relied on McCall and Sim-
mons’s role-identity model.150 This model proposes that role identities
are a person’s idealized visions of his or her self. Using Goffman’s dram-
aturgical language,151 they explain how a person imagines playing a role
or character. Typically, this role identity is idealized, exaggerated, or
embellished to a significant degree. For example, a child may imagine
standing up to the school bully and, as a consequence, may conjure
up feelings of respect and envy from other classmates who similarly
had been intimidated by this tormentor. However, role identities are
more than just daydreams; they are the source of action plans, dry runs,
and vicarious performances for assessing reinforcement from reference
groups, including oneself. Indeed, as McCall and Simmons explained,
“those actions that are not consonant with one’s imaginations of self as
a person in a particular social position are regarded as embarrassing,
threatening, and disconcerting; if possible, they will be discontinued and
superseded by actions more in keeping with one’s view of self.”152

Moreover, in an effort to maintain one’s role identities, one con-
stantly seeks to legitimate, verify, or affirm them. This self-validation
and self-verification is pursued through the process of role performance
and attained with role support. This role support is provided to the
actor by his or her audience in the form of reactions (i.e., behavioral re-
sponses) that serve to confirm the actor’s positional status and imagined
conception of his or her role identities. Audiences can include friends,
news media, society at large, and, most importantly, one’s self. How-
ever, role support is not indefinite. Human beings are driven to continu-
ously pursue role support as a way to reassert their role identities. They
accomplish this by keeping their role performances in line with their
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idealized selves. As McCall and Simmons observed, these processes of
self-validation and self-verification are crucial to understanding the way
role identities translate into ongoing behavior.153

On the basis of this model, Burke and Reitzes understand identities
to be “a set of meanings applied to the self in a social role or situation,
defining what it means to be who one is in that role or situation.”154

This conception of identities entails three characteristics.155 First, identi-
ties are social products formed and maintained through the social proc-
esses of naming, which locate the self in socially recognized categories.
Indeed, identities consist of interaction with others. This interaction in-
volves the processes of identification and exchange. Moreover, identi-
ties necessitate the confirmation and validation of self-concepts by means
of self-presentation and altercasting. Along these lines, the presentation
of the self involves the deployment of tactics used to convey an image
of one’s self to others.156 Confirmation is achieved when individuals re-
spond to that image accordingly. However, “not only does our perfor-
mance [in the form of self-presentation] express an image of who we
are, but it also simultaneously expresses an image of whom we take alter
to be.”157 This secondary expressive process is called “altercasting.”

The second characteristic informing Burke’s theory is the notion that
identities are self meanings formed in particular situations organized hi-
erarchically to produce the self.158 These meanings are produced in re-
sponse to the demands of the social situation. Moreover, they are based
on the similarities and differences of a role in relation to complementary
roles or counter-roles.159

The third feature characterizing Burke’s Identity Theory is that iden-
tities are symbolic and reflexive. “The meanings of the self are learned
from responses of others to one’s own actions. One’s actions develop
meaning through the responses of others, and over time, call up in the
person the same responses that are called up in others.”160 These ac-
tions, words, and appearances come to have shared meaning, making
them significant symbols161 in the social environment.162 Thus, the link
between the self and behavior lies in the shared meanings of identities
and roles or, more specifically, the recognition that identities predict
behavior when the meaning of an identity corresponds to the meaning
of a behavior.163

On the basis of a cybernetic framework,164 Burke and Reitzes de-
veloped what they termed the “identity control model.”165 The model
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demonstrates the way in which self-meanings are related to the meanings
of one’s behavior. Four central components underscore its operation:

the identity standard, or the set of (culturally prescribed) meanings held
by the individual which define his or her role identity in a situation;
the person’s perceptions of meanings within the situation, matched to
the dimensions of meaning in the identity standard; the comparator or
the mechanism that compares the perceived situational meanings with
those held in the identity standard; and the individual’s behavior or
activity, which is a function of the difference between perceptions and
standard.166

Behavior is pivotal to the model because it is used as a means to align
perceived self-relevant meanings with the identity standard of a particu-
lar situation. The model frames behavior as being goal directed—that
is, motivated by the desire to verify one’s identity. In essence, self-verifi-
cation is the process by which self-relevant meanings are brought into
agreement with the identity standard.167 This agreement is achieved
either by altering the current situation or by seeking out or creating sit-
uations in which self-relevant meanings correspond with the identity
standard.168 Self-verification is the chief internal mechanism through
which the self shapes behavior and, hence, constitutes society.169

For Swann,170 individuals facilitate the self-verification process through
a variety of strategies, namely, selective interaction, identity cues, and
interpersonal prompts.171 Selective interaction is simply electing to inter-
act with those who confirm one’s identities and avoiding those who do
not. People use identity cues to claim a particular identity. For exam-
ple, some individuals appropriate a particular clothing style in order
to “look the part.” Interpersonal prompts consist of specific actions or
mannerisms that one relies on to elicit a response from others, bringing
the self-relevant meanings in line with the identity standard.

Burke and Stets172 also recognized that alternative strategies could
be used to manage the discrepancy between one’s self-views and those
views of the person harbored by others.173 One such mechanism is se-
lective perception. In this technique, the interactant ignores or over-
looks those aspects of the person’s behavior that do not match his or
her idealized role identities. Another mechanism is selective interpreta-
tion. In this strategy, individuals interpret audience (or certain audience)
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responses in ways that are conducive to verifying the person’s role iden-
tities. What makes this possible is that Symbolic Interactionism ac-
knowledges the highly subjective nature of the interpretive process. The
mechanisms of selective perception and selective interpretation repre-
sent primary coping strategies or, as McCall and Simmons termed them,
“the first line of defense.”174

When the discrepancy between one’s self view and the view of the
self entertained by others is too extreme or threatening for the mecha-
nisms of selective perception and interpretation to absorb, five more
evasive strategies are utilized. The first is withdrawal. Here, the actor
removes himself or herself from the interaction entirely because it is
simply too difficult to manage. The second strategy is rationalization. In
this instance, the person alleges that circumstances beyond his or her
control were responsible for the discrepant role performance. A third
technique is scapegoating. In this scenario, the interactant blames an-
other for the individual’s poor role performance. More specifically, the
actor might claim that someone else failed to properly perform the nec-
essary counter-role, that the other person had an unfair advantage, or
that the person did not play by the rules. A fourth mechanism is dis-
avowal of the performance altogether. In this situation, the actor asserts
that the performance was not to be taken seriously because it occurred
out of context or it only represented a joke. The fifth strategy is rejec-
tion, or the depreciation of the audience who refuses to give proper role
support for the actors’ performance. In this case, actors insist that the
audience was just not competent or intellectually sophisticated enough
to see the merit of the person’s role performance.

McCall and Simmons noted that failure to adequately deal with
the discrepancies among role identities, performances, and role support
could result in internally driven feelings (e.g., misery, anguish, de-
spair).175 In the most extreme of instances, these sentiments could mani-
fest themselves in self-destructive behaviors, such as acute risk-taking
conduct (i.e., suicide). Thus, McCall and Simmons recognized that emo-
tions were constitutive of the outcomes emanating from the self-affirm-
ing process.176

The identity control model indicates how emotion is, in part, a con-
sequence of “the relationship between perceived self-meanings in the
situation and the self-definitional meanings held in the identity stan-
dard.”177 One’s failure to verify one’s self-meanings (i.e., identities) re-
sults in negative emotions. Additionally, the depression and distress that
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originates from incessant failure in confirming an identity leads to re-
duced commitment and even abandonment of that identity.178 Con-
versely, confirming one’s identity through the self-verification process
results in feelings of mastery, efficacy, self-competency, and self-affirma-
tion at the individual level, as well as feelings of acceptance and self-
esteem at the group level.179 Moreover, one who continually and consis-
tently confirms his or her identity becomes wedded to that set of self-
meanings or identities and most trustful of and committed to those who
repeatedly verify it.180 In sum, the underlying premise of Identity Theory
as developed by Burke indicates

that people seek ways to establish and maintain social situations and
relationships in which their identities are verified. These are self-verifi-
cation contexts that maintain the self. At the same time, the actions
(role behaviors) that change the situation and lead to new, identity-con-
firming perceptions manage the flow of meanings, information, and
resources that build and sustain the social structure to which the iden-
tity belongs. . . . Self-verification through the manipulation of signs and
symbols, thus, has consequences that simultaneously sustain the indi-
vidual and the social structure in which the individual is embedded.181

Up until now, Social Identity Theory (SIT) has been the preferred
social psychological prism through which to explore the link between
identity and terrorist behavior. One explanation for this is that SIT was
designed to explain intergroup conflict182 and, as a result, this made it
an attractive approach for understanding militant extremism whether or
not the research was grounded in psychology, political science, or inter-
national relations. Interestingly, on the surface, Identity Theory (IT) and
SIT may seem quite similar. The reality, however, is that they are not.
For example, while both utilize the concept of groups in explaining so-
cial behavior, SIT treats groups and categories as synonymous. From
this perspective, people are members of groups if they share a common
trait, such as race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or religion. The focus
on similarity between these types of characteristics is understandable,
especially given that SIT was initiated in an effort to explain racial and
ethnic discrimination.

Contrastingly, Identity Theory embraces the distinction between
groups and categories. As Stryker observed, people live in groups, not
categories.183 Turning to the insights of Deaux,184 Stryker explained that
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identities based on group relationships are more central and desirable
than those that are not. Although categories are relevant in that they
inform social interaction through social boundaries, it is reasonable to
conclude that groups have a more immediate influence on shaping be-
havior. Identity Theory is rooted in the belief that “membership is a
matter of playing a role in a network of reciprocal roles.”185 These roles
are tied to group affiliations.

A second important distinction between SIT and Identity Theory is
that, at its core, the former is anchored by the desire to satiate certain
needs (e.g., self-esteem, belonging). However, IT understands identity to
be a natural manifestation of social interactive processes and of social
life. Admittedly, Identity Theory does not reject the existence of such
primal needs, and, likewise, SIT does not dismiss the impact of social
forces in the creation of identities and conflict. However, what distin-
guishes these two orientations on these matters is the depth of their re-
spective commitments. Stated differently, SIT and IT relegate the other’s
position on identity construction as ancillary to the project of account-
ing for human behavior and social interaction.186
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Part II





An Overview of Five
Extremist Organizations

The definition of terrorism has attracted intense debate over
the past several years.1 In an effort to move past this discussion and to
resituate the conceptual understanding of identity as it relates to mili-
tant extremist behavior in its proper perspective, we embrace the defini-
tion adopted by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime.2 This
definition was developed by Alex P. Schmid and Albert J. Jongman. As
they indicated, terrorism is

an anxiety-inspiring method of repeated violent action, employed by
(semi-) clandestine individual, group or state actors, for idiosyncratic,
criminal or political reasons, whereby—in contrast to assassination—
the direct targets of violence are not the main targets. The immediate
human victims of violence are generally chosen randomly (targets of
opportunity) or selectively (representative or symbolic targets) from a
target population, and serve as message generators. Threat- and vio-
lence-based communication processes between terrorist (organization),
(imperilled) victims, and main targets are used to manipulate the main
target (audiences(s)), turning it into a target of terror, a target of de-
mands, or a target of attention, depending on whether intimidation,
coercion, or propaganda is primarily sought.3

Embedded within this characterization is the contention that terror-
ism is a tactic or method of combat. While the Provisional Irish Repub-
lican Army (PIRA), Hamas, the Shining Path, and the Liberation Tigers
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) have all been designated by the U.S. Department
of State as organizations that employ or have utilized this strategy,4

racist Skinheads5 are largely organized and operate as street gangs.6

However, unlike the more stereotypical utilitarian gang, some Skinhead

4
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groups are ideologically based and attempt to promote a right-wing po-
litical/social agenda (i.e., antigovernment, antimulticulturalism, White
supremacy) through threat, intimidation, and fear.7 As Quarles argued,
right-wing extremists do constitute a legitimate terrorist menace.8 Al-
though such extremists are an unsophisticated and loosely affiliated
organization, violent acts (i.e., assault, arson, murder, and vandalism)
committed by racist Skinheads are not simply crimes but politically mo-
tivated militant attacks designed to instill trepidation and alarm in the
civilian populations of immigrants, gays and lesbians, Jewish Ameri-
cans, and people of color.9

In this chapter, important background material on the five terrorist
groups under consideration in this volume is provided. In particular, a
serviceable, though limited, description of the group’s history, develop-
ment, organization, leadership, strategies and tactics, and current activi-
ties are enumerated. In this context, the cultural realities that inform
and texture the ongoing militant extremism of the five respective orga-
nizations are disclosed. Accordingly, these summary observations con-
tribute to furthering our understanding of the subtle relationship that
exists among theory, culture, self, and society in the formation and
maintenance of a terrorist identity.

Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA)

The conflict or “troubles” in Ireland can be traced back hundreds of
years to the country’s earliest beginnings.10 Ireland’s sectarian division
emerged when the Irish were introduced to Christianity around 500
a.d., after which they became devoted followers of the religion.11 How-
ever, by 1172, the country had been invaded and was under the control
of the Norman king of England. Religious differences and territorial
disputes gave birth to armed conflict. Following the Protestant Refor-
mation of the 1500s, King Henry VIII attempted to implement (and im-
pose) a church similar to the one operating in England. The Catholics
vehemently resisted this forced conversion, and soon the discord was
not just about religion but also about independence.12 The intense quar-
rel over both nationalism and separatism continues into the twenty-first
century.13

By the late 1800s, a group of Irish immigrants calling themselves
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the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) was formed in New York City
in an effort to provide economic relief to their friends and family still
living in Ireland.14 Eventually, the group became a financial supporter
for revolution. In the aftermath of the 1916 Easter Rebellion, the IRB
leader, Padraig Pearse, drafted a letter outlining his terms of surrender.
He signed the letter the “Irish Republican Army” (IRA), thereby offi-
cially transforming the IRB into a fighting force.15 In the years following
the surrender in Dublin, the IRA unleashed a violent campaign of ter-
rorism in the region.16 In 1921, a treaty granted independence to the
twenty-six counties of Southern Ireland. In this way, Southern Ireland
was partitioned from the six counties of Northern Ireland, which re-
mained loyal to the British Crown.17 For many years following the im-
plementation of the partition, the Loyalist Protestant majority of North-
ern Ireland exercised considerable political and economic hegemony
over the minority Catholic community, creating a volatile situation in
the region.18

The ratification of the treaty resulted in the emergence of divergent
opinions within the IRA. Although many believed that independence
should be extended to all Irish, including the northerners, ideas about
how to pursue a unified Ireland differed. Some members argued that
with the establishment of a political voice their interests would be bet-
ter served through peaceful methods and political representation. In
addition, while more moderate members wanted to maintain the exis-
tence of the IRA as an auxiliary force, others wanted to continue their
active role in the armed resistance and splintered from the group. With
significantly depleted numbers, the IRA continued its campaign. How-
ever, in the mid-1960s, the IRA began to focus on politicizing the move-
ment with Marxist praxis and jettisoned the armed struggle, leaving
the group unorganized and mostly unarmed.19 In August 1969, riots
erupted in the Bogside region of Londonderry as a result of the Nation-
alist Catholic community’s longstanding feelings of discrimination and a
Loyalist Protestant parade. In anticipation of hostilities, Northern Ire-
land’s security forces, the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC), was sent to
moderate the crowds; however, sectarian violence soon erupted. Loyal-
ist Protestant mobs, backed by the RUC, invaded the minority Nation-
alist Catholic community and chased many out of their homes. The
violence continued for days until the British government dispatched its
soldiers to the island to quell the fighting.
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Believing that the IRA had essentially failed to defend the Nationalist
Catholic community from Loyalist Protestant aggression, dissident IRA
members formed a splinter group known as the Provisional Irish Re-
publican Army (PIRA), or Provos, from the Republican “old guard.”20

Initially, the PIRA endeavored to serve as the defender of the National-
ist Catholic community in Northern Ireland; however, the group’s lead-
ers had more ambitious aspirations. As Sean MacStiofain, the PIRA’s
first chief of staff, explained, “As soon as it became feasible and practi-
cal, the [P]IRA . . . move[d] from a purely defensive position into a
phase of combined defense and retaliation.”21 PIRA members and their
sympathizers argued that, although the British forces were supposed to
protect their communities from Loyalist Protestant violence, they were
as much the enemy as the Loyalist Protestant aggressors. The PIRA had
the opportunity to serve in this capacity on several occasions. “For
example, in June 1970 PIRA units were able to repel an invasion of the
Catholic enclave of the Short Strand in East Belfast by thousands of loy-
alists while the army was seemingly nowhere in sight.”22

As chronicled in its training manual, the Green Book, the PIRA came
to define its objectives as follows:

1. To guard the honour and uphold the sovereignty and unity of the
Republic of Ireland.

2. To support the establishment of an Irish Socialist Republic based on
the 1916 Proclamation.

3. To support the establishment of, and uphold, a lawful government in
sole and absolute control of the Republic.

4. To secure and defend civil and religious liberties and equal rights and
equal opportunities for all citizens.

5. To promote the revival of the Irish language as the everyday lan-
guage of the people.23

Once the PIRA captured the Nationalist Catholic communities’ sup-
port and gained more support than that of the official IRA, the group
launched an intense offensive military campaign lasting from 1970
to 1972.24 By 1971, the PIRA’s strategy of political violence included
1,756 shootings and 1,515 bombings, resulting in 174 deaths. In 1972,
these numbers dramatically increased; they were responsible for 10,628
shootings and 1,853 bombings, producing 208 deaths. By the early
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1970s, the official IRA had all but withdrawn from the armed struggle
to unite Ireland, making the PIRA synonymous with the IRA name.25

Under the banner of the Republican movement, PIRA and its political
arm, Sinn Féin, have worked tirelessly toward eliminating British rule
over the north and unifying Ireland.26

By the mid-1990s, the PIRA began contemplating support for the
Northern Ireland peace process.27 This caused two factions to emerge:
the Continuity IRA, which materialized in 1995, and the Real IRA,
which appeared in 1997. Some suggest that despite losing some of its
members to these splinter groups and its observance of a 1997 cease-
fire, the PIRA maintains several hundred members within its ranks in
addition to several thousand sympathizers.28

Prior to the cease-fire, Horgan and Taylor described the PIRA as
being cellular-based, with a hierarchically organized authoritarian struc-
ture.29 At the top of the organizational pyramid lies the Army Execu-
tive. This is a body of twelve experienced veterans elected by the Gen-
eral Army Convention, composed of active volunteers, prison represen-
tatives, and members of the command structure. The Army Executive,
in turn, elects the Army Council. It consists of the PIRA’s leadership
and is responsible for strategy and tactics of the group’s war efforts. The
Army Council is divided into the Northern and Southern command.
The Northern command reigns over the six counties of Northern Ire-
land in addition to its five border counties. This was a key command to
the PIRA because the vast majority of its operations were in the vicinity
of Northern Ireland. The Southern command refers to a distinct region
but also to an operational area. Its territory consists of the twenty-one
counties of the Republic of Ireland, where it functions mostly in a logis-
tical support capacity, conducting such activities as supplying and stor-
ing weapons, training volunteers, and providing safe houses. Both com-
mands are made up of brigades complete with officers and active ser-
vice units, typically consisting of four full-time personnel and part-time
volunteers who carry out the group’s activities. Additionally, the Army
Council directs the General Headquarters (GHQ). GHQ was responsi-
ble for the overall maintenance and conduct of PIRA activities. Based
in Dublin, it managed ten departments: quartermaster (procurement,
transportation, and storage of armaments), security, operations, foreign
operations, finance, training, engineering (bomb construction, weapons
development, etc.), intelligence, education, and publicity.
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From 1969 until its acceptance of a cease-fire in 1997, the Provi-
sional Irish Republican Army waged a campaign of urban and rural ter-
rorism.30 Indeed, as some commentators noted,

The PIRA’s modus operandi has incorporated bombings, shooting at-
tacks, beatings, high-profile assassinations and kidnapings. The move-
ment has been extensively involved in extortion and armed robberies,
and has a sophisticated financial network not unlike that of any large
business. PIRA targets have included members of the security forces in
Northern Ireland [i.e., the British Army, the Royal Ulster Constabulary
(RUC)—the Ulster police force, the Ulster Defense Regiment (UDR),
and the Royal Irish Regiment (RIR)], as well as government and pri-
vate-sector individuals, including senior British government officials and
British military targets in the mainland United Kingdom and in western
Europe. PIRA targets have also included innocent civilians in Ireland
and abroad, and also members of the security forces in the Republic of
Ireland. The organization’s militancy has, furthermore, been directed
against Northern Irish Protestant paramilitary movements, in the main,
groups reactive to the Provisionals’ terrorist campaign.31

Moreover, although in its earlier years the group’s attacks were fairly
indiscriminate, the recognition of Sinn Féin as a viable representative of
the Republican electorate did cause the collective to become more dis-
cerning in its use of violence.32 While PIRA and Sinn Féin have worked
toward the overall goal of ending British rule over the north and the
unification of Ireland under the banner of the Republican Movement, it
appears that the two have come to recognize that aggression, hostility,
and fighting may not be the most effective means of achieving this goal.33

Recent progress in the peace process notwithstanding, sectarian vio-
lence in Northern Ireland has not subsided entirely. For example, while
the PIRA has been relatively dormant in terms of the more large-scale
terrorist attacks in recognition of the 1998 Good Friday Peace Accord
between Sinn Féin and the government of Northern Ireland, it continues
to engage in violence in the form of punishment shootings and beatings.
Utilized by both Republican and Loyalist paramilitary groups, these
brutal attacks are frequently employed to keep the people of their re-
spective communities from committing antisocial acts, including forms
of criminal conduct (e.g., drug dealing, robbery, vandalism, and work-
ing as an informant).34
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While the 1997 cease-fire has provided a fragile peace in Northern
Ireland, the Good Friday Agreement offers the best chance for an end to
the conflict in the region. Indeed, the agreement has served as the back-
drop for the creation of a 108-member Assembly, a fourteen-member
executive body consisting of both Catholic and Protestant representa-
tives, a scaling back of the British military presence, and the PIRA’s deci-
sion to begin decommissioning its weapons. Although the island’s divi-
sional quarrels still result in sporadic acts of violence, the governments
of the Republic of Ireland, Northern Ireland, and Great Britain, as well
as the PIRA, have continued to work toward a peaceful resolution.

Hamas

For centuries, the Middle East has been the backdrop for a violent con-
flict between Israelis and Palestinians. The roots of this dispute can be
traced to the emergence of the Zionist movement in the late 1800s, the
dissolution of the Ottoman Empire following World War I, and the sub-
sequent division of the Middle East by the Allied powers.35 Emerging
from Europe, Zionism was the political force behind the reestablish-
ment of a sovereign Jewish state in the biblical land of Israel.36 While in
the midst of war, Great Britain issued the Balfour Declaration in 1917.
This document endorsed Zionism and promised to assist in the creation
of a Jewish national homeland in Palestine in exchange for Jewish sup-
port in the war effort.37 A similar agreement was made with the Arabs,
in which England promised them autonomy in exchange for their rebel-
lion against the Ottoman Empire. However, once the Allied powers won
the war, they proceeded to carve up the Middle East into spheres of in-
fluence despite the prior commitments they had made.

The League of Nations granted Great Britain the Palestine Mandate
in 1922, giving it authority over Palestine and Transjordan (i.e., Israel,
Gaza Strip, West Bank, a part of the Golan Heights, and Jordan). With
a predominantly Arab population and a growing Jewish minority, the
region was divided into administrative units.38 England transferred its
portion of the Golan Heights to France, who held the Syria Mandate.
The area east of the Jordan River became the Kingdom of Jordan. The
land west of the river (i.e., Palestine) was maintained under a British
high commissioner. Despite Great Britain’s formal authority over Pales-
tine, the region was plagued by Arab-Jewish violence over the rapid
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influx of Jewish immigrants, the purchase of land by Jewish settlers, and
the overall control of the territory.39

In 1936, Palestine erupted in an Arab rebellion. It was inspired by
the death of Sheikh Izzidin al-Qassam in 1935, who, along with his
band of comrades, led an armed revolt in the north of Palestine against
British troops.40 One organization that was particularly concerned with
the plight of Palestinian Arabs was the Muslim Brotherhood. Founded
by Hasan al-Banna in Egypt in 1928, the Brotherhood was dedicated to
revitalizing the Islamic call (da’awah) through education and reform
and transforming society into what the Prophet Muhammad had envi-
sioned for it.41 The Brotherhood mobilized popular support, provided
material aid, and secured access to the region through members who
joined the Palestinian Arab resistance.42 The revolt subsided in 1939
when the British implemented a strict quota on Jewish immigration;
however, the Brotherhood’s presence remained and eventually culmi-
nated in the founding of its first official branch in Jerusalem in 1945.
This was the foremost religious-political movement of its kind in the
region.43

The end of World War II brought with it thousands of homeless Jews
eager to begin a new life in Palestine; however, restrictions on immigra-
tion remained in effect.44 Skilled in sabotage and small-unit tactics, Jew-
ish militants began attacking British troops in opposition to the immi-
gration policy.45 Violence in the region soared by 1947, and the British
were compelled to commit additional troops and resources in an effort
to maintain its loosening grip on Palestine. The United Nations (UN)
intervened in April 1947 with a plan to partition Palestine: one portion
for Arabs, the other for Jews.46 The proposal was announced in No-
vember 1947 and heavy fighting ensued. On May 15, 1948, one day
after a provisional government declared the state of Israel’s indepen-
dence, the armies of Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria invaded.47

United with Arab nationalist forces, despite their ideological differ-
ences, the Palestinian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood assumed an
active part in the 1948 war.48 By 1947, the Brotherhood had flourished
in Palestine, establishing thirty-eight branches with more than ten thou-
sand registered members.49 However, in the face of overwhelming odds,
the newly formed Israel Defense Forces (IDF) secured a large portion of
Palestine and many Palestinian Arabs were obliged to find refuge in
surrounding Arab states, the Gaza Strip, and the West Bank.50 When
the UN brokered cease-fires between Israel and its Arab adversaries, 75
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percent of Palestine was within the borders of the new Jewish state, the
West Bank was under the control of Jordan, and the Gaza Strip was
under the dominion of Egypt.51

Tension in the region sparked large-scale conflict again in the 1967
Six-Day War. On June 5, Israel launched a preemptive attack on Egypt,
believing that its forces, gathered in the Sinai Peninsula, were prepar-
ing an invasion.52 Jordan joined the fight by shelling Israel, while Syria
bombed settlements in the north.53 When the war ended, Israel occupied
the Old City of Jerusalem, the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, the Golan
Heights, and the Sinai Peninsula. Realizing that a conventional war was
futile and feeling abandoned by their Arab neighbors, Palestinian mili-
tants found solace in the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO),
which facilitated guerrilla attacks against Israel.54 Led by Yasser Arafat,
the secular organization became the principal voice behind Palestinian
statehood over the next several years. In the meantime, the Muslim
Brotherhood laid in wait by avoiding military activities, fortifying its
hard-core members in the face of Israeli rule, focusing on institution
building, and preparing for jihad.55

Frustration over the occupation of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank
erupted on December 8, 1987, after an Israeli truck collided with an au-
tomobile carrying several Palestinian workers. Four persons were killed
in the West Bank crash.56 The accident triggered mass demonstrations
and riots that evolved into the uprising known as the intifada. On the
evening of the following day, the Political Bureau of the Muslim Broth-
erhood met in Gaza at the home of Ahmad Yassin57 to discuss how
they could utilize the situation to stir up religious and nationalist senti-
ments.58 At the meeting, they drafted a communiqué. In their announce-
ment, the Muslim Brotherhood stipulated that “during one week, hun-
dreds of wounded and tens of martyrs offered their lives in the path
of God to uphold their nation’s glory and honor, to restore our rights
in our homeland, and to elevate God’s banner in the land.”59 In addi-
tion, the document indicated that “the intifada of our vigilant people
in the Occupied Territories comes as a resounding rejection of the oc-
cupation and its pressures, land confiscation and the planning of set-
tlements, and the policy of subjugation by the Zionists.”60 The leaflet
was distributed in the Gaza Strip on December 11 and 12 and in the
West Bank on the 14 and 15. It was signed “Harakat al-Muqawamah
al-Islamiyya” (the Islamic Resistance Movement), along with its acro-
nym HAMAS (Hamas), which means “zeal” or “enthusiasm” in Arabic.
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The document’s release marked the birth of the Palestinian Covenant of
the Islamic Resistance Movement.61 Through its organized use of street
violence, Hamas assumed a central role in the intifada and soon gained
enough power to play a significant role in Palestinian politics.62

As an outgrowth of the Muslim Brotherhood, Hamas has an ideol-
ogy that represents a combination of religious principles and Palestinian
national aspirations.63 According to the Hamas charter, its ultimate goal
is “to raise the banner of God over every inch of Palestine.”64 It stip-
ulates that this can only be accomplished through jihad, which is an
obligation of all Muslims when an enemy usurps their land. Moreover,
the charter contends that “the land of Palestine is . . . Islamic [and]
entrusted to the Muslim generations until Judgement Day” and that no
Arab state, leader, or organization has the right to relinquish it.65 In
sum, then, the Hamas collective aims to destroy Israel and to establish
an Islamic Palestinian state in its place.66

Hamas is concentrated in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank. The
organization is estimated to have between 750 and 1,200 fighters and
tens of thousands of supporters and sympathizers.67 As an organization,
Hamas includes both logistical support and military operations and can
be divided into three divisions: public (members are active in institu-
tions and politics), underground network (members are active in orga-
nizing demonstrations, transferring funds, and gathering intelligence),
and the military wing (members are responsible for initiating attacks
on Israeli soldiers and civilians).68 Hamas’s governance is entrusted to a
political council whose members live inside and outside the occupied
territories.69 Hamas has developed an extensive social welfare network,
including nurseries, kindergartens, schools, mosques, health care clinics,
summer camps, and sports clubs.70 Aside from providing much needed
support and human services to the Palestinian people, these efforts are
also used to indoctrinate young people, recruit members, raise funds,
organize activities, and distribute propaganda. In addition, through its
public arm, Hamas endorses individuals who are active in Palestinian-
Arab institutions and politics.71

Named after the Martyr, Izzidin al-Qassam, the Izz Al-Din Al-Qas-
sam Brigades comprise Hamas’s military wing. According to investiga-
tors, this wing takes orders from the political council.72 Over the years,
members of the brigades have committed numerous acts of terrorism
against Israeli and Palestinian civilians. These acts include assaults, kid-
nappings, shootings, assassinations, and suicide bombings.73
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Following the passing of Yasser Arafat, Mahmoud Abbas was elected
president of the Palestinian National Authority in January 2005. In the
month following, President Abbas, Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon,
Egyptian President Hosny Mubarak, and King Abdullah II of Jordan
met for a summit in Sharm El Sheikh, Egypt. It was agreed that Israel
would release over nine hundred Palestinian prisoners and withdraw
from Palestinian cities.74 In return, the intifada was declared to be over.
In March 2005, Hamas agreed to a tahediyeh, or lull in the fighting,
and to participate in the parliamentary elections, which have been post-
poned until January 25, 2006.75 Despite scattered violence, the Israeli
evacuation of Gaza settlements was completed on August 24, 2005,
making way for the establishment of an independent Palestinian state. It
remains unclear how Hamas, clearly caught between competing agen-
das, will deal with its ultimate goal of establishing an Islamic Palestin-
ian state in place of Israel. Indeed, only time will tell how Hamas will
elect to resolve the more practical question of creating an independent
Palestinian state in the territories occupied by Israel since 1967.76

Peruvian Shining Path

Latin America is yet another region of the globe that has faced the hor-
ror and devastation of terrorism. Indeed, the area has become infamous
for its violent insurgent movements and its equally violent government-
sponsored counterinsurgent campaigns. Peru has received a consider-
able degree of notoriety for playing host to one of the most deadly of
these movements, namely, the Shining Path. Rooted in a blend of Mao-
ism and Andean mysticism, the organization has the primary aim of
overthrowing the Peruvian government and establishing a communist
peasant revolutionary regime.77

Its first major action was launched on the night of May 17, 1980.
This was the eve of the country’s first presidential elections in seventeen
years. A group of Shining Path militants stormed the town hall in the
small Andean town of Chuschi, stole the voting boxes and lists that
were to be used in the following day’s elections, and burned them in
the town plaza.78 The press paid little attention to the incident, attribut-
ing the attack to local thugs; however, the Shining Path had officially
embarked on its “people’s war.” The terrorist organization’s size and
proclivity for indiscriminate violence soon grew to mythic proportions.
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Eventually, it posed a significant threat to the safety and security of the
country’s inhabitants. Indeed, it is estimated that the nearly thirty-year
campaign has claimed over thirty thousand lives and close to $22 bil-
lion in damages to Peru’s fragile infrastructure.79

The Shining Path was founded in 1970 by Abimael Guzmán Rey-
noso, a philosophy professor at the National University of San Cristó-
bal de Huamanga in the Ayacucho region of Peru.80 Guzmán was born
in 1934 to a middle-class family.81 At nineteen, he became a student
at the National University of San Agustín in Arequipa, where he was
drawn to Marxist philosophy. Eventually, he earned a Ph.D. in philoso-
phy and another in law. Guzmán’s involvement in radical politics is
believed to have begun in the late 1950s, when he joined the Peruvian
Communist Party. This organization was formed from the Peruvian
Socialist Party and was created by one of the country’s leading Marxist
thinkers of the 1920s, José Carlos Mariátegui.82

In 1961, Guzmán took an appointment as an instructor of philoso-
phy at the National University of San Cristóbal de Huamanga in the
Ayacucho region.83 The rugged and remote region is situated high in
the Peruvian Andes, some two hundred miles southeast of Lima. The
Ayacucho region has a history of being politically, culturally, and eco-
nomically isolated from the rest of the country and is notorious for being
among the most impoverished in Peru.84 Its population consists primar-
ily of Quechua-speaking Peruvian Indians who live in highland com-
munities. When Guzmán arrived, most of the peasant Indians survived
through subsistence farming; others were serfs who belonged to hacien-
das.85 The region’s debilitating poverty, absence of schools, malnutri-
tion, lack of public services, and utter oppression made many within the
peasant community receptive to Guzmán’s revolutionary message.86

In 1963, Guzmán became disenchanted with the Peruvian Commu-
nist Party when the Sino-Soviet split caused the group to pursue the
Moscovite path of peaceful revolution from within the state rather than
the Maoist line of armed revolution.87 This fissure prompted Guzmán
and other pro-Chinese party members to unite under a Maoist splinter
group called the Bandera Roja, or the Red Flag. At its peak, the group
claimed to have fifty students, which was about half of the university’s
enrollment.88 Meanwhile, Guzmán was appointed the head of planning
and personnel at the university. This enabled him to fire rival instruc-
tors and hire like-minded supporters. Using his position of power at the
school, he arranged for his students to go into the rural countryside
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under the guise of teaching practice and indoctrinate the university’s
peasant neighbors.

In 1970, Guzmán and his followers—consisting primarily of univer-
sity students and junior faculty members—split from the Red Flag and
formed the Partido Communista del Perú por el Sendero Luminoso de
José Mariátegui, or the Communist Party of Peru by the Shining Path of
José Mariátegui.89 Among its membership, the group would simply be
called the Partido Communista del Perú (PCP). To those the group would
come to terrorize, it was known as Sendero Luminoso, or the Shining
Path.90 The PCP took its name from the title of a magazine published by
Mariátegui that read, “By the shining path of Comrade Jose Carlos Mar-
iátegui.”91 Sometime during 1978, Guzmán and the Shining Path went
underground; they were not heard from again until the attack in May
1980.

As the organization developed, it formed a powerful cult around the
personality of its charismatic founder. To his followers, Guzmán was
considered the fourth sword of communism after Marx, Lenin, and
Mao. His ideology was a synthesis of the teaching of Jose Carlos Mar-
iátegui and Maoism.92 In particular, Guzmán adopted Mariátegui’s eval-
uation of Peru’s socioeconomic situation, arguing that prior to the
Spanish invasion the country’s indigenous population practiced a primi-
tive form of Incan communism. Moreover, the capitalist, semifeudal so-
ciety established in its place forced the Indian community into a posi-
tion of servitude. Mariátegui envisioned a rural-based revolution that
would mobilize the Peruvian peasantry as an oppressed ethnic minority
and class of citizens. To achieve this aim, Guzmán and the Shining Path
relied on Mao’s theory of guerrilla warfare. This theory calls for the
mobilization of the rural population into a “people’s army.” Operating
from a firm rural base, the army would encircle the cities and destroy
the bourgeois-led state government.

McCormick explained that after raiding the town hall in Chuschi,
the Shining Path launched a series of attacks on the symbols of the
fascist state, including police stations, government offices, and various
nationally sponsored development projects in the Ayacucho region.93

By 1981, the group had expanded its targets to include infrastructure
sites. These consisted of bridges, rail lines, electric power stations and
transmission lines, and telecommunications facilities, as well as vari-
ous economic objectives. The Shining Path’s primary weapon was dyna-
mite procured from the thousands of small mining camps that dotted
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the Peruvian highlands. They also used Molotov cocktails, pipe bombs,
homemade grenades, and weapons stolen from military and police
forces.94

The Shining Path established zones of liberation in various regions of
the Sierra. They gained support by capitalizing on the grievances of the
poor indigenous inhabitants of the rural highlands, a rapidly declining
economy, and centuries-old government neglect of impoverished peas-
ant areas.95 Within these zones of liberation, the Shining Path staged
“people’s trials” to punish landowners, money lenders, rural traders,
thieves, cattle rustlers, corrupt officials, village merchants, town leaders,
and others who committed crimes against the citizenry.96 In those vil-
lages that resisted, the Shining Path gathered local administrators, com-
munity leaders, and traitors and, after a brief trial, executed them for
their violations.97 By 1983, the Shining Path was in full operation and
expanded its sphere of influence beyond the Sierra.

At its peak, the Shining Path was a highly sophisticated revolutionary
organization that functioned at the national, regional, and local level.98

Each level had layers of committees, operational cells, and support net-
works. Nationally, the Shining Path was run by the National Central
Committee. This entity consisted of Guzmán and his lieutenants. They
made all major decisions regarding the group’s ideology, policies, and
strategies. Six regional committees were situated under the national com-
mittee. These included the Eastern, Southern, Northern, Central, Metro-
politan, and Primary areas. Encompassing several departments and unit
subdivisions, these regional committees were responsible for the plan-
ning, evaluation, and execution of all PCP activities in their respective
locales. Under the direction of the regional commanders, the militants99

initiated attacks; activists developed popular education programming,
distributed propaganda, and encouraged civil unrest; and sympathizers
provided logistical support and participated in demonstrations.

By mid-decade, nearly every department in Peru was experiencing
Shining Path violence.100 In 1992, it was estimated that the organization
had between five thousand to six thousand armed militants and fifty
thousand people within its support network.101 In a desperate move to
control the violence that had engulfed the country, former president
Alberto Fujimori seized near-dictatorial power in April 1992 by dis-
banding the Peruvian congress and courts. He claimed they were limit-
ing the country’s ability to fight terrorism and, consequently, initiated
an aggressive antiterrorism campaign. Although numerous widespread
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human rights violations were committed, the draconian crackdown se-
verely diminished the Shining Path’s operational capacity. Specifically,
on September 12, 1992, counterinsurgency forces captured Abimael
Guzmán in a middle-class neighborhood in Lima, along with several
other high-ranking members of the Central Committee.102 Charged with
high treason by Peru’s Supreme Council of Military Justice, Guzmán
was sentenced to life in prison at an island navy base.103 With its leader
incarcerated and a subsequent public admission of defeat, the group
began to factionalize. Large-scale arrests and desertions significantly di-
minished its numbers.104 By the mid-to-late 1990s, the Shining Path’s
activities had been sharply reduced.

Although the Shining Path no longer poses a serious threat to the
national security of Peru, the guerrillas continue to initiate sporadic acts
of violence. The group still has roughly four hundred to five hundred
armed militants within its ranks, and they have been responsible for nu-
merous acts of terrorism.105 One of these attacks was the detonation of
a car bomb near the U.S. Embassy in Lima that killed ten people. Most
recently, the Maoist rebels have conducted several well coordinated
operations, including the abduction of seventy-one workers at a gas
pipeline in the mountain jungles of southeastern Peru and an ambush
on a military patrol.106 Authorities suspect that the recent escalation
in Shining Path violence is related to the increase in coca and poppy
cultivation in Peru,107 from which the group has profited.108 Moreover,
experts speculate that the increased source of revenue is being used
to fund operations and recruitment drives. Consequently, the Shining
Path’s recent resurgence has some fearing that the organization is at-
tempting to revitalize its campaign of terror.

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE)

Similar to many continents around the globe, Asia is no stranger to the
tragedy of terrorism. One such example is the conflict that erupted over
a half-century ago on the 2,500-square-mile island off the southeastern
coast of India known as Sri Lanka. Tensions on the island are, to some
degree, rooted in sixteenth-, seventeenth-, and eighteenth-century colo-
nialism.109 In 1595, the Portuguese were the first of the European colo-
nial powers to conquer the island of Ceylon (renamed Sri Lanka in
1972).110 Upon their arrival, they found three indigenous kingdoms: “a
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Tamil Hindu state in the Jaffna peninsula, a Sinhalese kingdom in the
central highlands at Kandy, and a second Sinhalese kingdom near the
western coast.”111

The indigenous Sri Lankan Tamils are the descendants of darker-
skinned Dravidian migrants from south India. They are predominantly
Saivite Hindus; speak the Tamil tongue of the Dravidian family, which
is also spoken in the southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu; and live pri-
marily in the northern and eastern provinces of the island. Standing in
almost perfect geographic, racial, linguistic, and religious contrast are
the Sinhalese. They dwell principally in the southwest area of the island,
trace their lineage to the fair-skinned Aryan peoples of Northern India,
speak the Sinhala language (an Indo-European tongue), and are chiefly
Theravada Buddhists.112

The seventeenth century brought Dutch governance over the island,
although it was eventually supplanted by British rule in 1802.113 Prior
to the British takeover, the Portuguese and Dutch managed the island
as two separate ethnic territories, allowing the Tamils and Sinhalese to
live in relative isolation from one another.114 With British rule came the
imposition of a plantation economy and a unified state structure with
Colombo as its capital.115 Communal representation was introduced as
a means by which the island’s localities could advance, protect, and
preserve their interests through the government.116 In 1931, Ceylon was
granted self-rule and universal suffrage. At a time when Great Britain’s
colonial dominion over India began to dissolve, the island of Ceylon
was granted full independence on February 4, 1948.117

Constituting more than 70 percent of the island’s population, the Sin-
halese community won roughly 80 percent of the seats in Parliament.118

Thereafter, Sinhalese legislators began implementing a series of policies
designed to reverse what they perceived to be years of British favoritism
for the Tamil minority. One example of this was that, historically, high-
caste Jaffna Tamils dominated the government’s civil service.

During British rule, foreign missionaries established English schools
in the Tamil regions. This created a class of English-speaking Tamil pro-
fessionals who benefited from preferential treatment, especially for posi-
tions as civil servants, lawyers, teachers, and doctors.119 One of the first
measures to be implemented was the Sinhalese-Only Act of 1956. The
act proclaimed the Sinhala language to be the island’s official vernacu-
lar. Founded in 1949, the Tamil Federal Party lobbied tirelessly to elimi-
nate the Sinhalese-Only Act. They feared that if their argot was not
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recognized as one of the island’s official tongues, the Tamil community
would not only be forced to abandon its language but also its culture
and way of life.120 The Federal Party responded by staging nonviolent
picketing campaigns, or satyagraha, in protest of the Sinhalese-Only Act
and the subsequent discriminatory policies that followed it. These cam-
paigns led to anti-Tamil riots, state repression, and broken pacts and
promises.121

Passed in the 1970s, another policy known as “standardization” re-
quired Tamil university applicants to have higher entrance scores than
their Sinhalese student counterparts. Facing a weak economy, upper-,
middle-, and lower-class Tamil men developed a collective sense of
hopelessness for their future. By the mid- to late-1970s, the Tamil com-
munity began demanding a homeland of their own. Feeling a profound
degree of restlessness, frustration, and disenfranchisement, young Tamil
men began resorting to violence.122 These young men, affectionately
referred to as the “boys,” became the backbone of the Tamil insurgency.
In sum, the consequence of the postindependence discriminatory poli-
cies of the Sinhalese-dominated government was that “the Sri Lanka
Tamil community, once the island’s most prosperous, was culturally
marginalized and reduced to penury as its per capita income fell below
that of the Sinhalese.”123 Given these realities, the Tamils concluded
that their very existence and survival was in jeopardy.

Founded in 1972124 by its leader, Velupillai Prabhakaran, the Libera-
tion Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) represented one of several militant
organizations created in response to the government’s discriminatory
legislative policies.125 In their document entitled “A Struggle for Justice,”
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam stipulated that the movement

is committed to the position that the Tamils constitute themselves as a
people or a nation and have a homeland, the historically constituted
habitation of the Tamils, a well defined contiguous territory embracing
the Northern and Eastern Provinces. Since the Tamils have a homeland,
a distinct language and culture, a unique economic life and a lengthy
history extending to over three thousand years, they possess all the
characteristics of a nation or a people. As people they have the inalien-
able right to self determination.126

Finding inspiration and justification in socialist praxis, Dravidian his-
tory, and the Indian freedom struggle, the LTTE’s armed struggle is
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aimed at creating a territorially and politically independent state to be
called Tamil Eelam for the three million Tamil-speaking people living in
Sri Lanka, the elimination of caste ties, and a collective national identity
for all Tamils.127

After several years of ethnic conflict between Tamil militants and the
Sinhalese army, the Indian government intervened by dispatching the
Indian Peace-Keeping Force (IPKF) to Sri Lanka between July 1987 and
March 1990.128 Hoping that the detachment would bring an end to the
conflict and its militant activists, the 2.5-year campaign left twelve
thousand dead and over five thousand wounded.129 Although the troops
did eventually force the Tamil Tigers out of the city of Jaffna, which
they had overrun, and into the north-central Sri Lankan jungles, the
LTTE solidified themselves as an adaptable, innovative, and viable fight-
ing force.130

The LTTE is the dominant force behind the creation of a Tamil
homeland.131 Word of its commitment is legendary, as many Tigers have
died by their own hand after ingesting the cyanide capsule they wear
around their neck to avoid capture and torture.132 It is estimated that
the organization has eight to ten thousand armed combatants in Sri
Lanka, with a core of three to six thousand trained fighters.133 Its struc-
ture includes a military wing complete with a maritime group (known
as the Sea Tigers) and an airborne group (known as the Air Tigers), an
intelligence wing, a finance wing, a political wing, and a women’s wing
(known as the Birds of Freedom), as well as the infamous suicide com-
mando wing (known as the Black Tigers).134 The LTTE has also built
a strong financial and material structure within the Tamil community
at home and abroad.135 The organization is rumored to use this inter-
national network of contacts to smuggle illegal drugs throughout the
world, an allegation the LTTE adamantly denies.136

Although the LTTE portrays itself as a guerrilla force that mounts
military operations against the Sri Lankan army, it is well known for its
use of terrorist tactics. The group has engaged in assassination, sabo-
tage, murder, intimidation, and bombings in an effort to promote its
cause and solidify its control over select areas of Sri Lanka. Among
its many targets, the group focuses on key government and military
personnel, economic strongholds, public infrastructure facilities, and
fellow Tamils who do not conform to LTTE rule.137 The LTTE has also
become particularly notorious for its use of the suicide bomber.138 The
Black Tigers are estimated to have carried out a total of 150 to 180

94 | An Overview of Five Extremist Organizations



such attacks.139 Aside from the hundreds of lives they have claimed
through strikes on numerous Sri Lankan military facilities and symbols
of national infrastructure, their victims have included former Indian
prime minister Rajiv Gandhi, Sri Lankan president Ranasinghe Prema-
dasa, and Sri Lankan presidential candidate Gamini Dissanayake.140

In total, the fighting between Tamil militants and Sri Lankan and
Indian forces is believed to have claimed over sixty-five thousand lives
and left thousands more with the psychological scars of living amidst
the bloodshed and carnage of a war-torn society.141 At the time of this
writing, the LTTE and the Sri Lankan government have made progress
in the peace process through the involvement of a Norwegian delega-
tion who helped broker a cease-fire in December 2001.142 During the
process, the LTTE agreed to consider autonomy in a federal system in
an undivided island while the Sri Lankan government contemplated the
concession of considerable autonomy to the Tamils. However, the road
to peace has not been an easy one. In October 2003, Sri Lankan Presi-
dent Kumaratunga called for the dismissal of the Norwegian general in
charge of the peace-monitoring mission, claiming that he was biased to-
ward the rebels. Alleging that then Prime Minister Wickremesinghe had
made too many compromises in the peace process, President Kumar-
atunga suspended parliament and seized control while the Prime Minis-
ter was in Washington, D.C., meeting with President Bush to discuss the
peace process.143 In November 2003, the government announced that
the peace talks would be halted until the political power struggle was
resolved. According to the peace secretariat of the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam, the group remained committed to resuming negotiations
once the political crisis was resolved.144 In December 2004, the island
suffered devastating damage as a result of a massive tsunami. In June
2005, the LTTE and Sri Lankan government agreed to share nearly
$3 billion in aid among the island’s Sinhala, Tamil, and Muslim inhabi-
tants, restoring hope that a peaceful settlement to the conflict could be
achieved.145

Racist Skinheads

North America is another region of the globe that has experienced the
devastation and trauma of terrorism. Racist Skinheads are just one ex-
ample of right-wing militant extremists who commit acts of violence in
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an effort to promote their political agenda of White supremacy. The his-
tory of racist Skinheads is actually rooted in the rebellious youth sub-
cultures of Great Britain during the late 1950s.146 As Moore explained,
the modern Skinhead scene materialized “in England from a series of
almost unrelieved social and political disasters: the Depression of the
1930s; the devastation of World War II; and the continuing condition of
deprivation—the endless fall from the old power and glory of the Impe-
rial nation—in which the new welfare state seemed mired.”147 Out of
these debilitating circumstances “youth subcultures emerged from a
time of want and dissatisfaction” in England.148

Born in the working-class streets of South London, the Teddy Boys
were the first of England’s youth subcultures to be recognized. Dressed
in a flamboyant, upper-class Edwardian style and exhibiting a prefer-
ence for loud rock-n-roll music, the Teddy Boys were soon seen as a
threat to society’s traditional values.149 However, the Teddy Boys were
eventually replaced by the Modernists, or Mods, who modeled their
style of dress after young African Americans and developed a taste for
Ska and reggae music, with its distinctive West Indian beat.150 By the
mid-1960s, the Mods divided into two factions: the smooth Mods, who
hailed from a higher social economic status and maintained a sharper
style of dress; and the hard Mods, who were unemployed and collected
welfare.151 Confronted with a bleaker outlook on their future, the hard
Mods appropriated a tougher exterior, consisting of short, cropped hair,
work boots, braces (suspenders), Ben Sherman shirts, and Levis.152 This
early Skinhead look was perceived as embracing a more puritanical and
masculine image because it was popular among the British working
class.153 Ironically, this initial Skinhead style was also inspired by Black
Jamaican immigrants to England, known as Rude Boys.154 By the late
1960s, the British Skinheads, with their unique style of dress, distinct
musical taste, proclivity for violence, and loathing for the status quo,
began to emerge as a separate youth subculture.

Although the original British Skinheads were not overtly racist, they
did embody ultraconservative values. In addition, they focused on re-
claiming their traditional working-class community from England’s new
immigrant population and the hedonistic hippies they perceived as a
drain on society.155 Their violent outbursts were frequently directed to-
ward Pakistani immigrants and homosexual enclaves.156 The Skinheads
experienced a momentary decline during the early 1970s as a result of
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increased police harassment; however, they soon resurfaced with the
advent of the punk scene in the mid-to-late 1970s.157 This time around,
the Skinheads took on a distinctly racist attitude by embracing Nazism,
and they adopted a new avenue for spreading their hate-filled message,
Oi music.158 Originating from a hybrid of Jamaican-inspired reggae and
West Indie Ska, Oi music would eventually become the Skinheads’ offi-
cial means of conveying their anger and rebellion toward the status quo.
Their hate-filled message made them a national recruiting target for the
adult-based, racist group known as the National Front, who sponsored
Skinhead concerts.

The racist Skinhead youth scene eventually appeared in North Amer-
ica in the early 1980s.159 While some have proposed that it came over as
a racist movement,160 Wood argued that it emerged along with the punk
scene but did not become distinctly racist until some time later.161 Racist
Skinheads began recruiting the same type of disenchanted teens from
White working-class backgrounds to fill their ranks after adapting to
the North American brand of White supremacy. This type of White su-
premacy was conveyed by right-wing groups like the National Alli-
ance,162 led by William Pierce, and the White Aryan Resistance, led by
Tom Metzger.163 While there is some variation between the larger White
supremacist movement and racist Skinheads, there are three pivotal
concepts in the racist right ideology common to both hate groups:
White supremacy, radical religion, and anti-Semitism.164

Simply stated, White supremacy is the belief that Whites are superior
to any other race. The foundation of this conviction stems from racism.
The literature on racism has evolved considerably over the last several
decades; however, Benedict’s comments are as insightful today as they
were when first drafted more than sixty years ago. She described the
phenomenon as follows:

Racism is the dogma that one ethnic group is condemned by nature to
congenital inferiority and another group is destined to congenital supe-
riority. It is the dogma that the hope of civilization depends upon elimi-
nating some races and keeping others pure. It is the dogma that one
race has carried progress with it throughout human history and can
alone ensure future progress. . . . Racism is essentially a pretentious way
of saying that “I” belong to the Best People. For such a conviction, it is
the most gratifying formula that has ever been discovered, for neither
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my own unworthiness nor the accusations of others can ever dislodge
me from my position. . . . It avoids all embarrassing questions about
my conduct of life and nullifies all embarrassing claims by “inferior”
groups about their own achievements and ethical standards.165

Included within the idea of racism is the belief in White supremacy
and White separatism. Members of the movement argue that they
should establish a racially sovereign nation governed by Whites and free
of Jews and minorities identified as “mud” races.166 Moreover, within
this “nation” members promote the preservation of the White race and
exercise self-determination.

The second belief structure is radical religion. Wooden and Blazak
identified three forms of radical religion that are particularly popular
among racist Skinheads:167 Christian Identity, Odinism, and the World
Church of the Creator (WCOTC).168 Rooted in British-Israelism, Chris-
tian Identity maintains that the ten lost tribes of Israel migrated across
the Caucasus Mountains to become the Anglo-Saxon people.169 The im-
plications of such teachings are that the British are God’s true chosen
people and that the Jewish people are not. The American brand of Brit-
ish Israelism (i.e., Christian Identity) added the anti-Semitic component
to this ideology. They insisted that the Jews are the biological offspring
of a sexual union between Satan and Eve, and are attempting to erect a
reign of evil over the world; consequently, the world is on the verge of
the apocalypse.170

A second form of radical religion followed by certain racist Skinhead
groups is Odinism.171 This pre-Christian variant of Scandinavian Norse/
Germanic mythology idolizes Viking deities. Examples include

Odin, the father of the gods who is known for wisdom, ecstasy, and
magic; Thor, renowned for his strength and might; Frigga, mother of
the gods and also known for her wisdom and concern with family and
children; Frey, a god of fertility, love, and joy; and Freya, the goddess of
fertility and love who also has a warrior part as well.172

In particular, Odin and Thor are frequently portrayed as fierce racial
warriors.173 The relationship between the resurrection of this pre-Euro-
pean, pagan religion within the racist American subculture and the Ger-
man Nazi leaders’ interest in pre-Christian forms of religion is not co-
incidental.174 As Kaplan explained,
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The Odinist dream is of battle, of Valhalla, and of a world restored to
the ancient virtues of folk and of tribe. That this dream is reminiscent
of National Socialism is no accident. The borderline separating racialist
Odinism and National Socialism is exceedingly thin, and much of the
material produced by racialist Odinism contains explicit odes to Hitler
and the Third Reich.175

The third form of radical religion is the World Church of the Creator
(WCOTC). This religion is not rooted in any form of ancient religion;
instead, it was founded by Ben Klassen, who was once a member of the
John Birch Society, a Florida legislator, and Florida chairman for Gover-
nor George Wallace’s 1968 presidential campaign. Klassen founded the
Church of the Creator in 1973, after publishing the book Nature’s Eter-
nal Religion.176 In it, he denounced Christianity, calling for its replace-
ment with Creativity, arguing that race was a religion. Klassen’s religion
continued to receive considerable attention when he published a second
book entitled The White Man’s Bible.177 The Anti-Defamation League
declared the COTC to be one of the most violent organizations in the
radical right during the early 1990s.178 Klassen committed suicide in
1993; however, in 1995, Matt Hale, leader of the National Socialist
White American’s Party, changed the name of his organization to “the
New COTC” and refocused his efforts from politics to religion. In 1996,
he pronounced himself to be the Pontifex Maximus of the World
COTC.179

The third belief structure embedded within the White supremacist
ideology is anti-Semitism. The stereotypical portrayal of the Jewish peo-
ple is as “cheap, miserly manipulator[s] of money, forever preoccupied
with materialism, and consequently possessing virtually unlimited eco-
nomic power.”180 The strong anti-Semitic theme of the White suprema-
cist movement is identifiable not only in their religious beliefs but also
in their political platform. The Zionist Occupational Government (i.e.,
ZOG) is frequently employed to describe the White supremacist’s con-
spiratorial description of a Jewish-run political structure with the goal of
oppressing the White working class for the ZOG’s own material gain.181

The racist Skinhead scene in North America is not a cohesive group;
instead, it is a conglomeration of many small and independent units
that operate much like street gangs.182 In the United States alone, there
are thirty-nine active Skinhead chapters, or crews; however, given their
migratory nature, this calculation may underestimate their true repre-
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sentation in society.183 The most violent and best organized racist Skin-
head group is the Hammerskin Nation.184 This particular sect formed
in Dallas, Texas, during the late 1980s as the Confederate Hammer-
skins.185 The group has since expanded and, in 2000, claimed to have
nineteen chapters in the United States and one in Canada. According to
one imprisoned Hammerskin, their goal is to achieve international unity
among Skinheads.186

Building upon the crucial role Oi music played in the development of
the early racist Skinhead scene, the Hammerskin Nation affiliates with a
number of White power music bands. Believing that music is one of the
best ways to reach, inspire, and recruit people, the Hammerskin Nation,
along with Panzerfaust Records, regularly sponsors a series of hate rock
concerts affectionately called Hammerfests.187

Upon their arrival on North American shores in the early 1980s, rac-
ist Skinheads have engaged in numerous acts of terrorism. These dis-
plays of harm have “catapulted them to perhaps the leading position
among hate groups practicing violence in America [today].”188 They
have engaged in vandalism, intimidation, arson, beatings, bombings, and
murder directed against minority and Jewish communities. As a result,
racist Skinheads quickly became a valuable tool for the organized right-
wing movement.189 While racist Skinheads do not garner the amount
of publicity they did during the 1980s and 1990s, they continue to be a
violent collective, intent on terrorizing non-Whites, gays and lesbians,
those of the Jewish faith, and anyone else who opposes their agenda of
White supremacy, racial purity, white separatism, radical religion, and
anti-Semitism.
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The Provisional Irish
Republican Army

This chapter integrates the conceptual material on structural
Symbolic Interactionism and Identity Theory and applies it to member-
ship in the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA). Of particular
concern is the way identity manifests and sustains itself through the var-
ious social psychological dimensions that constitute the social person.
Specifically, these dimensions include symbols, the definition of the situ-
ation, roles, socialization and role-taking, and the self. The application
of the interpretative and explanatory framework to the PIRA is signifi-
cant. In short, it demonstrates how culture, self, and society powerfully,
though subtly, contribute to the emergence and maintenance of identity,
including membership in and allegiance to a militant extremist collec-
tive. To be clear, this undertaking does not justify or otherwise condone
the violence, bloodshed, or acts of devastation perpetrated by such indi-
viduals; however, it does offer a novel perspective by which to account
for the threat or presence of terrorism.

Symbols

For the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA), there are several
symbols that have influenced its ongoing participation in and continued
commitment to militant violence. One such symbol, identified in the
PIRA’s official documents, was the brutal and vicious confrontation that
erupted on August 12, 1969, known as the Battle of Bogside.1

Tensions in Northern Ireland had peaked during the summer of
1969. The Loyalist Protestant marching season was quickly approach-
ing, and the minority Nationalist Catholic community felt its demands
for civil rights were not being acknowledged.2 One of the biggest Loyal-
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ist Protestant marches is the annual Apprentice Boy parade. It takes
place every August in Londonderry, Northern Ireland. J. R. White de-
scribed the history behind the commemoration as follows:

From 1689 to 1691, James II, the Catholic pretender to the British
throne, used Ireland as a base from which to revolt against William of
Orange, the English King. In August 1689, Irish Protestant skilled
workers, called “Apprentice Boys,” were relieved by the English after
defending Derry through a long siege by the pretender. The following
year William defeated James at the battle of the Boyne River. . . . The
Protestants have flaunted these victories in the face of the Catholics
since 1690. Each year they gather to militantly celebrate the battle of
the Boyne and the Apprentice Boys with parades and demonstrations. It
fuels the fire of hatred in Northern Ireland and demonstrates the divi-
sion between Protestants and Catholics.3

Clearly, the annual Apprentice Boy parade and other similar exhibitions
have a powerful symbolic meaning for both Nationalist Catholics and
Loyalist Protestants. Specifically, for Nationalist Catholics, the event
signifies aggression and hostility, as well as an attempt to humiliate
them for their defeat in past battles.

As the Loyalist Protestants marched past the perimeter of the Cath-
olic Bogside, sectarian clashes erupted and the community was quickly
thrust into an all-out conflict. In a combative effort to quell the vio-
lence, the government of Northern Ireland deployed the Royal Ulster
Constabulary (RUC), who, with the assistance of a Protestant mob,
charged the Nationalist rioters.4 The security forces were met with
stones and petrol bombs while the rioters endured police batons and
tear gas. The rioting continued for two days and nights and left thou-
sands (mostly Catholics) homeless.5 British forces were dispatched on
August 14 to help deescalate the situation.6 Despite their presence, vio-
lence against the Catholic community continued: Loyalist Protestant
mobs burnt down homes and schools and murdered community mem-
bers while, in some instances, Northern Irish authorities idly sat by ob-
serving the devastation and carnage.7 According to several sources, the
failure of the official IRA to defend the Nationalist Catholic community
from Loyalist Protestant mobs following the Battle of Bogside repre-
sents the primary catalyst for the creation of the PIRA.8

Another symbol identified by the PIRA as pivotal to their involve-
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ment in militant extremism was the Bloody Sunday massacre. This
event took place in Londonderry, Northern Ireland, on January 30,
1972.9 As P. Taylor noted, it is important not to view this occurrence in
isolation.10 While Derry11 remained free, the British army pursued a
policy of containment by establishing barricades around Nationalist
areas designed to segregate and remove Republican troublemakers.12

However, despite the government’s best efforts, violence persisted. For
example, young hooligans made a habit of promoting disorder in the
streets. Indeed, as P. Taylor explained,

For many months, there had been endless rioting in the city. Every day
at tea time, there would be a confrontation at the corner of William
Street and Rossville Street between soldiers guarding the entrance to the
city center and the rioters operating out of “Free Derry.” Day after day
soldiers would stand there being pelted by rioters and the stone throw-
ers would get in plenty of practice.13

In addition to practicing containment, the British army adopted a pol-
icy of internment. This policy allowed the security forces to hold sus-
pects without trial. In January 1972, the Northern Ireland Civil Rights
Association announced that it would lead an anti-internment march
in Derry. Fearing that the march would erupt in violence, the security
forces planned to have a strong presence in anticipation of any such
hostilities.

The rally was to begin in an area known as the Creggan and end at
Free Derry corner, where civil rights campaigners would conclude with
a few poignant remarks. The march commenced at 3:30 p.m. At about
this time, young ruffians engaged the soldiers by hurling bottles, bricks,
and anything else they had at their disposal to throw.14 Although the
exact events that transpired thereafter still remain unclear, investigators
believe that the IRA and British paratroopers from the First Battalion,
Parachute Regiment exchanged gunfire at around 4:00 p.m.15 Shortly
afterwards, the paratroopers were given the order to respond to the
hooligans and proceeded to fire upon the crowd. The shooting took less
than thirty minutes. In its wake, the paratroopers shot and killed thir-
teen parade participants.16

Following these events, a full investigation into the shootings was
authorized. British paratroopers claimed they had been fired upon first
and that they had merely returned the volley, fearing the loss of their
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own lives. The paratroopers were exonerated of all criminal wrongdo-
ing.17 The Irish Catholic communities in both the North and the South
perceived this outcome to be a grave injustice. In short, “the only expla-
nation that ma[de] sense to them, and there remain[ed] few voices to
the contrary, [was] that there were orders from on-high to teach the
rebels of ‘Free Derry’ a lesson they would never forget. This lesson, as
the evidence of their eyes told them, was to send a good number of the
marchers back home in boxes.”18

The exoneration of the paratroopers was regarded as yet another
symbolic (and literal) instance of injustice and unfairness perpetrated
against the Catholic community. Moreover, it helped to crystallize the
Irish Republican community’s belief that the British forces were pres-
ent only to protect the Loyalist Protestants and oppress the Catholics;
therefore, the British and all those who supported them could not be
trusted. Indeed, “they” personified the enemy. In the end, Bloody Sun-
day served to swell the ranks of the IRA and accelerate the region’s
cycle of violence between Loyalist and Republican paramilitary groups,
leading to security crackdowns by British forces for many years follow-
ing this tragic event.19

A third symbol influencing the formation of identity relative to mem-
bership in the PIRA was the Irish hunger strikes of the early 1980s. The
importance of this symbol is evidenced in the central role it has assumed
within the popular culture of the PIRA and the larger Republican col-
lective. Indeed, it represents the ultimate example of self-sacrifice and
martyrdom and is a frequent theme within song,20 literature, art, and
public protest.21

In July 1972, the secretary of state for Northern Ireland granted
special-category status to all prisoners convicted of terrorist-related
crimes.22 Those who were granted special-category status did not have
to wear prison uniforms and were allowed special privileges. In 1975,
a government committee recommended revoking this political status,
believing that it undermined prison authority. By 1978, special-category
status had been phased out. As a result, when the first Republican, Kier-
nan Nugent, arrived at the Maze prison, he was ordered to wear prison
garb.23 Arguing that he was a political prisoner rather than a criminal,
Nugent refused to wear the institution’s uniformed clothing. He was
subsequently locked in his cell naked for his opposition. Nugent used
the blanket from his cot to cover himself. This initiated what would
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later be known as “the Blanket Protest.” By 1978, there were approxi-
mately three hundred prisoners involved in this form of resistance.24

Failing to secure political status, the Republican prisoners began the
“Dirty Protest.” This act of protest meant that they refused to bathe,
smeared excrement on their cell walls, and poured urine under their
doors.25 In January 1980, the convicts issued their demands: (a) the
right not to wear a prison uniform; (b) the right not to do prison work;
(c) the right to associate freely with other convicts; (d) the right to a
weekly visit, letter, and parcel, and the right to organize educational and
recreational pursuits; and (e) full restoration of remission lost through
the protest.26 The remonstrations escalated again when seven prisoners,
led by PIRA commander Brenden Hughes, went on a hunger strike.27

After two months without nourishment and with one striker on the
verge of death, Great Britain sent official word that a compromise
would be offered. Fearing the impending death of their comrade, the
strikers halted the protest after fifty-three days only to find that the gov-
ernment document identified little that would actually change.28

Determined to triumph after the first hunger strike fiasco, Bobby
Sands, a young PIRA officer in charge at the Maze, began a second
hunger strike on March 1, 1981.29 Sands had grown up in a Protestant
region of northern Belfast before his family (along with other Catholics)
was forced out by a systematic campaign of Loyalist intimidation. The
PIRA propaganda campaign received a colossal boost when, five days
after Sands had initiated his hunger strike, a member of Parliament for
Northern Ireland suddenly died. Listing his occupation as political pris-
oner, Sands was nominated and won the seat by a small margin.30 Sands
died on May 5, after sixty-six days without nourishment. In death, he
became an icon of martyrdom within Irish Republican history and
helped to further the PIRA’s cult of self-sacrifice.31

The loss of Bobby Sands sparked a tremendous outpouring of anger
within the Republican and larger Nationalist communities. One hun-
dred thousand people are believed to have attended his funeral.32 While
Sands was followed into death by ten other prisoners, the strike was
eventually halted on October 3, 1981. However, before it ended, the
strikers reached the hearts and minds of the Irish Nationalist and Re-
publican faithful. Indeed, within days of the hunger strike moratorium,
prison regulations subsided, favoring the demands of those politicos
incarcerated.
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Definition of the Situation

For the Provisional Irish Republican Army, the problem centers on the
marginalization and disenfranchisement of the minority Irish Catholic
community in Northern Ireland by an alien, tyrannical government.
This subjugation began with the occupation of Ireland by British impe-
rialists, continued with an oppressive Northern Irish regime, and has
manifested itself in events like the Battle of Bogside, the Bloody Sunday
massacre, and the deaths of beloved comrades in the 1981 hunger
strikes. Indeed, the history of Northern Ireland is littered with personal
accounts of Protestant mob violence, as well as acts of murder, torture,
unlawful imprisonment, and harassment.33 Frequently, these atrocities
are believed to have been perpetrated or facilitated by the British and
Northern Irish security forces. While these very entities have been (and
are) charged with protecting the Catholic community, they are under-
stood to be impervious to legal prosecution or official rebuke.

In addition to the Loyalist- and British-inflicted atrocities, the North-
ern Irish community’s employment of discrimination was another way
to oppress Catholics in the region. These actions further fueled the situ-
ation, which Republicans and Irish Catholics in the region define as
thoroughly untenable. As the PIRA explained, “discrimination in em-
ployment and housing has been used on a large scale by the Unionists
against the non-Unionist population. The reason behind this is to ensure
that the Nationalist minority never rises above 35% of the population
and that where Nationalists are in the majority they are deprived of
work and forced to emigrate.”34 Tangible expressions of such favorit-
ism, inequality, and prejudice are found in the territory’s economic prac-
tices. One Irish Catholic woman residing in Northern Ireland active in
the civil rights movement in the late 1960s described the presence of
employment inequality in the region. As she observed,

You had a lot of job discrimination and that sort of thing. You know,
you had advertisements in the paper that would have stated “Protestant
only need apply.” Believe that or not [laughs]. . . . As you got older and
started to work you found out in most jobs you had all Protestant
supervisors. And that they were put there, they were appointed to that
job because they were Protestant. Not that they were any better quali-
fied than a Catholic was, or had any more experience at this job or that
job, just because of their religion. And you [Protestants] could never let
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a Catholic get the upper hand. You could see that. And all the best-pay-
ing jobs went to Protestants. Maybe they were younger than you and
you had more experience, but they didn’t really give you any reason.
Even if you pressed them, “Why did that girl get that job, she’s earning
four times as much as I am, I’m three years her senior?”35

Discrimination practices such as these exist throughout the social and
political landscape of Northern Ireland. For example, Cairns and Darby
reported that unemployment among Catholics was 18 percent at the
time while the rate was 8 percent among Protestants.36 It was even
higher among Catholic men (23 percent) in comparison to Protestant
men (9 percent). As a result, Sinn Féin publicly pledged to continue its
fight, advocating for social justice in the form of education, security, pri-
vacy, social services, affordable and quality housing, the elimination of
discrimination in employment, the provision of equal rights, and cul-
tural equality.37

Prior to the peace negotiations, the PIRA believed that “only one
solution [could] work: full freedom for the people of Ireland to deter-
mine their own future, without British interference.”38 For the organi-
zation, this entailed the abolition of the two-state partition and the
creation of a thirty-two-county sovereign Irish nation. As the group offi-
cially indicated,

Our aims are those of the Republican movement. Briefly, these are to
end foreign rule in Ireland, to establish a 32-County Democratic Social-
ist Republic based on the Proclamation of 1916, to restore the Irish lan-
guage and culture to a position of strength, and to promote a social
order based on justice and Christian principles which will give everyone
a just share of the nation’s wealth.39

The ideals of this “new” Ireland are articulated in the same PIRA
document.40 The document suggests the adoption of a revised constitu-
tion that ensures an individual’s protection, and a governmental struc-
ture that applies this principle by allowing for the maximum distribu-
tion of authority. This new constitution would espouse social progress
and human justice by encouraging tolerance for others and by promot-
ing the establishment of civil rights. This charter would include the right
to citizenship without prejudice on the basis of race, sex, religion, philo-
sophical conviction, language, or political outlook; life, liberty, and
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security of person; freedom of religion; participation in government; fair
and equal access to public services; education, work, and a standard of
living worthy of an emancipated citizen (including food, housing, med-
ical care, and security against unemployment, illness, and disability);
and equal pay for equal work.

Commenting on these ideals and the formation of a more equitable
Irish nation, McLaughlin, a member of Sinn Féin, noted the following:

What sort of society do republicans want? One where no grouping
dominates others by virtue of holding particular religious or cultural
affiliations. One where economic opportunities are available, irrespec-
tive of creed or political loyalties. The right to live one’s life according
to one’s own particular culture should be guaranteed to all. With rights
come responsibilities however, and the freedom to celebrate one’s cul-
ture should not be abused by intolerance of the rights of others. The
institutions’ governing society must be open to all, and representative of
all. The law must not be used as an instrument to coerce and dominate
any section of society, and those charged with upholding and maintain-
ing the law must be drawn from all sections of society. The needs and
aspirations of the people of Ireland should be subservient to no other
interests.41

This characterization draws attention to a redefinition of the situation
that Irish Catholics seek. This is one in which the core values of reli-
gious and cultural tolerance, equal representation, and justice for all cit-
izens are secured.

In its first few years, the PIRA saw armed struggle as the only practi-
cal means by which to resolve the problems of discrimination and op-
pression that the Irish Catholic community experienced in Northern
Ireland. However, as Sinn Féin gained political strength, it adopted the
strategy of the “Armalite and the Ballot Box.”42 This strategy supported
the armed struggle and worked to promote change through the democ-
ratic process. Documented in the organization’s training manual (i.e.,
the Green Book), a method by which the PIRA and Sinn Féin expected
to overcome the problem was clearly articulated. Under the subheading
of “Means,” the document stipulated what its efforts would include.

1. To organise Oglaigh na hEireann for victory.
2. To build on a spirit of comradeship.
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3. To wage revolutionary armed struggle.
4. To encourage popular resistance, political mobilization and political

action in support of the objectives.
5. To assist, as directed by the Army Authority, all organizations work-

ing for the same objectives.43

Clearly, this quotation captures both the militant aspects of the PIRA
and its political goal of marshalling the community to effect structural
change.

The PIRA’s militant efforts were further delineated in its five-fold
guerrilla strategy. Summarily, this strategy encompassed the following
elements:

1. A war of attrition against enemy personnel which is aimed at causing
as many casualties and deaths as possible so as to create a demand
from their people at home for their withdrawal.

2. A bombing campaign aimed at making the enemy’s financial interest
in our country unprofitable while at the same time curbing long-term
investment in our country.

3. To make the Six Counties as at present and for the past several years
ungovernable except by colonial military rule.

4. To sustain the war and gain support for its ends by National and
international propaganda and publicity campaigns.

5. By defending the war of liberation by punishing criminals, collabora-
tors and informers.44

This five-fold tactical plan was the framework for implementing the
PIRA’s war against the governments of Great Britain and Northern Ire-
land, as well as the realization of its wholesale “Brits out” policy.

Collectively, the PIRA’s framing of the problem that Catholics in the
region have historically confronted, the means the movement identified
by which to address it (i.e., a commitment to shared ideals, a new con-
stitution), and the solutions they proposed to end discriminatory prac-
tices (e.g., the use of violence and an appeal to democratic processes)
are all quite revealing. In short, they send the message that the estab-
lished definition of the situation is one in which Catholics exist without
self-determination—a state of affairs where they are denied the freedom
to govern their own fate. Accordingly, the Irish Nationalist Catholic
community will continue to be marginalized, will experience oppression
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(through armed conflict if necessary), and will be denied the very social
justice they seek to obtain for themselves and for all citizens in the
region.

Roles

There are several social roles that are pertinent to understanding the
identities and role behaviors that members of the PIRA embody. One
social role fundamental to comprehending the actions of the PIRA is
their status as Catholic. The conflict in Northern Ireland is undoubtedly
linked to the fact that religion significantly differentiates, indeed seg-
regates, the society. Both the Protestant and Catholic churches have
played a prominent role in maintaining these social boundaries, espe-
cially in the form of endogamy and separate educational systems.45 His-
torically, the Irish Republican movement has always been tied to Ca-
tholicism. After all, Republican paramilitary groups have traditionally
drawn their membership almost exclusively from the ranks of the work-
ing-class, Irish Catholic communities of Northern Ireland.46

However, for Provisional Irish Republicans, the conflict in Ireland
no longer is about the fight between the differing religious beliefs of
Roman Catholics and Protestants. As Bell explained,

the British often sell the Troubles as a tribal war between Catholics and
Protestants and the Irish Republicans assume that they are engaged in a
war of national liberation against an alien presence—and there is ample
evidence for those who hold either vision. The Irish Troubles you see is
the Irish Troubles you get.47

Interestingly, the religious label (i.e., status of Catholic or Protestant)
has evolved into more of a social than a theological designation. The
marginalized status of being Catholic began with the occupation of Ire-
land by British imperialists. The oppression and victimization endured
by Catholics continued over the years in the form of poor housing con-
ditions, discrimination in employment, denial of equal rights, and tar-
geting for violent attacks. Indeed, in a more generalized context, the
history of Northern Ireland is fraught with personal accounts of Loy-
alist Protestant mob violence directed against Catholic communities.
These assaults have resulted in thousands of people seeing their homes
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destroyed by fire, being subjected to beatings, or succumbing to horrific
executions.48 Consequently, what emerges is a vision of Irish Republi-
canism and self-identity in which an intense value is placed on the ideal
of justice as a response to the inequities Catholic citizens believe they
have endured over the years.

Although the PIRA has been adamantly opposed to making the
“troubles” in Ireland religiously based, Irish Republicanism is funda-
mentally laden with Catholic values.49 Bell identified the importance of
the church, service, denial, sacrifice, the nobility of suffering, and the
assurances of ultimate triumph as examples of such values.50 These
notions are briefly reviewed.

The PIRA’s approach to organizational structure and bestowal of
power is similar to that of the Roman Catholic Church. Juergensmyer
captured this sentiment as he recounted Tom Hartley’s interpretation of
Gerry Adams’s role as party representative for Sinn Féin. Hartley was
also a long-time leader of this political group.

Catholics like [Adams] were “hierarchical.” . . . [I]t was a hallmark of
Catholic thinking to assume that all Catholics in a region such as Ire-
land [we]re part of a unified community, [and that] the leader[ship
could] . . . generally count on the loyalty of their people. When Gerry
Adams participated in peace negotiations earlier in 1998, he could do
so in secret, Hartley said, knowing that his party would stand behind
him even if they did not know what the terms of his agreement would
be. Adams acted “like an archbishop,” Harley acknowledged, and yet
his Sinn Féin comrades approved of his position.51

The tremendous value attached to the ideals of service, sacrifice, de-
nial, and the nobility of suffering were made abundantly clear during
the 1980–1981 hunger strikes. Those PIRA volunteers who forfeited
their lives were regarded as heroes and martyrs in support of a worth-
while cause.52 Underscoring the strikes was the conviction that whoever
suffered the most would emerge victorious.53 Dillon similarly noted this
connection when commenting on the conversion of incarcerated Loy-
alist paramilitary members to the fundamentalist faith versus the en-
trenched religious proclivities of IRA faithful. As he explained,

The IRA, with a long history of prison culture, always knew why they
were in prison: they perceived themselves as freedom fighters, martyrs
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for a cause, and they did not present renewed religious conviction as a
testimony to change or as a ploy for early release. Many were indeed
pious, and their adoption of the hunger strike strategy, with its over-
tones of the cult of the martyr, reinforced the connection between faith
and violence.54

Indeed, as Dillon noted, IRA prisoners did not convert while incarcer-
ated because they already went to penal facilities as devout Catholics.55

Thus, serving a sentence was just part of their dedication to and sacri-
fice for a cause they perceived to be noble and just.

Finally, the assurance of ultimate triumph is a pivotal aspect of the
Republican movement. It is this notion that gives people a reason for
their sacrifice, whether in the form of a prison sentence or the termina-
tion of their lives. Provisional Republicans engender the belief that their
courageous efforts, suffering, and sacrifice will not be in vain. The ulti-
mate triumph is the creation of a free Irish Republic that encompasses
all thirty-two counties on the island. Those who become disillusioned
(i.e., through a loss of faith or vision) over the strategy might remove
themselves from the Republican fight. However, this is not the case for
most. Indeed, in many ways the Catholic role has been made to fit
Republican need. It is a role that tolerates, endorses, and even incorpo-
rates violence and destruction where necessary.

Another role integral to PIRA membership is being a Republican.56

Simply stated, Republicans are individuals who favor the establishment
of a republic and who espouse the values of a republic. In order to
understand the Irish Republican ideal, one must first understand the
development of republicanism in European history, traceable to the
work of Plato.57

The essence of Plato’s58 ideal republic was justice: that “no . . . gov-
ernment provides for its own benefit, but . . . it provides and prescribes
what is for the benefit of the subject, seeking the advantage of him [or
her] who is weaker, not the advantage of the stronger.”59 Bergerot
explained that the ideals of a republic were adopted by Lazare Hoche, a
leading general of the French Republic and rival to Bonaparte.60 Hoche
articulated a series of republican maxims. They included the following:

Pity those who do not know how to love the people despite their faults
and serve them despite their ingratitude.
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Reputations fall, and the people remain standing.

One cannot make the republic loved by devastating property and by
carrying sword and flame among the inhabitants.

In the soul of republicans there are sentiments of justice and humanity
and the greatest horror for bloodthirsty monsters.

True republicans do not commit crimes.

I have told the Directory twenty times, if it does not allow religious tol-
erance, it must give up any hope of peace in this country.61

The relevance of the above commentary regarding the roots of repub-
licanism in European history should not be dismissed lightly. In short,
these observations shed some light on the values and expectations es-
poused by PIRA faithful within the Republican role. The notion of jus-
tice has been a core feature of the Irish Republican movement since its
inception. This is the case because those within the movement invari-
ably believe they have not been availed of it. Indeed, many within the
Irish Catholic community of Northern Ireland perceive themselves as
having been significantly marginalized for centuries. This felt sense of
victimization and oppression stems from an alien occupation led by a
tyrannical government.62 Therefore, the Republican role signifies the
reclaiming of Irish Catholic identity, pride, and unity quashed at the
hands of Protestant militant control. In short, Republicanism is about
PIRA members regaining a type of justice that historically has been
deferred or denied to Catholic citizens in the region.

The Provisional Irish Republican Army is often referred to as “Og-
laigh Na hEireann.” This expression means “Irish Volunteers” in Gael-
ic.63 There exists within this name a third social role for the PIRA. This is
the role of being a volunteer. Comprehending this role is pivotal to
understanding how identities influence the behavior of PIRA members.

There are many beliefs that underscore and inform the volunteer role
for PIRA faithful. However, perhaps the most enduring conviction is
“the unqualified belief that a United Ireland is an intrinsic good, and
the demand for Irish national self-determination so pressing, so over-
whelming, that this goal must be pursued at all costs but principally
and immediately by force of arms.”64 Interestingly, IRA volunteers do
not just see themselves as fighting for a united Ireland. They also view
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themselves as defenders of all those who have been harassed, beaten,
and terrorized by the Protestant community, as well as the security
forces of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.65

The most salient features of this social role are outlined in the PIRA’s
manual, the Green Book.66 The manual is issued to all new recruits.
Volunteers must swear allegiance to the organization and must obey all
orders issued by the Army Council. In a general reading of the docu-
ment, volunteers are informed that they will be expected to show disci-
pline, commitment, morality, and honor. In addition, the Republican
volunteers are to demonstrate respect for the public in an effort to earn
their support.

The document also provides a code of conduct for its volunteers.
Among these rules is the expectation that members will be truthful in
their interactions with comrades and honest in all matters relating to
the public, especially in terms of their business affairs. Volunteers must
commit themselves to equality and promote the elimination of sexism.
Those who advance sectarian ideals or display sectarian attitudes are
immediately disciplined. Opposed to “racist attitudes . . . typical of an
imperialist mentality,” PIRA expects volunteers to respect as equals per-
sons representing different nationalities and races, rather than oppress
them.67 Finally, volunteers are to be proud of their Irish culture and
must learn the Gaelic language and promote its use. Thus, overall, the
social role of being a volunteer encompasses several dimensions. It in-
cludes the ideals of republicanism, nationalism, militarism, romanti-
cism, socialism, anti-imperialism, and anticolonialism.68

Additional expectations can be gleaned from the IRA’s guerrilla hand-
book.69 The handbook begins with a brief description of the long tra-
dition guerrilla warfare has had in Ireland, including spotlighting some
of its most notorious champions. With this history in mind, the book
articulates the beliefs, values, attitudes, and expectations of the loyal
IRA volunteer.

[The individual must] act alone and fight alone with the weapons at
his [or her] disposal—and these very often will not be the best. [The
volunteer] must find his [or her] own supplies. [The person’s] endurance
has to be great: and for this [one] needs a fit body and an alert mind.
Above all [the individual] must know what he [or she] is fighting for—
and why.70
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In addition to being independent and self-reliant, volunteers must be
persistent, bold, and ingenious. Most importantly, “once the fight is
joined, it must be carried out relentlessly and to the bitter end. The road
may be long, the sacrifice great, but if the guerrilla has this endurance
and the will to win, [he or she] cannot be defeated.”71 Volunteers must
be inspired by the ideal, fiercely loyal, and disciplined in their fight
against the British Crown. Finally, the individual must adhere to “the
guerrilla code—desertion, betrayal, breach of confidence in any way—
must be severely dealt with on the spot.”72

Bell elaborated further on the values and beliefs of Republican volun-
teers in his description of the provisional prototype, or Provo.73 The
provisional prototype is most often characterized as someone who is an
idealist volunteer, festooned with military honors, a skilled professional
rebel, fully cognizant of and receptive to his or her Celtic ethnicity, a
true survivor, and a force with which to be reckoned. Bell identifies
Bobby Sands as the ideal Provo. Sands starved himself to death in a
sixty-six-day hunger strike as an IRA prisoner, protesting the British
government’s criminalization policies. He was active in the movement
for only a brief period of time before he got arrested for weapons pos-
session. He was then sent to prison. Consequently, his contribution to
the cause was not with a gun but through his self-sacrifice.74 He contin-
ues to be immortalized as the epitome of the Irish rebel, especially
through song, poetry, and murals. Many recruits are drawn to this ideal
role, believing that living the proscribed status of a PIRA volunteer is as
romantic as it is exciting.

Socialization and Role-Taking

The fourth concept influencing the emergence and maintenance of iden-
tities for members of the PIRA is socialization and role-taking. Through
these two processes individuals come to learn what behavior specific
reference groups (i.e., significant and generalized others) expect from
them when occupying certain roles. They also acquire knowledge about
how to assess their role performances. Socialization is one way in which
individuals learn the expectations of the roles they occupy and the roles
they perform. White and Fraser noted that members of the Provisional
Republican movement are often taught the expectations of being a
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Republican by their Republican families.75 To illustrate, White and Fra-
ser recount the description that one lifelong Republican member pro-
vided regarding how his family influenced his internalization of one
dimension of the Republican role.

My mother’s mother, was [pause] a great Republican, she was. But
prior to—all our lives, and up to the very end, when she died in the
early 1960s, she remained true. And her brother died in 1933, who
would be a granduncle of mine. I didn’t know him now, he died the
year I was born, but he was a man—he never accepted any Free State,
good, bad, or indifferent. And uh, my grandmother always told me that
he would never have changed. There’s a funny thing that I, sort of thing
there, that I nearly couldn’t be anything else only. I was born to that
tradition, and that faith.76

Moreover, in response to the changing strategies employed by the Re-
publican movement to secure a united Ireland, the respondent likened
his allegiance to Republicanism to his Catholic faith commitment. As he
explained,

Respondent 4: Nationality and religion and all this sort of—but that was
one thing my grandmother always taught was that religion and Repub-
licanism sort of went hand in hand.

Interviewer: Oh really?
Respondent 4: Well, in the sense that you lived up to certain standards.

And Republicanism is something that you have to be very honest—you
just can’t change for the sake of changing, or you can’t change because
somebody says to you, “Ahh, we’ll go another path.” There’s a moral
thing in it, you know, that kind of thing.77

From the above exchange, it is evident that being a “true” Republi-
can meant that the individual was never to accept the Free State estab-
lished in lieu of a united Ireland. This was so fervently ingrained into
the volunteer that he saw this condition as being foundational, intrinsic,
and not something to dispense with easily or lightly. The respondent
also identified certain similarities between Republicanism and Cathol-
icism. The morality of Republicanism entailed a full commitment, a
bond, linked to one’s faith, that could not be changed because of con-
venience.

116 | The Provisional Irish Republican Army



Interestingly, not all members of the Republican movement learn
from their families that militancy is an acceptable means by which to
achieve a united Ireland. In fact, the case of Sean, a former member of
the PIRA, is a good example of someone whose parents were firmly
against such behavior. As Dillon elaborates,

He grew up in West Belfast with parents who were devout Catholic
nationalists. In the 1940s one of his maternal uncles was in the IRA but
later left the organization and emigrated. Sean’s early years were spent
in a Catholic ghetto, isolated from the rest of the world and with little
awareness of the nature of his society. It was on his grandmother’s knee
that he learned about Protestants, the hated B Specials and the brave
IRA men who had defended Catholic districts in the 1920s. Policemen
in his district were nicknamed “the Pigs” and anyone talking to them
was regarded with suspicion. At primary school he was in the hands of
the Christian Brothers; tough, uncompromising men who used leather
straps to enforce discipline. They augmented his small knowledge of
history with accounts of British atrocities over hundreds of years, the
1916 Rising, and the execution of its leaders. The Brothers identified
Padraig Pearse as the hero of the rising and Sean was taught to recite
poems by him. At the age of ten, he could quote relevant passages from
Pearse’s pronouncements: . . . “The fools, the fools, they have left us
our Fenian dead and Ireland unfree shall never be at peace.”

It was powerful stuff, and so were the opening lines from the Decla-
ration of the Republic written by Pearse and Connolly and read by
Pearse outside the post office in Dublin on that Easter Sunday morning
in 1916: “Irishmen and Irishwomen: In the name of God and the dead
generations from which she receives her old tradition of nationhood,
Ireland, through us, summons her children to her flag and strikes for
her freedom.” When I learned those lines I identified with them. In a
childish kind of way they told me where I came from. It wasn’t that I
was anti-British or any of that. In fact I was probably more anti the B
Specials even though I’d not seen a B Special. Protestants were the Spe-
cial and the RUC.

One of the memorable events in [Sean’s] youth, to which he attrib-
uted great significance, was a screening of the film, Mise Eire. Through
music, commentary and poetry, the film presented the boy for the first
time with the story of the 1916 Rising. He was one among thousands
of Catholic schoolchildren who had been taken to cinemas throughout
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Northern Ireland to see it. Archive footage showed how the British
were the oppressors.78

Although Sean did not necessarily learn militancy from his family, his
grandmother did indoctrinate him with many of the fundamental values
and attitudes at the heart of the Republican role. This knowledge was
supplemented by additional significant others, including the Christian
Brothers. They taught him poems and gave him a history of Ireland
that portrayed the Irish Catholic community as innocent victims who
were also heroic warriors. Finally, generalized others, in the form of the
media, further served to reinforce Sean’s internalization of his status and
position as a member of the marginalized Irish Catholic community.
The powerful influence these socialization agents had on his life is evi-
dent as he recounted his initial participation in a Republican event.

On Easter Sunday 1966 a republican march took place along the Falls
Road and, for the first time in more than a decade, ordinary people
turned out to watch it, many of whom had no connection with the IRA.
Flag bearers wore the IRA’s customary dress of black berets, black jack-
ets and black gloves. I walked off the pavement and joined a lot of
other young people who swelled the ranks of the marchers. I felt really
proud of myself. There was something about it which gave me a thrill.
Now I think it was about identifying with my own people. Mind you,
I hoped that none of my relatives would spot me and tell my parents.
My mother and father would have been angry. They were nationalists
and regarded the republicans as a bunch of nutters. My mother knew
the history of some of the older IRA men and said they weren’t worth
a damn.79

Sean explained that as an adolescent he was more concerned with
girls until he inadvertently became involved in a riot and subsequently
got beaten by security forces. Following the government of Northern
Ireland’s internment campaign, Sean decided to become a full-fledged
Provo. Motivated principally by violence, he decided to join the Provi-
sional Republican movement, a decision consistent with R. W. White’s
observation on the subject.80 In short, those individuals who became
involved in the Republican movement before 1969 did so because of
family socialization. However, those persons involved in the movement
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post-1969 did so because of the culture of violence that pervaded their
lives (i.e., as perpetuated by the Protestant community and the govern-
ments of Northern Ireland and Great Britain). Commenting on the
socialization process in Ireland, Bell argued that “the past is not inher-
ited but shaped for current usage: each generation gets the history not
only that it deserves but that it wants and so writes.”81

Role-taking has been described as taking place when the individual
examines his or her imagined projection of self from the standpoint of
others.82 In other words, one imaginatively occupies the position of an-
other, assessing one’s behavior from the other’s perspective. Children
can be observed in role-taking through their engagement with role play-
ing. The same is true of membership in the PIRA. Indeed, as volunteers
and their relatives reminisced about what motivated them to participate
in the Republican movement, they identified several factors. However,
role playing was prominently featured.

When we were kids we played IRA men and British soldiers. The sol-
diers had sticks and sometimes they would beat the shit out of you if
they organized snatch squads. We were the rioters and usually the IRA
won. Everyone wants to be a cowboy. [However,] the game quickly pro-
gressed to stone-throwing at passing British Army patrols, and rioting.83

This phenomenon of role playing is observable in the childhood
experiences of Ernie O’Malley.84 He joined the original IRA in its early
years after having been educated at a Christian Brothers’ school and
pushed into the direction of Irish Republicanism, following the 1916
Easter Rising.85 Christian Brothers’ schools were run by the Irish Cath-
olic lay teaching order and many taught future revolutionaries the tradi-
tional version of Irish history.86 While incarcerated in a Dublin prison,
O’Malley wrote that as a child he hated the British king “and blamed
him for everything. [O’Malley] had great daydreams of [him-]self play-
ing the part of a soldier charging at the head of men, and reforming the
dream until [he] was satisfied.”87 In this instance, the roles of IRA vol-
unteer and British soldier are learned through daydreaming and child-
hood games—an unfortunate consequence of growing up in the midst
of violence in this troubled region of the globe.

An illustration of role-taking as practiced by PIRA adults is con-
tained in the autobiography of Maria McGuire.88 McGuire was the
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former publicity officer for the Provisional Irish Republican Army. The
following passage describes the strategy the group used to solicit contri-
butions from Irish Catholics living in the United States.

Like the Officials, we were quite ready to play for all they were worth
the new Republican myths that were being created out of the current
campaign. And nowhere was it easier to capitalize on them than in
the United States, where whole communities of Irish-Americans were
watching the struggle in the Six Counties like spectators at a morality
play, with right and wrong, good and evil, delineated in black and
white. It was in the United States that our main fund-raising efforts
were conducted, and the visiting speakers, who included Ruairi and
John Kelly, the Dublin arms-trial man, were carefully briefed as to how
the audience should be played. There should be copious references to
the martyrs of 1916 and 1920–1922, the period most of the audience
would be living in. Anti-British sentiment, recalling Cromwell, the po-
tato famine, and the Black and Tans, could be profitably exploited. By
no means should anything be said against the Catholic Church. And all
references to socialism should be strictly avoided; tell them by all means
that the Ireland we were fighting for would be free and united, but say
nothing about just what form the new free and united Ireland would
take.89

As this excerpt clearly demonstrates, only when PIRA members took
on the role of the Irish American people could Republican representa-
tives develop an effective strategy for soliciting and securing contri-
butions. By interpreting their own behavior through the eyes of U.S.
citizens and Irish sympathizers, the publicity team identified what to
say and what to avoid. In short, they discovered that prosocialist lan-
guage and anti-Catholic sentiment, especially directed at the Church,
would offend potential American donors, reducing their level of finan-
cial patronage.

Similarly, the spread of propaganda exemplifies how the role-taking
process teaches individuals the expectations of role performance. Propa-
ganda is typically defined as “the spreading of ideas or information to
further or damage a cause.”90 Its purpose is to convince, to win over,
and to convert individuals to comparable modes of thinking.91 Propa-
ganda was a tactic frequently employed by the PIRA to gain public sup-
port. Wright divided the PIRA’s target audience into three categories:
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the uncommitted, the sympathetic, and the active.92 Much as a salesper-
son markets his or her product to a particular type of customer in order
to lure a buyer, each group requires a distinct strategy to establish or
secure organizational loyalty. Thus, in order to devise effective propa-
ganda campaigns, PIRA members adopted the perspective of members
for each group and disseminated propaganda that encouraged varying
degrees of increasing Republican loyalty. In this context, the behavior of
PIRA participants served to make uncommitted members committed,
unsympathetic citizens sympathetic, inactive members active.93 This
process, then, reaffirms the standpoint that the Republican movement is
a favored way of thinking and bolsters the position that participants
assume as members of the PIRA.

Self

Society Shapes the Self

According to Identity Theory, society shapes the structure and orga-
nization of the self through commitment. This concept is based on the
degree to which a person is dedicated to playing or occupying a particu-
lar role or position as a function of the number of social relationships
the individual experiences, contingent on said role or position. White
and Fraser explained that because Republicans advocate for revolution-
ary goals, support political violence, and are in the minority, the govern-
ments of Northern Ireland, Great Britain, and the Irish Republic have
had a habit of harassing Republican members.94 They have also kept
close tabs on volunteers through surveillance techniques. The authors
noted that in the past these efforts created an atmosphere in which Re-
publicans were forced to interact almost exclusively with other Republi-
cans. As one Republican explained in an interview,

Interviewer: Today would most of your friends be Republicans?
Respondent 1: All my friends are Republicans.
Interviewer: Okay. Is that because of the nature of Republicanism?
Respondent 1: No, it’s the nature of censorship and black propaganda. . . .

There’s a huge effort to isolate and marginalize and demonize Republi-
cans not just in the political sense but also in the very much social and
personal sense as well. . . . [The authorities want] to crush it—us, to
isolate you totally. And they did that in the North. They did that by
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killing people of course. Ehm, down here they did it by demonizing
you. But also by, like, a whole campaign of anybody that had contact
with you would get a visit from the [Special] Branch [of the police], or
their workplace [would be visited], or if they were young people their
parents would be visited and told, you know, who they’re associating
with. The IRA—that sort of stuff.

Interviewer: So if somebody would move in near you and—
Respondent 1: Oh, like a neighbor or even children that played with your

children [would be visited by the Special Branch]. . . . I had that happen
to my children, yes. . . .

Interviewer: Does that—does that pressure then make the camaraderie
among Republicans greater?

Respondent 1: Well, obviously, yeah.95

Clearly, the result of such policies by the security forces of both the
North and South has framed the interactions of Republicans. In short,
it has forced them to interact almost solely with one another, causing
them to become even more committed to their Republican, Catholic,
and volunteer identities. These notions cluster together on the salience
hierarchy.

The symbols present in one’s environment also have a way of acti-
vating certain role identities, forcing them to become more prominent
on the salience hierarchy. Take, for example, the Battle of Bogside, the
Bloody Sunday massacre, and the Irish hunger strikes’ effect in terms of
support and membership. Indeed, as R. W. White indicated, “the con-
cern or ‘rage’ experienced by Southern Irish people after events such as
[these were] a product of national identity, and identity that emotion-
ally, if not physically, link[ed] Southern Irish people to Northern Irish
people.”96 As a result, the intent behind the symbolic events and their
contribution to constructing interpretations produced a catalytic effect:
they activated individual Irish identities, heightened the sense of simi-
larity between Southern and Northern Irish people and, subsequently,
solidified involvement in the armed struggle to aid their oppressed
brothers and sisters. As R. W. White explained,

The potential for recruiting Southern Republicans [wa]s at its greatest
when the social processes described above—an Irish identity heightened
by anti-Irish violence in the North and social connections with Republi-
cans—work[ed] in combination. During the Provisional Irish Repub-
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lican era, this . . . occurred twice: between August 1969 [Battle of Bog-
side] and Bloody Sunday in 1972, and in 1980–1981 [hunger strikes].97

Thus, consistent with a symbolic interactionist perspective, people re-
sponded to the symbols, their meanings, and to the interpretations of
these three representational events and not to the events themselves.
Moreover, from a structural perspective, these same symbols and defini-
tions categorized, situated, and reinforced people’s positions and sta-
tuses within the existing social structure. Again, R. W. White’s observa-
tions are compelling here.

As their national identity, their sense of Irishness, [wa]s aroused, South-
ern Irish people examine[d] the existence of Northern Ireland and their
own place in the Irish nation. This prompt[ed] involvement in activities
like marches and rallies. These [brought] them into contact with active
Republicans. Personal connections dr[ew] them into the Republican
Movement.98

Whether people witnessed these events first-hand or on the news, the
events served as cues to remind people of their status and social posi-
tion within the larger social structure of both Northern Ireland and the
Republic. For many, the symbols contributed to their shared sense of
injustice and hatred—sentiments that could no longer be ignored. The
effect was that many young people sought out opportunities to engage
this salient identity by participating in marches, rallies, and protests.
Many joined the PIRA, and some became the organization’s most noto-
rious leaders.99

Self Shapes Society

In this chapter, the Catholic, Republican, and volunteer roles were
identified as integral to an understanding of the overall PIRA identity.
Indeed, through the process of interpreting symbols, defining the North-
ern Irish situation, engaging in role-taking and role performance activi-
ties, and participating in socialization experiences, the Catholic, Re-
publican, and volunteer statuses became self-meanings embodied within
the greater self-schema of PIRA members. In addition, however, the
construction of the social person, particularly as a Provo, helped to de-
fine the society that Irish citizens inhabited.
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One representative illustration that depicts how PIRA self-schemas
shaped society is the 1980–1981 Irish hunger strikes undertaken by
dedicated members. The symbolic significance of the strike powerfully
defined the oppressive situation that Catholics endured under British
rule and Protestant control. Socialized by family members and others in
the region’s historical struggle to eliminate religious persecution, Provo
faithful verified through their role-taking performances the relevance
and salience of the Catholic identity. Whether they did so consciously
or not, the strikers used identity cues to authenticate this self-concept.
For example, many of them allowed their hair to grow to shoulder
length, and their beards were worn long and unkempt. They abandoned
their prison-issue clothing and donned blankets in robelike fashion. The
hunger strikers became frail and thin but portrayed themselves as com-
mitted young men. Although physically weak and brutalized by a cal-
lous, imperialist power, they remained spiritually true to their political
and religious beliefs. Images of the hunger strikers, broadcast through-
out the world, conveyed a provocative and compelling message: their
actions, in the name of freedom and faith, were strikingly akin to those
undertaken by Christianity’s most celebrated martyr, Jesus Christ. In
this respect, then, the self-concept of the Irish hunger strikers informed
the constitution of the region and shaped the way Northern (and South-
ern) Irish people understood PIRA terrorism.

The Catholic identity was also verified through interpersonal prompts.
Again, the activities of the hunger strikers were significant here. Through
their steadfast participation, they affirmed many of the values held dear
to the Catholic religion. As one imprisoned PIRA member observed,

We were committed to something. Unless someone was coming in and
saying “Right, you have your own clothes, you won’t do prison work,
you have all your demands,” short of that we wouldn’t have entertained
it. It was all or nothing at that stage. The fact that so many people had
died made us even more determined.100

Embedded within this statement are the Catholic values of self-sacrifice,
suffering, and an unwavering commitment to cherished ideals. The
media coverage surrounding the hunger strikes not only confirmed the
legitimacy of PIRA resistance but also contributed to the region’s under-
standing of Irish Catholic oppression and persecution promulgated by
the British government and Protestant Loyalists.
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In addition, the Irish Republican role was established and endorsed
through the identity verification process. For example, individuals who
adopted this role engaged in selective interaction when attending a
Republican funeral. Indeed, PIRA memorial services are frequently satu-
rated with Republican imagery. Members dress in their traditional
attire.101 This consists of a black beret, a camouflaged army green uni-
form, black gloves, and a covered face. Donning this apparel conveys
respect and a sense of loss for fallen comrades. It also confirms one’s
commitment to the efforts of other PIRA members who died so that jus-
tice could be secured for the marginalized Irish Catholic community.
Clearly, presence at these memorial services verifies the role identities of
PIRA members as Republicans through identity cues (i.e., particular
style of dress). Moreover, funeral attendance by Provo volunteers con-
firms the role identity of all those Republicans present, and it demon-
strates support for the sacrifices of PIRA members.

While the involvement of PIRA members in the hunger strikes served
to verify their Catholic identities, they had a similar effect on their role
identities as Republicans. The protest principally centered on the British
government’s attempt to assign and to affix a criminal status upon the
prisoners. PIRA volunteers rejected the label, arguing that they were
political prisoners fighting for the entire island’s right to self-determina-
tion. Thus, the hunger strikes were undertaken in order to verify mem-
bers’ Republican identities and to help ensure the PIRA movement’s rep-
utation as a legitimate fighting force in pursuit of social justice. Indeed,
members believed that they were engaged in a just war in which the
repressive and hegemonic practices of Northern Ireland and Great Brit-
ain had to be eliminated.

Finally, the volunteer identity, especially in the context of defending
the innocent, was invariably confirmed through interpersonal prompts
(i.e., acts of violence perpetrated against the Protestant community and
the British establishment). Provos perceived their armed struggle to
be righteous because their actions were instigated in self-defense. Self-
defense was interpreted as an acceptable and justified response, particu-
larly when a person or community was victimized.102 Moreover, volun-
teers rationalized their militant extremism because previous displays of
terrorism, enacted by the RUC and the British government, were re-
garded as unmitigated attempts to oppress Catholic people. Therefore,
by defining their violent acts as justified expressions of self-defense,
PIRA members verified their identities as volunteers skirmishing for the
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rights and interests of victims. To date, PIRA faithful have attacked rail-
way stations, local Protestant businesses, and military establishments. In
the process, they have confirmed their identities as righteous Irish patri-
ots fighting for the expulsion of British influence and control.

As Irish citizens increasingly embody their Republican, Catholic, and
volunteer identities, they become emboldened through them. Indeed,
they adopt the PIRA self-schemas assigned to them through their ongo-
ing interaction with society and respond accordingly as political activ-
ists, soldiers, and patriots. In the final analysis, though, their self-identi-
fications also contribute to the society that members inhabit, reminding
people in the region (Catholic and Protestants alike) that war, conflict,
and terrorism are a part of the social landscape given the presence of
needless political oppression and religious persecution.
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The Islamic Resistance
Movement (Hamas)

In this chapter, the insights of structural Symbolic Interac-
tionism and Identity Theory are applied to the formation and mainte-
nance of self-concept, especially as it relates to membership in the mili-
tant extremist group known as Islamic Resistance Movement (Hamas).
Throughout this commentary, the events surrounding the terrorist at-
tacks on the World Trade Center in 2001 serve as an important, though
mostly underexamined, backdrop for comprehending the construction
of identity among Islamic fundamentalists that powerfully contributed
to these particular expressions of abject violence. What is prominently
featured, however, are the religious, cultural, and political differences
that inform the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Reviewing these differences
in the ensuing analysis, linked as they are to Islamist groups’ typical dis-
dain for Western influences and practices, demonstrates the considerable
effect that symbols, the definition of the situation, roles, socialization
experiences, and role-taking performances all have on the constitution
of the self as a social person. As we argue, these forces explain the con-
struction of identity for Hamas faithful and indicate how terrorism (and
its threat) is willingly embraced by its organizational members.

Symbols

Zionism is one of the most powerful symbols to influence Hamas. This
is evidenced in Hamas discourse. This discourse stipulates that members
wage a “holy war” against a foreign invader that has usurped Palestin-
ian land.1 Understanding the genesis and evolution of this sentiment is
important to comprehending the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and those
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poignant events during the course of this history that have symbolically
informed Hamas identity.

Bickerton and Klausner2 noted that the first wave of Zionist immi-
grants began their arrival in Palestine in July 1882 and continued until
1903. European supporters of the Zionist movement portrayed Pales-
tine as empty and sparsely cultivated. A popular Zionist catch phrase
aptly conveyed this very point of view. As the phrase described it, Pales-
tine was “a land without a people for a people without a land.”3

Believing that the purchase of Arab territory was a key to their suc-
cess, the Zionists created political agencies and allegiances in order to
acquire property in the name of the Jewish people.4 By 1903, the Zion-
ists had purchased about ninety thousand acres of land upon which
roughly ten thousand Jews built homes, schools, and farms.5 As Kha-
lidi6 explained,

The process would begin with the purchase of land, generally from an
absentee landlord, followed by the imposition of a new order on the
existing Arab cultivators—sometimes involving their transformation
into tenant-farmers or agricultural laborers, and sometimes their expul-
sion—and finally the settlement of new Jewish immigrants.

While some Arab farmers were allowed to stay and work their land, a
second wave of Russian Jewish immigrants—lasting from 1904 until
1914 and consisting of people content with the socialist ideal of con-
quest of labor—displaced many of the indigenous Arab tenant labor-
ers.7 This process of territorial acquisition followed by Arab tenant
dislocation became a constant source of friction for the region’s inhabi-
tants. Moreover, as the arrival of new Jewish immigrants continued into
the “Mandate” years, hostilities only intensified. Indeed, symbolically
speaking, the activities of Jewish settlers and entrepreneurs were per-
ceived as efforts to wrongfully take and occupy land belonging to Pales-
tinian peoples.8

Another pinnacle event in the perceived usurpation of Palestinian ter-
ritory was the dislocation of roughly 70 percent of the Palestinian Arab
population during the 1948 Israeli War of Independence.9 Experts esti-
mated that between 600,000 and 760,000 Palestinian Arabs left their
villages, homes, and farms to find refuge in the West Bank, Gaza Strip,
and nearby Arab countries.10 The official Israeli position was that the
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Palestinian Arabs voluntarily abandoned their residences and communi-
ties; however, settlers in the region report that they were forcibly re-
moved by the Zionist project. Indeed, they indicate that Jewish foreign
occupiers were intent on ridding Palestine of its Arab peoples and/or
sympathizers.11 Commenting on this issue, Morris12 examined declassi-
fied Israeli archival reports. According to his review, the Palestinian
mass exodus was facilitated by Jewish military and paramilitary forces
that launched a campaign based on threats, instances of intimidation,
and acts of terrorism. Their goal was to expel the Palestinian Arabs
from the fledgling state of Israel.

In one of the most notorious attacks, Jewish paramilitary forces at-
tacked the village of Deir Yassin on April 9, killing 254 villagers.13 In
published documents, these assaults were described as significantly con-
tributing to the accelerated pace at which Palestinian Arabs fled their
villages and communities. Palestinians refer to their 1948 exodus as “al-
Nakba,” or “the catastrophe.” This expression captures the helplessness
and fear that they felt in the face of the terrorist attacks promulgated by
the Jewish forces.14 Once again, symbolically speaking, Arabs felt as if
their property had been unjustly taken from them and that, as Pales-
tinians, they were forced to leave their homes and to forfeit their liveli-
hoods. Accordingly, Palestinians regarded themselves as displaced vic-
tims of a grave and vile act of considerable wrongdoing.

Another symbol identified within Hamas discourse and contributing
to Palestinian identity is the emergence of the Islamic “awakening.”15

Initially, the Islamist ideology spread to historic Palestine by way of the
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood.16 In 1954, Egyptian king Abdel Nasir
outlawed the organization, fearing it would become an uncontrollable
threat to his regime. This proclamation was a devastating blow to both
the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood and the Palestinian branch of the
Brotherhood, as many of its leaders and scores of its followers were dis-
banded, while still other members were forced underground.17 In July
1957, a member of a secret military cell within the Brotherhood sent a
memorandum to the leaders of the group situated in the Gaza Strip. In
the communiqué, he recommended that they “establish a special organi-
zation alongside their own which [would have] no visible Islamic col-
oration or agenda but which [would have] the stated goal of liberating
Palestine through armed struggle.”18 The suggestion that a national lib-
eration effort be established, absent religious overtones, was dismissed

The Islamic Resistance Movement (Hamas) | 129



by the Brotherhood’s leadership because it would run contrary to tra-
ditional Islamist thinking. Nevertheless, a new group calling itself the
National Liberation Movement, or Fatah, emerged.

The emergence of the National Liberation Movement put Islamists
in a difficult position. As Maqadima19 explained, the Brotherhood had
two alternatives:

Either to launch guerrilla warfare against Israel, as the PLO had done,
using the same individuals who had grown up under regimes and ide-
ologies distant from Islam—so that one is doomed to repeat the errors
of the past; or to launch a comprehensive effort at cultural renaissance
designed to instill true Islam in the soul of the individual and, following
that renaissance, to embark on the path of liberation.20

Believing that Palestine could only be freed by “a generation of Mus-
lims committed to their faith and prepared for sacrifice,”21 the Muslim
Brotherhood decided to postpone its involvement in the armed struggle
and to embark on a grassroots campaign. This operation was designed
to “Islamize” Palestinian society by cultivating a new cohort of citizens
in a true Islamic style.22 Several initiatives were embarked on consistent
with this grassroots effort.

From 1967 to 1975, the Palestinian Islamists entered a mosque-
building phase. This period represented an effort to “mobilize, unite,
reorient, and consolidate the faith of a new generation so as to prepare
it for the confrontation with Zionism.”23 Between 1967 and 1987, the
number of mosques went from 400 to 750.24

From 1975 to the late 1980s, the Islamists entered a second phase
of social institution building. During this period, the Muslim Brother-
hood formed and ran Islamic student societies, schools, libraries, sports
clubs, and charitable groups.25 These benevolent organizations provided
money to thousands of needy families, made loans to students for their
education at Palestinian and Arab universities, and enrolled thousands
of children in kindergarten.26 Through the practices of these diverse
societies and organizations, “the Muslim Brotherhood was able to stay
in touch with the masses and [was able] to influence them through char-
itable, social, and religious activities and celebrations.”27

In 1979, the Muslim Brotherhood witnessed a second group splinter
from its ranks calling itself the Palestinian Islamic jihad (holy struggle).
During the mid-1980s, the splinter group launched a relatively success-

130 | The Islamic Resistance Movement (Hamas)



ful terror campaign against Israel. Subsequent to these attacks, members
of the Muslim Brotherhood began engaging in cadre formation and mo-
bilization and embraced a more militant stance at rallies and during
confrontations with secular-nationalist movements on university cam-
puses.28 By the late 1980s, a new generation was prepared to accept the
burden of jihad.29 As one prominent Jordanian Islamic figure explained,
the Brotherhood took “the youth out of their soft childhood to man-
hood, from nothingness to self realization, from fragmentation and
diverse concerns to unity and cohesiveness.”30 Symbolically speaking,
then, these concrete efforts designed to promote the Islamic awakening
informed Palestinian identity, especially as young male Islamic citizens
were indoctrinated into a culture of service and sacrifice on behalf of
their people.

A third symbol identified within Hamas discourse was the signing of
the Declaration of Principles on Interim Self-Governing Arrangements
(DOP) (also called the Oslo Accord). This declaration was endorsed on
September 13, 1993, by the Israeli prime minister, Yitzak Rabin, and
the PLO chairman, Yasser Arafat.31 The secret talks that led to this
agreement began as an attempt to address economic cooperation but
soon broadened to include a possible joint declaration of principles.32

As a result, the document consisted of two components: mutual recog-
nition for the rights of the Palestinians and the Israelis to exist and the
Declaration of Principles. The DOP outlined a set agenda for future
negotiations on Palestinian self-government in the occupied territories.
Within nine months, the Palestinian people were to elect a council to
oversee education and culture, health, social welfare, direct taxation,
and tourism. While defense and foreign affairs remained in the hands of
the Israelis, the DOP did provide for the establishment of an internal
security force called the Palestinian National Authority (PNA). In ad-
dition, the DOP endeavored to facilitate economic cooperation in the
form of improved labor and trade flows (designed to improve the stan-
dard of living for poor Palestinians) and to sustain the peace process.33

Rabin and Arafat also agreed to revisit their negotiations in a two-year
followup. The purpose of this subsequent meeting would be to assess
the status of the territories and would result, ideally, in an agreement to
convene again after five years to resolve the issue of permanent settle-
ment. The DOP was an interim accord—indeed, a first step toward a
peaceful solution.

The DOP was a frequent topic of discourse within Hamas, which
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was adamantly opposed to the recognition of any settlement with Israel.
The principal and most obvious reason for their rejection of the agree-
ment was that it surrendered Palestinian territory believed to be sacred
and entrusted to the Arab-Muslim people.34 In addition, from a more
pragmatic perspective, Hamas insisted that the Palestinian economy
would suffer if trade with Israel were encouraged.35 Indeed, as they ar-
gued, the Palestinian economy could simply not compete on the open
market with an Israeli gross national product ten times its own. In
short, such an exchange would only benefit Israel. Reuveny,36 summa-
rizing the economic concerns voiced by Hamas, indicated that “the
process [would] harm Palestinians in that it [would] create economic
hardship, intensify Israeli land confiscations, prevent Palestinian con-
trol over resources, and increase Palestinian economic dependence on
Israel.” Contributing to this perspective were high-profile analysts who
represented a more mainstream point of view. Unaffiliated with the
Hamas collective, they concurred with its assessment, serving only to
further validate the group’s overall fears and suspicions.37 This “objec-
tive” corroboration cast doubts on Hamas critics who relegated them to
the status of merely “backward-minded [Islamists who] propagate[ed]
utopian ideas.”38

The Declaration of Principles was a powerful symbol in the develop-
ment of the Hamas organization. It served to solidify the group’s role as
the new champion of the Palestinian resistance, as a guardian of Islam,
and as a legitimate voice calling for the establishment of the historic
Islamic Palestinian state.39 While Arafat and the PLO were prepared to
sell Palestine out for a concession of territory from Israel, Hamas contin-
ued to advocate for jihad through the intifada and strove for a unified
Islamic nation rid of the Zionist presence.40 Adamantly opposed to the
DOP’s ratification, Hamas initiated its first suicide bombing in April
1994, killing eight Israeli civilians and wounding thirty-four in an appar-
ent attempt to disrupt negotiations.41 Over the next several years, the
suicide bombing would become Hamas’s primary weapon in derailing
the peace process and undermining the Palestinian National Authority.

Definition of the Situation

The way in which members of Hamas define the situation they confront
can be categorized into three major themes. These include the problem,
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the goal, and the means by which to obtain the goal or objective.42 The
contribution that each of these elements makes to the way Hamas de-
fines its perceived state of affairs is described below.

For members of Hamas, the problem is simple. In short, it “is the ex-
istence of the Jewish state of Israel in the middle of the Arab-Muslim
world.”43 Typically, Hamas leadership has argued that the Israeli-Pales-
tinian struggle centers on the forced removal of the Palestinian Arab
people from and the occupation of Palestinian land by Zionist44 in-
vaders rather than any direct or overt hostility toward the Jewish peo-
ple who subscribe to their religion as devout followers. However, the
group’s rhetoric is saturated with anti-Semitic themes.45 Indeed, Hamas
has frequently depicted the core problem as religious in nature, setting
as rivals Judaism and Islam.

Commenting on this tension, Litvak46 explained that for Hamas, Zi-
onists who subscribe to the Jewish faith are vilified as the epitome of
evil and falsehood; however, Muslims are portrayed as the incarnation
of goodness and truth. This perception has been subjected to both
Islamic and Western influences. For example, words used by the Pales-
tinian Islamists to describe the Jews, such as the “unbelievers” and “the
people upon whom God’s anger came,” are borrowed from sources
such as the Qur’an and the Hadith.47 This nomenclature is based on
Qur’anic teachings that the Jews denounced God’s prophets and strayed
from the genuine religion passed on to them. Hamas faithful believe
that the Jews (and the Zionist entity they created), having evoked God’s
anger, are intent on destroying human life.

The demonization of the Jews/Zionists by the Hamas organization is
also heavily shaped by European Christian anti-Semitism. This preju-
dice began to infiltrate the Arab world, most notably in the circulation
of the 1926 Arabic translation of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion.48

The forged document, which was disseminated throughout Europe in
the 1920s and 1930s, was supposedly a report to a secret Jewish com-
mittee called the Elders of Zion. It described a worldwide network of
covert agencies and surreptitious organizations that controlled politi-
cal parties, governments, the media, banks, and the economy. Reliance
upon this document is evidenced in the group’s charter. Indeed, the
charter states that the Jews have

gained control over the world media, . . . financed revolutions . . . in
pursuit of their objectives[,] . . . established clandestine organizations all
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over the world . . . to destroy societies and [to] promote the interests
of Zionism[,] . . . [and] controlled imperialist nations and pushed them
to occupy many nations to exploit their resources and spread mischief
in them.49

The Protocols of the Elders of Zion also informs Hamas’s belief that
Israel has hegemonic aspirations that extend beyond Palestinian land.
As described in the charter, the counterfeit document identifies the Zi-
onists’ wish to expand their reign from the Nile River to the Euphrates.
With the help of Western imperialism, perceived to be controlled by or
in collusion with the conspiracy, the Zionists aim to destroy the Arab/
Muslim community, umma, in an effort to maintain dominion over the
resources of the region.50

Another component of the problem that defines the situation for Ha-
mas is their regard for the region itself. According to the Islamic faith,
the land of Palestine is understood to be holy and bequeathed to all
Muslim generations for eternity. After the Muslim armies conquered the
territory of Palestine in 638 a.d., the Caliph Umar ibn al-Khatab “de-
cided that the land should remain in the hands of its owners to benefit
from it and its wealth; but the control of the land and the land itself
ought to be endowed as a Waqf [in perpetuity] for all generations of
Muslims until the Day of Resurrection.”51 In part, the sanctity of Pales-
tine is based on the belief that the al-Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem was the
place God selected for the Prophet Muhammad’s ascension into heaven
and, subsequently, was the first qibla (direction of prayer) for Mus-
lims.52 This profound religious conviction distinguishes the holy land of
Palestine from all other Islamic locales. It signifies an eternal connection
between the sacred territory and the Prophet Muhammad. This is one
of the primary reasons why Hamas has been so adamantly opposed
to the Oslo Peace Accords. In short, the agreement concedes holy land
to Israel.

Another dimension to the situation that Hamas defines for itself is
the objective that the organization seeks. The goal or objective of the
Islamic Resistance Movement is “to create conditions conducive to
emancipating the Palestinian people, delivering them from tyranny, lib-
erating their land from the occupying usurper, and to stand up to the
Zionist scheme which is supported by neo-colonist forces.”53 Once
these objectives are achieved, Hamas plans to reestablish an Islamic
state in the land of Palestine, extending from the Jordan River to the
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Mediterranean Sea. Although their movement calls for the destruction
of Israel, Hamas has indicated that members of the Jewish faith will be
respected and will be free to live among Muslims under Islamic law in
the region. In an interview, Shaykh Ahmad Yasin, cofounder and former
spiritual leader of Hamas, articulated this position. As he explained,
“We can coexist with the Jews because they are ‘ahl dhimma’ [a refer-
ence to the free non-Moslem subjects living in Muslim countries who, in
return for paying the capital tax, enjoyed protection and safety] and
believers in God. We don’t aggress the believers. We respect them. Our
obligations are mutual.”54 Clearly, what this quotation suggests is that
members of other religious faiths will be allowed to live in the Islamic
state, provided they accept Muslim rule and pay a special tax.55

Despite its lack of support within orthodox Islamic thought, Hamas
has also embraced the notion of Palestinian statehood.56 According to
fundamentalist ideology, there is no attachment to a specific territory.57

Instead, territory is only significant to Islamist thought in the sense of
realizing God’s sovereignty and rule over the earth. However, the dis-
crepancy between Islamist thought and commitment to Palestinian na-
tionalism merely for the sake of statehood was reconciled as the move-
ment developed a more pragmatic orientation.58 This strategy was un-
dertaken as a way to attract adherents from the Palestinian community
to the cause.59

For Hamas, the ultimate solution to the problem of a Jewish state in
the Middle East is to raise the banner of Allah over every inch of Pal-
estine from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea. However, the
group’s struggle is also about validating the righteousness of the Islamic
way of life.60 Commenting on this way of life, Nüsse61 observed the fol-
lowing:

The [inability] of the Muslims to prevent the creation of a Jewish state
in Palestine and the repeated military defeats against Israel had funda-
mentally undermined the self-confidence of Muslims and [had] shaken
the basis of their beliefs.

. . . Muslims are fighting to reconcile history to Islamic beliefs and
convictions. Thus the outcome of the struggle would prove that Mus-
lims are again on the right path and will continue to succeed in the
world. This also means that the fight for Palestine can only be won
under the banner of Allah—a fact proven largely by the historic exam-
ples of Muslim victories over the Christian crusades and the Tartars.
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Israel’s presence in the Middle East represents a constant reminder
that the Islamic umma is weak, is in a state of crisis, and is unable to rid
itself of this perceived threat. Thus, the struggle for Hamas is not only
about the reclaiming of territory or promoting doctrinal superiority; it
also entails the group’s confirmation that its path is just and virtuous.

Hamas contends that the only way to purge the Zionist presence
from Palestinian land is through Islam. In other words, as Hamas faith-
ful define the debilitating and deplorable situation they confront, the
method by which to eradicate it is through a steadfast commitment to
religion and culture. Moreover, some suggest that previous efforts to
improve their situation failed (i.e., 1948 War, Six-Day War, etc.) because
Palestinian Arabs acted in the name of statehood without attempting
unification in the interest of Islam.62 Accordingly, the means by which
Hamas aims to achieve its goals of (a) an Islamic government in the
land of Palestine and (b) the destruction of Israel is through jihad, or
holy struggle. Similar to many topics found within scripture, jihad has
shown itself to be the subject of enormous differences in interpretation.

In part, the Islamist interpretation of jihad is based on the writings of
Sayyid Qutb. Sayyid Qutb was a novelist, poet, educator, journalist, and
member of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood.63 For Qutb, jihad was
an expansionist war to be fought by all Muslims in an attempt to pro-
mote Islam so that it ruled over the political systems of the world.64 The
Islamists who constitute Hamas appear to have adopted a somewhat
different definition of jihad. They perceive it as a defensive struggle
against foreign aggressors who invaded Islamic territory. This interpre-
tation is more consistent with and relevant to their immediate situa-
tion.65 Indeed, as Article 15 of the Hamas charter states, “When an
enemy usurps a Muslim land, then jihad is an individual religious duty
on every Muslim.”66

Facilitating the spread of the uprising throughout the occupied terri-
tories, Hamas identified the outbreak of the intifada in December of
1987 as the beginning of the jihad that would inevitably bring about the
defeat of Israel.67 The group believed that the Islamic nature of the inti-
fada was a result of the people’s will and, as such, represented the truest
form of democracy.68 Since the rebellion began, Hamas has encouraged
people to fight the Israeli occupation on all fronts. This advocacy has
included “throwing stones and firebombs, building barriers, burning
tires, wielding knives and axes, clashing with the Israeli forces, and at-
tacking collaborators.”69 The organization has also encouraged people
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to engage in nonviolent forms of resistance. Examples consist of sever-
ing economic ties with Israel, not paying taxes and fines, staging com-
mercial strikes, writing slogans on walls, and raising flags, as well as
educating new generations about Islamic art, poetry, and writing de-
signed to nourish the souls of those engaged in the struggle.70

Hamas contends that the jihad, which has taken the form of the inti-
fada, is not the final battle in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict; rather, it
is only the beginning of a larger Islamic awakening that will unite the
Arab states.71 The jihad signifies more than just armed conflict. In brief,
it marks the Palestinian people’s return to Islam.72 Members of Hamas
believe that sustaining the jihad will serve to inspire Arab people as they
forego the evils of modern society. For members of the group, modern
society is characterized by individualism, egoism, and materialism.73

Moreover, they hope that by replacing these evils with communal soli-
darity and civic harmony, they will give Islamic identity a place of
prominence within Palestinian consciousness. Indeed, as the collective
has described on its website,

The Hamas movement believes that the conflict with the Zionists in Pal-
estine is a conflict of survival. It is a conflict of civilization and determi-
nation that can not be brought to an end unless its cause—the Zionist
settlement in Palestine, usurpation of land, and the displacement of its
people—is removed.74

In short, the Islamic Resistance Movement’s definition of the situation is
one in which they wage a war over the survival of the Palestinian, Arab,
and Islamic people. The consequence of losing this battle is the extinc-
tion of their culture, religion, community, and citizens.

Roles

There are several roles that have substantially contributed to the behav-
ior of Hamas members. Three particularly influential roles include being
a Palestinian, being an Islamic Fundamentalist or Islamist, and being a
shaheed (or martyr). Each of these roles, and their corresponding devel-
opment, is summarily ex-amined below.

Similar to many forms of identity, the nationalist-oriented Palestinian
self-concept is one that is firmly rooted in history and has evolved over
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many centuries. Khalidi75 categorized the emergence of a uniformed Pal-
estinian identity into three stages. The first phase took place prior to
World War I when the Palestinian identity was shared by a relatively
restricted circle consisting of the urban, the literate, and the educated.
This group, which proliferated in the last decades under Ottoman rule,
constituted a new elite class inclusive of middle-class teachers, clerks,
government officials, and businessmen. The Palestinian identity entered
a second stage during the “Mandate” years when it began to expand
beyond the boundaries of social status. The Arabs’ losing struggle with
Zionism and the British deepened the shared sense of unity and identity
within the urban and rural populations. Finally, during the third stage,
the events of 1948 (i.e., the war, the declaration of the state of Israel, a
massive influx of Jewish immigrants from Europe, and a collection of
dispossessed refugees in the West Bank and Gaza Strip) served to erase
the class gap between the well-to-do and the poor. In particular, the
importance of pre-1948 conflicts was minimized, thereby crystallizing
the Palestinian identity. Indeed, as Khalidi76 noted,

for in spite of their dispersion and fragmentation among several new
successor states and forms of refugee status, what the Palestinians now
shared was far greater than what separated them; all had been dispos-
sessed, none were masters of their own fate, all were at the mercy of
cold, distant, and hostile new authorities.

With these three stages in mind, specific role sets can be identified
that were essential to the development of the Palestinian identity. For
example, one counter-role was the Zionists. Although the Palestinian
identity did not materialize as a result of Zionism, its refinement was
invariably linked to this movement.77 Indeed, clearly operating within
the Zionist role set has been the conspicuous presence of aggressiveness
and victimization. Thus, the Palestinian identity has been informed by
members’ status as victims.78 One universal expectation stemming from
the victim role is self-defense. In part, this interpretation serves to justify
Hamas violence among members of the group.

A second role that has contributed to the Palestinian identity among
Hamas loyalists is the status of being a hero and a martyr. For example,
in 1935, Shiehk ‘Izzidin al-Qassam led an armed revolt in the north of
Palestine against British troops in the wake of sporadic Islamic violence
targeted against Jews who settled in the region between 1920 and 1929.
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“The pride that Hamas [took] in the jihad of Shiehk ‘Izzidin al-Qassam
and his followers in particular [was] reflected in the fact that the mil-
itary arm of Hamas, which was founded in the early 1990s, [was]
named the Martyr ‘Izzidin al-Qassam Brigades.”79

A third role woven into the fabric of Palestinian identity, particularly
for militant Islamic collectives such as Hamas, is the Muslim status.
Indeed, as Khalidi80 noted, those who constitute these groups “subsume
Palestinian nationalism within one or another form of Islamic iden-
tity.” Hamas has made the Muslim role a reality by characterizing the
achievement of Palestinian statehood as a religious obligation.81

The behavior of Hamas members and the construction of their col-
lective identity can also be interpreted through the role that Islamic fun-
damentalism assumes in their lives. Islamic fundamentalism is a descrip-
tive term. It characterizes individuals who seek to establish an Islamic
state based on the “fundamentals” of the religion or, more specifically,
governed by Islamic shariah (holy law).82

Taylor and Horgan83 identified the four fundamentalist positions of
Islam. These include its claims to universal validity, its theocratic de-
mands extending to all aspects of life, the sanctification of Islamic law
and its teachings, and the general equation of the Palestinian state with
the implementation of Islam. These four tenets or positions represent
an inexorable bond between religious and political ideology situated
within the greater Islamic fundamentalist movement. Often demonized
and frequently misunderstood by Western society,84 Islamic fundamen-
talist thought was shaped by and cultivated within the movement by
the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood founder, Hasan al-Banna, and past
leader, Sayyid Qutb.85

Davidson86 described four basic assumptions of Islamic fundamental-
ism. The first of these is that the Muslim world is in a state of disorder
brought on by political and moral decay. This devastation is the result
of those in both the private and the public sector who have failed to
live by the dictates of the Islamic religion. The second supposition is
that this decay has made it possible for Western colonialism to flourish
and to infect the region with its own destructive and hedonistic val-
ues. These values include a commitment to secularism, materialism, and
nationalism. This Western influence has essentially fractionalized the Is-
lamic umma, or community. The third assumption is that the only way
to combat this perceived moral and political decay, as well as damaging
cultural propaganda, is to “re-Islamize” the Muslim world. This would
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require the reaffirmation of Islamic law, or shariah, and the purging of
Western influences. Finally, the fourth presupposition is that

the only way to re-Islamize society is to re-politicize Islam itself. As fun-
damentalist reasoning goes, Islam began as a religion that preached the
rejection of false gods and corrupt practices. The West and Westernizers
now represent precisely these evils. . . . Islam, representative of a total
worldview, is the path to justice and socioeconomic equity.87

In addition to adopting these four assumptions as a basis for compre-
hending the Islamic role and its significance for contributing to the con-
struction of Hamas identity is the belief that Muslims must behave in
accordance with the accepted code of Islam.88 This belief comes with a
number of role expectations. For example, the five pillars of Islam indi-
cate that all Muslims must (a) testify that there is no God but Allah and
that his prophet is Muhammad, (b) offer prayer, (c) pay an obligatory
charity, or zakat, (d) make a pilgrimage to Mecca, or hajj, and (e) fast
during the month of Ramadan (al-Bukhar). However, there also is a
very specific social doctrine to which Islamic fundamentalists must ad-
here. As a set of norms or rules for Islamic behavior, they are most
notably dictated in the word of God (Qur’an) and in the word or exam-
ple of the prophet Muhammad (hadith).89 These rules constitute Islamic
holy law (shariah), which, in essence, is a unification of theory and
practice. Although there are far too many laws to list, some examples
are worth noting. Women are to be subservient to men and must cover
themselves, leaving visible only their hands and face. Muslims are to be
politically active and strive to create a polity shaped by Islamic law and
values. Muslims are to refrain from drinking alcohol and are to defend
themselves when confronted with the enemies of Islam.90

A third role crucial to understanding the behavior of Hamas mem-
bers and the construction of their identity is the suicide bomber, or sha-
heed, status. The act of sacrificing oneself in the name of Islam was first
documented thirteen centuries ago during the power struggle that fol-
lowed the death of Muhammad.91 Hamas does not use the term “sui-
cide bomber”; instead, it employs the expression “istishhadi.” Roughly
speaking, this translates into “self-chosen martyrdom.”92 As Dr. Abdul
Aziz Rantisi, one of the cofounders of Hamas, explained, the term “sui-
cide bomber” implies an impulsive act by a deranged individual. Those
who engage in the act of istishhadi partake of deliberate, carefully cho-
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sen conduct as a function of their religious duty. Indeed, as Kushner93

described,

Karbala [a historical reference to the act of self-sacrifice] is not an act of
suicide; Islam forbids the taking of one’s own life. Rather, it symbolizes
the supreme willingness to submit to the will of Allah with the under-
standing that rewards will come after death. Islam emphasizes that life
on earth is merely a transition to a better life. A suicide bomber is mak-
ing a transition that will put him or her alongside the other heroes of
Islam and next to Allah.

Thus, when a Hamas loyalist sacrifices his or her life on behalf of the
holy struggle, the person is granted lasting symbolic immortality and is
elevated to a higher spiritual plane, that of a martyr, sitting with Allah
in the kingdom of heaven.

The beliefs surrounding the shaheed role are informed by Hamas re-
cruiters and clerics who promise young bombers entry into a paradise.
This is a heavenly realm where rivers flow with sweet honey and holy
wine, where seventy-two virgin brides exist for their pleasure, where
seventy free passes to this paradise are made available to their friends
and relatives, where financial stability is ensured for their families,
where scholarships are provided for their siblings, and where compen-
sation for the family’s resettlement is guaranteed should Israeli retribu-
tion claim their homes.94 Those who volunteer are deeply pious, brave,
and willing to embrace death.95 Moreover, a young shaheed recruit
knows that his or her sacrifice will be honored after death. The pictures
of shaheeds are transformed into posters and plastered on buildings,
schools, mosques; they are also dispersed in a form similar to baseball
cards. All of these activities commemorate their heroism and martyr-
dom.96 For Hamas shaheeds, self-chosen martyrdom is looked upon as
the most honorable of deeds. As Sayed Abu Musamah, editor-in-chief of
the Hamas newspaper Al-watan, described it, shaheed is “the highest
form of courage.”97

Closely linked to the shaheed values of self-sacrifice and courage is
role-taking action promulgated by others Palestinians. Contenta98 inter-
viewed the family members and friends of twenty-one Palestinian sui-
cide bombers. He identified the group portrait of these individuals and
found that they were weighed down by poverty, embodied deep reli-
gious commitments, and had experienced traumatic encounters with
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Israel’s military occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, either per-
sonally or through intimates. Thus, as one father of a suicide bomber
explained, “Every Palestinian home, if it doesn’t have someone killed,
has a relative or a neighbor or a friend killed . . . this pushes the Pales-
tinian people to seek revenge.”99 As such, shaheed invites clear expres-
sions of role-taking action among Palestinian people and, especially,
among Hamas faithful.

Socialization and Role-Taking

Initiated by the Palestinian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood, the Is-
lamic awakening in the region has been described as a cultural and edu-
cational campaign designed to nurture and rear individuals of the new
generation in a true Islamic fashion. This indoctrination did not end at
the outbreak of the intifada. Instead, this cultural and educational im-
mersion experience, built around a militant version of Islam, represents
a mainstay of the organization’s strategy. As witnessed in the organiza-
tion’s charter under the subheading “Training the Muslim Generation,”
Article 16, Hamas articulates its determination to continually replen-
ish its resistance efforts with an endless supply of Palestinian Islamic
soldiers.

We must train the Muslim generation in our area, an Islamic training
based on performing religious duties, studying God’s book very well,
and studying Prophetic tradition (sunnah), Islamic history and heritage
from its authenticated sources with the guidance of experts and schol-
ars, and using a curriculum that will provide the Muslim with the cor-
rect world view in ideology and thought.100

What this statement exemplifies is that the group’s intent is to socialize
young people to believe in the “correct” worldview.

Hamas has continued its grassroots approach to Islamizing Palestin-
ian society, or Islamization from below.101 Through its various social
institutions such as day-care agencies, religious schools, youth and
sports clubs, clinics, nursing homes, and financial programs, Hamas has
worked to persuade its patrons, both young and old, to embrace “true
Islam.”102 The group has created summer camps where Palestinian boys
are taught a martial blend of religion and soldiering skills. As Stack103
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observed, young boys march around the campgrounds in cadence with
their drill instructor’s orders. Their activities at the camp include recit-
ing religious ballads and viewing a cartoon history of Genghis Khan’s
raid on Baghdad. Exposure to the latter teaches the recruits about the
long-standing struggle between the Muslims and their infidel foes. In an
interview, Ismail Abu Shanab, a leader in the movement, explained the
significance of this socialization. As he noted, “The Israelis think that
we might forget, but we teach this [Islamizing from below and socializa-
tion] to our children and our children will teach it to their children.”104

The realization of the Brotherhood’s goal, namely, to create a genera-
tion of Islamic warriors who will work to secure a Palestinian homeland
and sacrifice their lives if necessary, is evidenced by the numerous young
people who volunteer to be suicide bombers.

Upon closer examination of the shaheed act, we note that there is a
significant degree of anticipatory socialization that prepares young Pal-
estinians to fulfill their religious duty on this front. Indeed, as Alexander
and Martin105 explained, Islamic religious leaders from extremist groups
like Hamas “promote ‘martyrdom’ among Palestinians from an early
age.”106 To illustrate, Palestinian children living in the Israeli-occupied
territories are bombarded with images venerating the sacrifice of mar-
tyrs and are fed a steady diet of anti-Semitic messages through the pop-
ular media.107 In addition, Hamas oversees classes that teach children
about Israeli’s “illegal occupation” of the West Bank and Gaza Strip
and its barbaric “treatment” of Palestinians.108 Interestingly, while the
initial focus of the instruction is on politics and religion, it eventually
gives way to lectures about martyrdom and self-sacrifice.109

Other ritualized patterns are used to legitimize and indoctrinate Ha-
mas members and commit them to fulfilling the expectations of the mar-
tyr role. One such ritual is that the young volunteers are brought to the
cemetery at night and told by their trainers to lie in empty gravesites
hooded with a white shroud.110 White shrouds are used to cover bodies
for burial, and this is done as a way of preparing the individuals for
death. Once their day of judgment has arrived, some volunteers pre-
pare themselves mentally for the event that will end their mortal lives
and transform them into martyrs. As Kushner111 noted, they “leave for
their missions directly from their mosques, after completing many days
of chanting the relevant scriptures aloud with their spiritual handlers.
A favorite verse reads: ‘Think not of those who are slain in Allah’s way
as dead. No, they live on and find sustenance in the presence of their
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Lord.’ ” This sentiment sustains volunteers’ impulse to complete the
expectations of martyrdom, believing that their actions are just, neces-
sary, and holy. Thus, for the Islamic fundamentalist, or Islamist, the act
of giving one’s life to the cause transcends death.

Palestinian children also learn the expectations of roles through their
engagement in role-taking when playing childhood games. This proc-
ess is evidenced by the various images of Palestinian boys (and girls)
dressed in camouflage fatigues, marching in the streets carrying toy
machine guns and burning the Israeli flag.112 As Hendawi113 explained,

The violence has also found its way into play time and games mirroring
aspects of life in recent months have evolved. One is “Arabs and Jews,”
which is a local version of Cowboys and Indians. There is also “Check-
points,” a game in which children try to flag down passing cars—as
happens to Palestinians crossing checkpoints manned by Israeli troops
checking the identity of passengers. There is also “shaheed,” a game in
which children take turns being carried by friends shouting “with our
blood, our souls we sacrifice you”—as in the funeral processions.

Dickey114 offered similar observations in his descriptions of how
young boys in the Israel-occupied territories love playing would-be sui-
cide bomber with pretend, improvised explosive devices made out of
cardboard. Moreover, Assadi115 observed that toy stores in the West
Bank city of Jenin were

packed with plastic arsenals of rifles, miniature tanks, missiles and ar-
tillery pieces. Outside, boys with toy guns organize street battles remi-
niscent of those fought between Palestinian gunmen and Israeli troops.
. . . Children, some dressed in military costumes, roam Jenin’s alleys—
where damage from Israeli raids is plainly visible—with plastic M-16
rifles slung over their shoulders. Others lie on their stomachs and aim
guns at playmates, mimicking Israeli troops searching for Palestinian
militants.

Through this role-taking process, young Palestinians assume the sta-
tuses of Hamas fighters, shaheeds, and Israeli troops. In addition, how-
ever, they learn the expectations of the respective roles they perform.

The notion of role-taking is also useful in that it sheds some light on
how the leaders of Hamas responded to the DOP and how the accord
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inevitably reshaped the role identities of the group. From the beginning,
Hamas emphatically rejected the acceptance of anything less than a his-
toric Palestinian state and openly proclaimed that it would force the
participants of the agreement to abort the negotiations, if need be. In-
deed, while Arafat was shaking hands with heads of state who never
defended the Palestinian cause,116 his police force was receiving assis-
tance from Western intelligence organizations as it launched a fervent
campaign to apprehend militant Islamists for their violent attacks.117

This notwithstanding, Hamas continued to serve the Palestinian people
through its social endeavors and charitable institutions.

Moreover, Nüsse118 suggested that Hamas intentionally provoked Is-
rael’s collective punishment of the Palestinians by waging bombing cam-
paigns against Jewish settlers. The intent here was to make the Pales-
tinian Authority look incompetent and to illustrate the symbiotic re-
lationship between Hamas and the Palestinian community as a way of
winning their support to the collective’s more militant extremist cause.
In this respect, then, “Hamas was playing its role as an opposition force
using the armed attacks to highlight and exploit the difficult situation
its political enemy Arafat put himself in with the peace-agreements:
building a Palestinian sovereignty by serving Israel’s interests.”119 Other
investigators have commented on this role-taking strategy, noting that,
indeed, “even though Hamas advocated armed struggle against Israel,
its leaders were forced to anticipate the expected responses of Israel and
the PA and, given the wide public support for the peacemaking process,
also of the Palestinian population in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.”120

In sum, by taking on the role of the Israeli government and the op-
pressed Palestinian masses, Hamas was able to modulate its own be-
havior in an effort to maximally garner public sympathy and political
support.

Although the members of Hamas continued to employ violence
against Israel, they practiced considerably more restraint when respond-
ing to those Palestinians121 and surrounding Arab nations that sup-
ported the peace accords. For example, careful not to antagonize their
Arab brethren, “Hamas did not react to the Oslo Agreement by orga-
nizing demonstrations, turning its weapons against the PA, or resorting
to the assassination of officials.”122 Although they did attack the con-
tent of the peace accords, they refrained from waging personal attacks
against the participants and its significant number of supporters.123

Moreover, Hamas loyalists moderated their political discourse because
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they feared that excessive criticism of the agreement would marginalize
them or, worse, would lead to a civil war.124 Recognizing the potential
political fall-out and the negative repercussions that would have be-
fallen the movement had a more strident position concerning the DOP
been adopted, Hamas adopted a strategy that illustrates the group’s
ability to see its own behavior from various points of view.

What the above observations on role-taking indicate is that, con-
sciously or otherwise, Hamas has embraced the role of various reference
groups (i.e., Israeli government, Arab neighbors, and fellow Palestini-
ans), has assessed its actions or potential actions from that perspective,
and has adjusted its behavior accordingly. Consequently, Hamas has
learned about the existing and new expectations of its manifold roles.
Moreover, and perhaps most profoundly, members of Hamas have
“moved away from dogmatic positions in a quest for innovative and
pliable modes of conduct, the opposite of doctrinaire rigidity, ready to
respond or adjust to fluid conditions without losing sight of their ulti-
mate objectives.”125

As a result of adjusting their behavior to comport with the changing
political and social climate surrounding the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
members of Hamas have garnered (and maintained) public support,
have secured compliance among their rank and file, and function as a
key power broker for the Palestinian people. Thus, by taking on the
role of the generalized other (in its various Palestinian, Arab, and Is-
raeli forms), Hamas has modified its political strategies, presumably
making the group the legitimate voice of the Palestinians and Allah in
the region.

Self

Society Shapes the Self

The Palestinian, Islamic fundamentalist, and shaheed identities were
noted because each is intimately related to the overall identity of mem-
bership in or affiliation with Hamas. In this sense, then, the invocation
of one of these self-schemas serves to cue or activate the others. Ac-
cording to this version of Identity Theory (i.e., society shapes the self), a
person becomes committed to these role identities through his or her
interaction in social relationships and social networks. Thus, for exam-
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ple, take the process through which individuals align themselves with
the Palestinian self-concept. Many of the social interactions and, hence,
role relationships Palestinians have are contingent upon their identifica-
tion as Palestinians. Indeed, those relationships that unfold and those
social networks that exist on a daily basis, whether in the refugee camps
where they live or the deteriorating schools where they attend class,
serve to commit Palestinians to their identity.126 The same is true in the
case of role relationships with Israelis. As Khalidi127 observed,

The quintessential Palestinian experience, which illustrates some of the
most basic issues raised by Palestinian identity, takes place at a border,
an airport, a checkpoint: in short, at any one of those many modern
barriers where identities are checked and verified. What happens to
Palestinians at these crossing points brings home to them how much
they share in common as a people. For it is at these borders and barriers
that the six million Palestinians are singled out for “special treatment,”
and are forcefully reminded of their identity: of who they are, and of
why they are different from others.

In the interactions described above, social relationships are created
when an Israeli security agent identifies, interrogates, and searches a
Palestinian traveler or when a border guard checks the work permit of a
Palestinian who relies upon a job within the Israeli border that serves as
his or her livelihood. These social relationships are constant reminders
of one’s identity as Palestinian. In the illustration above, this identity
encompasses a disenfranchised status in the overall social structure and,
as a result, must be singled out for “special treatment.” However, as
relationships increasingly are based on the Palestinian identity, the fre-
quency of one’s mobilization along these lines will similarly rise. Corre-
spondingly, as this identification materializes and solidifies itself, the
more attached a person will become to the self-schema and the more
salient it will be on the person’s identity hierarchy.

A similar argument can be made in regard to the influence significant
others play in facilitating the adoption of the shaheed role-identity.
Interestingly, Contenta128 found that more than half of the twenty-one
suicide bombers he examined were close friends. The mother of Ismail
al-Masawabi, a twenty-three-year-old Palestinian who blew himself and
two Israeli Army sergeants up on June 22, 2001, explained this process

The Islamic Resistance Movement (Hamas) | 147



of identity in relation to the shaheed role. As she noted, “I was happy
when I heard. . . . To be a martyr, that’s something. Very few people can
do it. I prayed to thank God. In the Koran it’s said that a martyr does
not die. I know my son is close to me. It is our belief.”129 Moreover, in
the interview she stated, “I hope my other children do the same.”130

Maternal support for the shaheed role was also evident in the case of
Muhammad Farhat, who killed five yeshiva students in the Atzmona
settlement in March 2002. In an interview with Al-Sharq Al-Awsat, a
Saudi-owned Arabic daily published in London, his mother, Umm Ni-
dal, explained how she and others had instilled a love for martyrdom in
her son at a very young age.131 She noted that during the first intifada
she had hidden ‘Imad ‘Aql, a commander of Hamas’s Izz Al-Din Al-
Qassam, in her family’s home for fourteen months. As a result, Muham-
mad Farhat became ‘Imad ‘Aql’s pupil and a member of the brigades at
the age of seven. Indeed, Muhammad watched as ‘Aql planned opera-
tions and coordinated with the other Hamas militants. Commenting on
this society-shapes-self identity process, Umm Nidal explained that

this was the source of Muhammad’s love of martyrdom. . . . This is the
atmosphere in which the love of martyrdom developed in Muhammad’s
soul. I, as a mother, naturally encouraged the love of Jihad in the soul
of Muhammad and in the souls of all my sons, all of whom belong to
the Al-Qassam Brigades.132

Prior to initiating a suicide attack in the Jewish settlement of Dugit in
the Gaza Strip in June 2002, twenty-three-year-old college student and
member of Hamas, Mahmoud el-Abed, appeared in a videotaped last
testament holding an assault rifle. His rifle-carrying mother, Naima al-
Obeid, stood next to him expressing great pride in his plans for martyr-
dom.133 In the video, Mahmoud’s mother exclaimed, “God willing you
will succeed . . . may every bullet hit its target, and God give you mar-
tyrdom. This is the best day of my life.” Mahmoud retorted, “Thank
you for raising me.”134 Naima got her wish when Mahmoud killed, in
an ambush, two Israeli soldiers guarding the gate into the settlement;
Mahmoud was also killed in the attack. In an interview with Al-Sharq
Al-Awsat, Naima explained that for years she had raised her son to
commit suicide for the homeland and rejoiced when her teaching suc-
ceeded.135 She went on to say that the morning after Mahmoud set out
on his mission, he returned home after having second thoughts. Naima
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told her son that she was infuriated and Mahmoud promised that he
would complete his act of martyrdom the next day.

Perhaps the most poignant illustration of the role that significant oth-
ers play with respect to instilling the martyr identity within extremist
militants is observable in a photo Israeli soldiers found in the family al-
bum of a Hamas gunman in Hebron in 2002. The photograph featured
the gunman’s infant son dressed in military fatigues complete with a sui-
cide bomber’s harness.136 Although not all significant others in a fledg-
ling martyr’s life are supportive of such an identity, classmates, teachers,
fellow recruits, parents, and family members serve to repeatedly remind
some of their shaheed path, obligation, and destiny. Indeed, the social
relationships and networks based on one’s self-schema as a fledgling
martyr and the extrinsic gratification one receives from significant oth-
ers causes one to become more committed to this identity. This height-
ened and intensified commitment increases the identity’s salience and its
proclivity to be activated in a variety of situations. While not all signifi-
cant others in the suicide bombers’ environment are supportive of such
an act (i.e., shaheed), some parents have found it difficult to shield their
children from Hamas recruiters.137

Self Shapes Society

The verification of an individual’s role identities as Islamic funda-
mentalists can be observed in the form of identity cues and interper-
sonal prompts. For example, in order to bring a person’s self-meanings
in line with the identity standard of an Islamic fundamentalist, individu-
als use dress as an identity cue. As previously described, Hamas oper-
ates many forms of social institutions as a way of promoting the reli-
gion and group. One such institution is football (i.e., soccer) clubs. One
member described how the athletic organization was distinct from other
clubs whose primary membership stemmed from secular Palestinian
militant groups like Fatah or the Popular Front for the Liberation of
Palestine. As the club member explained, “this club is different; it is
Islamic; it represents Islamic men. In other clubs, morality is sometimes
low; maybe they drink alcohol in other clubs, maybe they don’t pray.
There is a big difference.”138

The role expectations of Islamists are that they live in accordance
with Islamic law. One such rule is that men and women dress modestly.
One member stated that “first and foremost, we wear long slacks when
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we play. Morals in the club are very high: we are all Muslims.”139 While
the players do not wear slacks, they are dressed in long shorts down to
their knees under their football shorts. This is their way of living by the
norms prescribed in the Qur’an.140

Interpersonal prompts are another technique used to verify one’s iden-
tity as an Islamic fundamentalist. Jensen141 observed that the men inter-
rupted their training sessions when the muezzin was called for prayer.
Although their prayer was short (four rak’as) because they wanted to
return to the game, it did serve to verify their identities and to shape the
environment around them.142 In another instance of interpersonal
prompts that served to verify the Islamic fundamentalist identity, Char-
trand143 noted that a group of thirty teenage boys on the streets of Gaza
squirted black paint on women who were not properly covered. Their
mission was to reprimand and, if necessary, punish girls, young women,
mothers, and daughters who chose to appear in public without their
veils. One nineteen-year-old boy, who claimed to be acting on orders
from the Islamic Resistance Movement, stated that “this will keep our
morals and traditions intact. . . . Only through Islam can we defeat
Israeli intelligence agents who use loose women to lure Palestinians into
spying for them.”144 In this way the Islamist identity was verified through
behavior that further shaped and contributed to Islamic culture.

To verify one’s identity as a shaheed, one must fulfill the most impor-
tant expectation—sacrificing one’s life for the cause. However, for the
martyr-in-training, identity verification takes place through techniques
like identity cues and interpersonal prompts. As Mishal and Sela145

noted, “Hamas and the Islamic Jihad adopt . . . the same procedure of
finding a candidate for a suicide operation, training and preparing him
psychologically, writing a farewell letter, and making a videotape before
his mission.” These videotaped testimonies, circulated within the Pales-
tinian community in Gaza and the West Bank, are both memorials to
the young men who gave their lives and recruiting devices to show po-
tential volunteers. After viewing one such video, Juergensmeyer146 re-
called the following:

In a videotape . . . that portrays funeral ceremonies for these young
self-martyrs, a group of young men is seen entering the crowd, masked
and carrying rifles. The crowd roars in frenzied approval. These were
“living martyrs,” those who had already committed themselves to self-
martyrdom and were awaiting their call to action.
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A common sight at Hamas rallies and funerals, “living martyrs” are
those who commit themselves to self-martyrdom (i.e., to be a suicide
bomber) and await their call to action.147

For selected events, the living martyrs typically dress in white robes.
The robes symbolize the death shroud. A white hood conceals their
identity, and a green headband is featured displaying white lettering. In
translation, it reads, “no God, but God and Mohammed is the Prophet
of Allah.”148 By engaging in rituals such as this, young Palestinian men
morally bind themselves to the initiation of their own deaths. This pub-
lic display of commitment, especially in front of their peers, places a
tremendous degree of pressure on the shaheed recruits to complete their
suicide bombings as this act informs and sustains the culture into which
they were born.149

Moreover, by using identity cues, the living martyrs verify their self-
schemas. They don symbolic attire, brandish rifles, and present them-
selves to the crowd as persons ready for self-sacrifice. In this way, the
successful fulfillment of the role identity of past suicide bombers con-
tinues to engulf the lives of future shaheed in the form of song, video,
prayer, posters, and other symbols of self-sacrifice. Thus, for the young
shaheed recruits, the act of giving one’s life to the cause transcends
death and shapes the society that they inhabit.
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The Peruvian Shining Path

Underscoring the interpretive framework central to this
book’s thesis is the conviction that the explanatory model extends to all
regions of the globe and accounts for all forms of terrorism. Thus far,
political and religious forms of militant extremism emanating from Ire-
land and the Middle East have been examined. In this chapter, however,
economic (and social) liberation is showcased, especially as it relates to
the violent activities of the Latin American terrorist group known as the
Shining Path. As this chapter makes clear, symbols and their meanings,
the definition of the situation, role performances, and socialization and
role-taking experiences all powerfully contribute to the emergence of
the self. In the context of one’s membership in the Shining Path collec-
tive, this includes the manifestation of identity in which violence, de-
struction, and discord are all prominently featured.

Symbols

In March of 1982, twenty-one months after the initiation of the “peo-
ple’s war,” the Communist Party of Peru (aka PCP) distributed an of-
ficial document entitled Let Us Develop the Guerrilla War.1 It was
written by Comrade Gonzalo,2 and its release marked the first time the
organization made its position on the insurrection public.3

Within the document, the PCP claimed responsibility for twenty-nine
hundred incidents that had weakened and undermined “the social and
economic system of the ruling exploiters,” shaken “the semi-feudal
foundations of the state, unleashing armed vindicating actions against
big land owners[,] lords of the new and old type,” and “hit directly the
interests of Yankee imperialism, the principle imperialist power on our
soil.” The document also claimed to have struck a blow against “the
Chinese embassy, the sinister cave of the revisionist Deng Xiaoping . . .
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and vile traitor to the international communist movement” and carried
out important actions “against the state . . . [and] its repressive appara-
tus.”4 In the process of describing these targets, the PCP identified many
of the symbols that informed and sustained its violent existence.

One such symbol was “the social and economic system of the ruling
exploiters.”5 For the Shining Path, the existence of this symbol dates
back to the arrival of the Spanish conquistadores in 1532.6 Prior to
their landing, the Inca Empire relied upon a system of communal prop-
erty ownership and a tradition of communal labor for sustenance.7 The
farmers were given military and divine protection in exchange for their
labor. After their arrival, the Spaniards swiftly destroyed this coopera-
tive agrarian system and, in its place, established a colonial economy
based on mining silver and gold for export to Europe.

The conquistadores relied on Indian laborers, who were often up-
rooted from their settlements by force and abused in the harsh working
conditions of the mines.8 In the Andean highlands of the Sierra, the
Spaniards established large haciendas to supply agricultural produce to
the mines and coastal towns. The haciendas were organized along feu-
dal lines where Indian peasants (or campesinos) received plots of estate
land in return for their labor. They were forced to pay tribute to the
Spanish Crown and buy imported artifacts at inflated prices. The native
population was economically exploited, culturally isolated, and racially
despised.9 Colonial Peru soon became an apartheid society separated
along ethnic and class lines. Even after gaining its independence, the
nation continued to maintain a highly compartmentalized social struc-
ture divided between Whites and Indians, the coastal region and the
Sierras, the capitalists/landowners and the urban workers/miners/peas-
ants, and the exploiters and those who were exploited.10

According to the Shining Path, the Indian peasantry continues to be
oppressed by the semifeudal, neocolonialist hacienda system, which still
exists in the Andean countryside of modern-day Peru.11 This interpreta-
tion is largely based on the critique and analysis of Marxist theorist José
Carlos Mariátegui, considered to be the father of Peruvian commu-
nism.12 In one of his most prominent works, Seven Interpretive Essays
on Peruvian Reality,13 Mariátegui argued that the dilemmas for the
Indian were socioeconomic and connected to the use and ownership of
the land. As he explained, “The problem of the Indian is rooted in the
land tenure system of our economy. Any attempt to solve it with admin-
istrative or police measures, through education or by a road building
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program, is superficial and secondary as long as the feudalism of the
gamonales14 continues to exist.”15

To the Maoist militants, imperialist intervention created a capitalist/
landowning class whose power was (and is), in part, rooted in the
“semi-feudal foundations of the state.”16 Western “Yankee” imperialism
just happens to be the current incarnation of foreign influence. This
influence continues to dominate Peru today.

A second symbol that has contributed significantly to the behavior of
Shining Path militants is revisionism. To these Maoist revolutionaries,
anyone who strays from the “official” interpretation of Marxism/Lenin-
ism/Maoism is considered a revisionist. While the Soviet Union was con-
demned for its corruption and treasonlike ideology, Guzmán and the
group were particularly haunted by the 1978 overthrow of the “Gang of
Four”17 perpetrated by Chinese Communist Party moderates.18 Their
fear stemmed from a concern that a counterrevolution, similar to the one
Deng Xiaoping led in China, would take place within the PCP. The PCP
came to believe that it was Mao’s indulgence of party moderates that
piloted the downfall of the Cultural Revolution and toppled the Gang of
Four.19 As a result, the Shining Path was particularly harsh on Deng
Xiaoping and the Chinese leadership for its betrayal of Mao Zedong.20

In addition to labeling the communist Chinese establishment an
enemy within PCP rhetoric, the group directed attacks against it. For
example, Shining Path cadres threw dynamite at the embassy of the
People’s Republic of China in Lima in March 1986. The attack was
undertaken out of “revenge for the betrayal of the ideas of Mao.”21 In
an effort “to prevent an overthrow from within and preserve its dog-
matic view of revolution,”22 the group was also particularly harsh on
those within PCP ranks who espoused revisionist ideals.

Since the fall of the Gang of Four, the Shining Path has considered
itself the vanguard of revolutionary orthodoxy and the future of world
insurrection.23 Guzmán’s followers even elevated him to the status of
Marx, Lenin, and Mao, referring to him as the “fourth sword of Marx-
ism.” Guzmán explained the symbolic importance of revisionism for the
Shining Path’s struggle in a July 1988 interview24 with El Diario.25 El
Diario is a Lima-based newspaper and was considered to be the party’s
semi-official mouthpiece.26 In the interview, Guzmán stated,

Revisionism strives to falsify and twist scientific socialism in order to
oppose the class struggle and revolution, peddling parliamentary cre-
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tinism and pacifism. All these positions have been expounded by the
revisionists, who have aimed for and continue to aim for the restoration
of capitalism, the undermining and blocking of the world revolution,
and to denigrate the conquering spirit of our class.

The leader went on to explain that revisionism represented an agent
of the bourgeoisie in the ranks of the proletariat that provoked splits
within the communist parties. He likened revisionism to a cancer that
needed to be “ruthlessly eliminated,” swept away like a “colossal pile of
rubbish.”

A third symbol motivating the behavior of the PCP is the counterrev-
olutionary response of the Peruvian government. The importance of this
symbol is also evidenced in Let Us Develop the Guerrilla War.27 This
work includes a chapter entitled “Counterrevolutionary Action Fuels
Our Struggle.” Within the chapter, the PCP accused the “demagogic”
government of using its military and police forces to trample upon the
most basic, universally recognized rights of the people. Indeed, the PCP
alleged that the forces

brutally [broke] and [stole] from whatever homes they’d wanted; . . .
persecuted, arrested, and jailed whomever they want to; . . . burned,
robbed, raped, and murdered with impunity[;] . . . gorged their dark,
reactionary zeal on savage beatings of the masses[;] . . . generalized the
use of torture, trying to crush their will and extract false confessions,
despicably and perversely humiliating people so as to bend the revolu-
tionary morale and annihilate the combatants; . . . [and] used rapes as
an infamous, vile, and abusive means to force submission and to tarnish
the pure, resolute, and firm spirit of the daughters of the people.28

In addition, the PCP explained that the Peruvian government’s repres-
sive practices and genocidal actions directed toward the peasantry
exposed the government as a treacherous farce that espoused a “sinister
plan to crush the people through counterrevolutionary violence.” How-
ever, as the PCP asserted, this brutal victimization only served to focus
the group’s resolve and strengthen its bond with the masses.

Putting aside the Shining Path’s rhetorical observations and its own
human rights abuses, there is no doubt that the Peruvian government
used an excessive degree of force in its efforts to quell the Shining Path
insurrection. For example, not long after the group began its armed
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resistance, the military declared emergency zones in those departments
plagued by the militants. By 1990, over 50 percent of Peru’s population
lived in these crisis areas.29 In addition, the constitutional liberties of
those residing within the zones were suspended, and the local govern-
mental authorities were brought under the army’s control. Moreover, at
various points, security forces launched extremely heavy-handed coun-
teroffenses. These military efforts employed brutal methods of repres-
sion and clearly featured genocidal leanings.30 Unable to distinguish
between Senderistas (i.e., revolutionary guerrillas who were servants of
the people fighting for social justice and a communist utopia) and their
victims, the soldiers frequently operated on the premise that entire vil-
lages were Shining Path conspirators. One ranking commander was
quoted as saying, “In order for the security forces to be successful, they
will have to begin to kill Senderistas and non-Senderistas alike. . . .
They will kill 60 people and at best three will be Senderistas, but they
will say that all 60 were Senderistas.”31

Definition of the Situation

As the Shining Path saw it, Peru faced a major economic and political
crisis. The organization alleged that the masses suffered the most from
the uncontrollable growth in inflation; the increasing budget deficit; the
rising unemployment rate; decreasing wages; deteriorating working con-
ditions; and the tightening stranglehold of Western capitalism on the
country’s natural resources, commerce, and finances.32 Indeed, the PCP
vehemently disputed claims that the land problem had been resolved
and, instead, insisted that the government tried

to fool the peasants with the botched “farming and cattle-raising pro-
grams” at the same time as they advocate[d for] the development of the
“associative property” to cover up the return of the big landowners to
promote bureaucratic capitalism in agriculture under the control of the
big banks and with the direct participation of Yankee imperialism.33

Guzmán believed that Peru had incurred roughly thirty years of eco-
nomic crises at the hands of the state’s fascist government because of its
reliance on an outmoded and moribund system, namely, bureaucratic
capitalism, derived from semifeudalism and imperialism.34 He believed
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that as long as the incompetent leadership within the Peruvian adminis-
tration continued to utilize a semifeudal structure that effectively subju-
gated the poor and as long as the government turned to “Yankee” capi-
tal as the engine for such economic development, there would never be
an end to the country’s depressed economic system in which the masses
were harshly exploited.

At first glance, it might seem somewhat ironic that the Shining Path
collective would launch its “people’s war” just when Peru was returning
to democratic rule. However, since its inception, the PCP has viewed
Peru’s democratic institutions with contempt.35 The group clearly ex-
pressed this sentiment when arguing that the political system was noth-
ing more than a corrupt falsification of democracy used by the bour-
geoisie to promote an unequal distribution of wealth. Indeed, as the
PCP noted, it was a system that hid “behind the mask of democracy
and its phony concern for the masses” only to promote “servile subju-
gation” of the exploited masses.36 This felt sense of grievance and injus-
tice was so deeply ingrained that any change in leadership through the
electoral process was greeted with suspicion and dismissed not only as
irrelevant but as “parliamentary cretinism” and “electoral opportun-
ism.”37 As a result, the PCP saw the Peruvian parliamentary system as
illegitimate and beyond reprieve.

According to Guzmán and the Shining Path, the solution to Peru’s
problem was communism itself and the establishment of a collectivist
state. This state would be termed the “New Democratic People’s Repub-
lic.”38 One PCP document defined communism as

the society of “great harmony,” the radical and definitive new society
toward which 15 billion years of matter in movement—the part of eter-
nal matter of which we know—is necessarily and irrepressibly heading.
. . . A single, irreplaceable new society, without exploited or exploiters,
without oppressed or oppressors, without classes, without state, with-
out parties, without democracy, without arms, without wars.39

This description led members of the Shining Path to believe that their
struggle for social justice was a righteous cause and that their ultimate
goal was more cosmic and transcendent in nature. Only by way of the
utter destruction of the status quo, as well as the elimination of any
resistance, could the movement create a communist utopia.40

The PCP’s vision of utopia was heavily influenced by Mariátegui’s
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beliefs. He felt that the indigenous population practiced a primitive
form of communism and that they were the direct descendants of Peru’s
socialist tradition.41 As a result, the blueprint for Andean socialism was
situated within the pre-Columbian peasant community.42 It was also
largely guided by Mao’s conceptualization of the interim state structure
Mariategui called the “New Democracy.”43 As Tarazona-Sevillano44

explained, Mao realized that moving China’s long-standing social, polit-
ical, and economic order directly into true communism would be diffi-
cult. The New Democracy was to be a transitional system until the
remnants of colonialism and feudalism were eliminated. Its implementa-
tion included replacing Japanese imperialism and ancient warlord feu-
dalism with a joint dictatorship that united all the revolutionary classes.
This unification included the proletariat, peasantry, intelligentsia, and
petite bourgeoisie. Economic reform consisted of the nationalization of
commercial enterprises, such as banks, factories, and industry. These
efforts would limit the political influence of private capital.

Large feudal landholdings were expropriated and distributed among
the peasantry; however, some private property titles were still permitted.
The existing culture, which Mao believed was feudal and imperialistic,
was replaced with a strict adherence to Marxist beliefs based on scien-
tific facts. The New Democracy would introduce the people to genuine
equality and a clear path by which to achieve the ultimate goal of true
communism.

Although highly influenced by Mao’s New Democracy, Guzmán’s
vision of the New Democratic People’s Republic was far more radi-
cal. This is the case because it was an end in and of itself. There was
no transitional period: industry, foreign trade, the use of currency, a
national market economy, and a banking system would all be elimi-
nated immediately.45 In its place, the PCP would implement a commu-
nal village-oriented economy based on a system of barter exchange and
the nationalization of all means of production.

In keeping with its back-to-the-Incas philosophy, the state would
reject modern technology because its devices were regarded as tools of
imperialist control. In its place, the state would return to pre-Conquest
agricultural techniques.46 In addition, there would be no private hold-
ings, as Guzmán believed this strategy would eliminate class differences.
Any remaining components of social or economic rank would be abro-
gated through popular education, and those who were unable to adapt
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to the new system would be summarily executed.47 Eventually, the scope
of the revolution would be expanded to encompass all of the Quechua-
speaking peoples of Bolivia, Columbia, Ecuador, Argentina, and Chile.
The insurgent movement’s ultimate goal, then, was not just to over-
throw the government in Lima but to spark a larger Latin American
revolution. Ideally, this effort would unite the entire Quechua nation
under the banner of a new socialist state.48

According to the Shining Path, “armed struggle [was] the only revo-
lutionary road possible.”49 Therefore, the use of force, violence, and ter-
ror (or, what has been termed the “popular war”) were the only means
by which to attain true communism and establish the New Democratic
People’s Republic. In a modified version of the three-phased theory of
protracted war developed by Mao, Guzmán conceived of a five-stage
strategy for achieving victory over the Lima government.50 These stages
included (a) agitation and armed propaganda, (b) sabotage and guerrilla
action, (c) generalized violence and guerrilla warfare, (d) conquest and
expansion of support bases, and (e) all-out civil war to cause the fall of
cities and total collapse of the state. These stages are not necessarily
mutually exclusive from one another. In fact, each of them functions
simultaneously. A brief description of these phases is chronicled below.

The first stage, agitation and propaganda, took place between 1970
and 1980. It was designed to raise the class consciousness of the peas-
antry by exacerbating existing class conflicts, by drawing attention to
instances of economic inequality, and by reminding the poor that the sys-
tem was corrupt.51 In addition, the first stage was structured to mobilize
a base of support in the countryside, establish a dedicated cadre to serve
in the guerrilla army, and lay the groundwork for an expanded armed
struggle.52 During this stage, the group integrated itself into the indige-
nous villages of the Peruvian region, built a core base of support, initi-
ated its political indoctrination campaign, and established a “shadow
government.”53

On May 17, 1980, the Shining Path embarked on its second stage of
revolution, sabotage and guerrilla action, when it inaugurated the use of
violence as a political tool.54 Over the next several years the organiza-
tion launched a systematic assault on Peru’s socioeconomic system by
attacking “the symbols of the fascist state.”55 Examples include such
things as police stations, government offices, and government-sponsored
development projects; and infrastructure targets, such as bridges, rail
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lines, electric power stations and transmission lines, and telecommuni-
cation facilities.56 The organization also created safe houses and supply
networks and established “zones of liberation.”57

The PCP entered the third stage, generalized violence and guerrilla
warfare, in 1982.58 Its objective was to broaden its control and intensify
its attacks against governmental authority. During this stage, it contin-
ued to polarize society and initiated attacks in the cities through a net-
work of urban supporters.59

The movement’s fourth stage, conquests and expansion of support
bases, involved the growth of territory for the purpose of establishing
additional support bases. These installations would be used to launch
hit-and-run operations against the military forces and to strengthen its
guerrilla army.60 Some analysts believed that the group reached this
stage in 1988 because it established support bases in fifteen of Peru’s
twenty-four departments.61

The fifth and final stage entails the fall of cities and the total collapse
of the state. During this phase, Shining Path militants intended to force
the country’s municipalities into submission by surrounding them and
by choking off their supply routes.62 During the implementation of this
stage in 1992, the organization suffered a debilitating blow when Guz-
mán was arrested.

Roles

A remnant of the country’s colonial legacy, Peruvian society has long
been burdened by a pervasive caste structure. This structure has given
rise to distinctive role positions and intense class divisions.63 Tradition-
ally, there have been three major groups in Peruvian society: creole,64

mestizo,65 and Indian.66 During colonial times, most creoles viewed the
Indians as an inferior race who were lazy, drunken, coca-addicted, pa-
gan worshipers worthy only of exploitation.67

The apartheid system the creoles inherited from the Spaniards treated
the Indians as chattel: persons who were destined to serve as an expend-
able labor force in haciendas and mines. The racism espoused within
this system frequently afforded social and economic advantages to cre-
oles and some mestizos while relegating the Indians to a second-class
citizenry status. As is often the case, these distinctions were represented
geographically. The creoles “are concentrated in the wealthier parts of
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Lima and in some provincial capitals; mestizos in lower-class and slum
areas; and Indians in the slums and the rural Andes and Amazon.”68 In
the rural Andes where the Shining Path began, the mestizo elites acted
as provincial lords and officials who ruled over the Indian and mestizo
peasants.69 These two roles would prove crucial to the formation of the
Senderista identity.

While some consider the Shining Path to be a messianic or millenar-
ian movement rooted in the Andean Indian culture, it is as much a mes-
tizo movement. In fact, its leadership has always consisted of small-
town, mestizo intellectuals whose lineage is traceable to the Andean
seignorial system.70 Armed with a vision of Peruvian society informed
by socialism and class conflict, these leaders carried on a long tradition
of promoting regional emancipation for the indigenous peasant popula-
tion, while, in the process, challenging the aristocratic power structure
of the upper-class creoles who dominated the Lima-based government.71

These mestizo intellectuals have also carried on the tradition of provin-
cial elites. In other words, they have “embraced indigenismo (glorifica-
tion of Indian customs and traditions) as a reaction against the his-
panismo (glorification of Hispanic customs and traditions) of the Lima
upper classes.”72 To be sure, these leaders were dedicated, college-based
revolutionaries.73 They hailed from the University of San Cristóbal de
Huamanga, a liberal institution that provided an education oriented to-
ward social change and “notions of social justice, set against the back-
ground of severe poverty and inequality in Ayacucho.”74

Despite their identification with the Indian plight and the self-per-
ception that they were intellectual warriors who served the exploited
masses, the mestizo leaders espoused the same racist authoritarian atti-
tudes as did the old provincial mestizo elites.75 As Cadena76 noted, this
sense of paternalistic power over the indigenous population has long
been an underlying feature of the relationship between intellectual in-
surgents and Indians. Within the group, “Shining Path’s leaders take on
the role of the traditional authoritarian teachers who believe they pos-
sess the truth and, therefore, ought to have the absolute power over
their students.”77

This very sentiment was conveyed in Guzmán’s approach to the revo-
lution. Consider the following pronouncement:

the masses have to be taught through overwhelming acts so that ideas
can be pounded into them . . . the masses in the nation need the leader-
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ship of a Communist Party; we hope with more revolutionary theory
and practice, with more armed actions, with more people’s war, with
more power, to reach the very heart of the class and the people and
really win them over. Why? In order to serve them—that is what we
want.78

Within this statement is a particular belief about the poor citizenry of
the region. Simply stated, in order to “serve” the masses (i.e., Indians)
who occupied the counter-role of student within this role set, it was nec-
essary to direct an overwhelming degree of violence against them. The
espousal of such an extreme authoritarian attitude toward the indige-
nous population provides some explanation as to why the majority of
the Shining Path’s victims were Indians.79

Similar to those who made up the organization’s leadership, a large
percentage of its rank-and-file were mestizos, who came from peasant
backgrounds. In fact, a “clear majority of the cadres who [were] cap-
tured—a statistically relevant sampling—[were] provincial mestizo
youths, whose families were peasants in the recent past.”80 In addition,
as M. Smith81 observed, the Shining Path attracted a following of de-
peasantized youth consisting of “rural youth who [were] no longer sat-
isfied being peasants but [could not] find adequate employment or
opportunity in urban Peru.” For “those marginalized mestizos who re-
main[ed] unintegrated in the present system[,] Sendero promise[d] to
destroy the existing order and replace it with a rural-oriented utopia.”82

Similarly, as del Pino83 explained, a strong collaborative bond existed
between young people (both mestizo and Indian) and the Shining Path.
This is the case because the movement gave assurances that poverty,
inequality, and the exploitation from which they suffered would all end.

While the Shining Path encouraged the abandonment of Indian cus-
toms and traditions (i.e., religion, holidays, calendars, etc.), it drew
upon a handful of attitudes, expectations, values, and beliefs espoused
within the Indian peasant role in an effort to mobilize the indigenous
community.84 For example, the group capitalized on the Indians’ tradi-
tional resentment for mestizo elites, capitalists, and merchants.85 As
Berg86 pointed out, within Indian culture there is a social expectation of
reciprocity. Indian households rely on a system of mutual assistance as a
means of economic survival, particularly relative to agricultural produc-
tion. Thus, as he noted,
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The meanings of friendship, kinship and affection are closely related to
economic aid; all relations between people are defined and maintained
by exchanges of labor and goods. In some ways the society consists of a
complex mesh of instrumental friendships.87

Those Indian peasants who become entrepreneurs, refuse to speak
Quechua, reject the cultural traditions of the community (e.g., the bond
of reciprocity), and adopt the culture of the towns are resented for act-
ing like mestizos. They no longer are viewed as peasants and are consid-
ered to have placed themselves outside the community’s moral economy.
Consequently, when the Maoist rebels entered villages, they would
immediately identify these individuals, submit them to a people’s trial,
and execute them. These actions garnered Indian peasant support88 and
fueled their desire to seek revenge against those “upwardly mobile,
well-off peasants who had exploited them in the past.”89

The Shining Path also proved to be particularly adept in its strategic
use of Andean symbolism and mysticism. For example, one traditional
Andean belief manipulated by the Shining Path was the legend of Inkari
(Inca-Rey, Inca-king).90 This myth was derived from the sixteenth-cen-
tury Inca uprising led by Tupac Amaru I. After suppressing the revolt,
the Spanish decapitated Tupac Amaru I and placed his head on a pike.
His remains were soon buried when it was learned that his followers
had been worshiping the relic at night. As the legend goes, the Inca’s
head is growing a new body underground and will return to restore
Peru to its pre-Conquest order.

The Shining Path capitalized on this messianic myth by representing
Guzmán as the modern-day incarnation of the Inkari. This is evidenced
in the organization’s posters in which “Guzmán occupies the center,
dressed in a suit, wearing glasses, book in hand, surrounded by masses
carrying rifles and flags, with the great red sun setting behind him.”91

To the Shining Path’s Indian followers, Guzmán is referred to as puka-
inti (Quechua for the “Red Sun”). In Andean mythology, the appearance
of the red sun signals the return of Inkari.92 He is attributed mystical
powers, revered with God-Sun adoration—much like the pre-Columbian
Inca emperors—and seen as the messiah who will deliver his chosen
people, the Quechua-speaking “cosmic race,” to salvation.93 While the
Shining Path overtly avoided any ethnic distinctions in its rhetoric, its
covert manipulation of Indian attitudes, expectations, and beliefs has
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allowed the organization to incorporate the motivating power of eth-
nic survival into its recruitment strategies and militant practices.94

The third role influencing the behavior of the PCP’s membership is
that of the Senderista. As Tarazona-Sevillano95 explained, at the heart of
this role is “the belief that one’s personal situation offers little or no
hope for social or economic mobility.” This victimized aspect of the
mestizo and Indian role is wedded to the party, the guerrilla army, and
the new state through the primary functions of the Senderista. These
functions consist of being a “true” Communist, a combatant, and an
administrator.96 These role expectations are taught to individuals in
schools, through El Diario, and through a variety of other indoctrina-
tion outlets.97

A “true” Communist is fully committed to being a Marxist-Leninist-
Maoist. This is someone who vigorously fights against revisionism and
embraces the two-line struggle and accepts self-criticism.98 As a member
of the PCP, the Senderista’s task is to “raise the banner of [PCP] ideol-
ogy, defend, and apply it, and to struggle energetically so that it will
lead and guide the world revolution.”99 True Communists assume the
responsibility of being initiators of the revolution, adhere to Gonzalo’s
Fourth Sword ideology, recognize the need for urgency in acting against
the “sinister system” of the fascist government and its “imperialist mas-
ters,” and demonstrate absolute loyalty and obedience to the party.100

In addition, Senderistas are obligated to free themselves from oppres-
sion. They do this by taking up arms and by joining the People’s
Army.101 A soldier displays and sustains “great values, like honor, dis-
passion, virtue, and bravery.”102 Senderistas are to forfeit their lives as
an offering to the movement. Guzmán maintained that it was necessary
not only to fight for the revolution but also to die for it; this was re-
ferred to as “the quota.”103 Thus, sacrificing one’s life for the revolution
was not only an obligation but was expected. Moreover, Senderistas are
encouraged to be optimistic and to espouse the conviction that the
armed revolution is infallible and cannot fail. This is the case because it
endeavors to apply “the universal truths of Marxism” by a party that is
the vanguard of the proletariat.104

Senderistas strive toward the establishment of an ordered society
within its “zones of liberation.” During their Peruvian popularity in
the 1980s and 1990s, they worked toward this goal by implementing a
puritanical moralization campaign. The campaign outlawed drinking,
delinquency, prostitution, adultery, drug abuse, domestic violence, and
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robbery.105 Not surprisingly, these moral and legal constraints fostered
behavioral expectations. Senderistas were to abide by and enforce a
strict code of conduct espoused within the “eight warnings.”106 In-
cluded among these warnings were the following: (a) speak courteously,
(b) honorably pay for what is bought, (c) return everything borrowed,
(d) pay for everything damaged, (e) do not hit or harm the people, (f)
do not trample crops, (g) take no liberties with women, and (h) do not
mistreat prisoners.107

Finally, the Senderista role hosts a series of role sets. For example,
within the movement there was a charismatic leader-follower relation-
ship between Guzmán and the rank-and-file members who played the
part of his disciples.108 In addition, the Senderista serve in a patron-
client relationship with the peasant coca growers.109 Moreover, the PCP
also has a number of counter-roles. Examples include opportunists, re-
visionists, sell-outs of the workers, and members of the Tupac Amaru
Revolutionary Movement110 and the Peruvian Civil Guard.111

Socialization and Role-Taking

From its inception, socialization has been a crucial aspect of the Peru-
vian Communist Party movement. Its initial socialization campaign be-
gan during Guzmán’s tenure at the National University of San Cristóbal
de Huamanga. The charismatic young professor attracted a committed
group of student followers. They fervently absorbed his brand of com-
munist ideology through his classes, political meetings, seminars, and
study groups.112 He eventually formed and directed the university’s
School for Practical Studies. Indoctrinated students would then return
to their native rural communities113 and spread Shining Path’s revolu-
tionary message to illiterate peasants under the guise of liberating teach-
ing practice.114 Indeed, many of these student teachers “returned to the
countryside to become primary and secondary school instructors for the
express purpose of leaving the movement’s mark on the upcoming gen-
eration.”115 The Shining Path viewed children as more open to the wis-
dom of Gonzalo’s insights because they had little to no political past.
Thus, children were encouraged to participate in the popular war and
to adopt the ideology of the proletariat.116 The aim was to ensure that
school-age youth took part in the armed struggle and, in turn, planted
the seed of revolution in future generations.
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By 1978, Guzmán’s power over the university began to diminish, and
the group went underground by relocating to the relatively inaccessible
areas of the Peruvian countryside.117 Its efforts to instill the values of
the movement into poverty-stricken citizens continued throughout the
1980s, essentially in the form of “popular schools.” The collective es-
tablished these schools throughout Ayacucho and in the neighboring
communities of Apurimac and Huancavelica.118 The popular schools
served as a forum to increase class consciousness among the peasantry,
working class, and students.119 They disseminated the Shining Path’s
ideology “by emphasizing the failures and inadequacies of the present
state, the unjust and corrupt nature of the existing socioeconomic order,
and José Carlos Mariátegui’s Marxist interpretation of Peruvian real-
ity.”120 The programs themselves stressed the need for class struggle, the
incompetence of parliamentary democracy, the Shining Path’s plan for
securing the New Democracy, as well as various role expectations such
as hostility toward revisionism and sacrificing one’s life for the cause.121

During this time, the Shining Path was rumored to have established
education camps targeted toward children identified as “orphans of
the revolution.”122 Secondary school-age students were particularly sus-
ceptible to recruitment as the eroding economy left them with dismal
educational and employment opportunities and a wealth of pent-up
hostility toward the existing social order.123 According to some police
intelligence reports, there were about five hundred “people’s schools”
operating in Lima at one time.124

The socialization process continued even after the Senderistas entered
the criminal justice system. For example, in a visit to one of Lima’s
major prisons, Renique125 found that one of the institution’s four-tiered,
eighty-cell pavilions had been transformed into a Senderista-style revo-
lutionary school. In the pavilion’s courtyard, a quotation from Mao
Zedong had been painted at the top of a ten-meter wall. Provocative in
content, the passage read as follows: “The strength of iron militants
permits them to conquer the highest altitudes.”126 A series of murals
illustrating the phases of the “popular war” were also displayed on the
walls. One of the paintings featured a portrait of a paternal and wise
Comrade Gonzalo against a backdrop of a rising sun and masses of
peasants and workers. Inside the pavilion, almost every wall was cov-
ered with quotations by Guzmán. One quotation emphasized the im-
portance of a healthy body, clear and pure ideas, and strong morals,
while others praised the “iron militants.”
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In addition, military training was a part of the daily routine for im-
prisoned Senderista. Moreover, a small library, complete with the works
of Carlos Mariátegui and Mao Zedong, had been established for the
intellectual development of those incarcerated. Indeed, as one inmate
tour guide explained, “as prisoners we have not lost our position [as]
soldiers in the Popular Army. . . . [W]e learn how to discuss, how to
explain the party line without making concessions, how to be clear but
strong. We practice physical and oral belligerence.”127

For security purposes, the Peruvian government eventually decided to
refurbish the island prison of El Frontón in order to house the Shining
Path guerrillas. A full cell block was dedicated to the captured militants.
In a visit to the facility, Gorriti128 observed that the prisoners went
about their everyday lives with “obvious military discipline.” As he
watched inmates waiting in line for lunch, they would shout slogans re-
garding Marxism-Leninism-Maoism, and the guiding thought of Com-
rade Gonzalo, “with the precise and sharp emphasis of a disciplined
and trained group.”129 Similar to other correctional facilities in Peru,
the Maoist rebels had turned the prison into a center for training, inter-
nal advancement, planning, and indoctrination. Indeed, as one correc-
tional official explained, prisoners “arrive here without training, and
they leave [as] expert[s].”130

Perhaps the most poignant example of how role-taking contributed
to the acquisition of roles and the formation of self within Sendero Lu-
minoso membership was located within the group’s use of critique and
self-criticism. The idea behind this post facto method of analysis was
that in learning and implementing the communist party line, an individ-
ual, along with peers, engaged in mutual censure and self-appraisal.
In particular, each person was expected to analyze his or her thoughts
and actions by comparing them to the standards set within communist
praxis.131 Persons were to criticize their own shortcomings, accept the
disparaging evaluations of others, and identify the failings of comrades.
As the Moscow trials of the 1930s and the Chinese Cultural Revolution
of the 1960s demonstrated, this political ritual represents an efficient
form of intellectual policing used to elicit conformity.132 Indeed, the
intense social pressure associated with censure and self-criticism per-
suades individuals into changing their beliefs, attitudes, and conduct so
that they are consistent with those in authority. As a result, unques-
tioned obedience is encouraged if not altogether guaranteed.

Similar to the communist movements before it, the Shining Path
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incorporated reprimand and self-valuation into its teachings. However,
as Gorriti133 observed, its version typically included “the admission of
error, describing [one’s] mistakes in the harshest of terms, implacably
lashing [oneself], thanking others for having [been] attacked, [and]
declaring that [one’s] subjection to the party, its guiding thought and
general line, slogans, plans, and programs, was complete, absolute.”
Except for Guzmán, every militant had to go through this process of
self-degradation and reprimand in order to affirm himself or herself as a
true Communist. Presumably, this ritual helps account for why there
were few challenges to Guzmán’s leadership and why so few individuals
defected from the organization.134 This notwithstanding, in order to
complete this immersion process, Shining Path faithful cognitively as-
sumed the role of their reference group and generalized other (in this
case the PCP) in order to recognize their errors and to modify their
thoughts and behavior so that their performances were consistent with
the party’s expectations.

Gorriti135 offered two detailed descriptions of how self-criticism was
used by the Shining Path to purge its ranks of moderates and, inevitably,
to encourage the acquisition of roles. The first took place at the Central
Committee’s Second Plenary Session in March 1980. The meetings were
intended to discuss and outline the organization’s plan for launching
the “people’s war.” As the proceedings commenced, a faction within the
committee expressed doubt that the movement was ready for armed
struggle, given its membership weaknesses and military inexperience.
Guzmán immediately identified these concerns as those of rightist op-
portunists and argued that the “correct” position (understood to be his)
was that the movement was prepared. As he contended, the “two-line
struggle” was needed in order to readjust the party’s internal mecha-
nisms. After an ensuing debate, during which Guzmán overtly lam-
basted the dissenters, the opposing committee members were forced to
abandon their pessimistic concerns, and the conference concluded with
the decision that the armed struggle would be initiated.

A second example of how self-valuation and criticism were employed
to cleanse the movement of non–party faithful and dissidents occurred
immediately following the Central Committee’s Second Plenary Session
meetings. The Shining Path began a military school with the expressed
purpose of translating the group’s rhetoric into reality and providing the
organization’s leadership with the necessary skills for carrying out the
“popular war.” During the discussions surrounding the school’s estab-
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lishment, the “rightist opportunists” who previously voiced noncon-
forming views were compelled to engage in additional sessions of self-
criticism. The veteran leaders were made to appear before students and
face a barrage of accusations about having suspiciously strayed from
communism’s true course. With bowed heads, these experienced follow-
ers then thanked their young accusers for recognizing and articulating
their misguided ways. Day after day the “rightist opportunists” were
made to appear before the students, to admit new errors, and to en-
gage in renewed expressions of self-appraisal designed to rectify their
ideological shortcomings. Following the figurative beheading of non-
repentant followers, students were encouraged to voice their opinions
regarding the role of the two-line struggle and to engage in their own
self-criticism. These exercises were incorporated into lessons about the
importance of battling against the ill-advised Right and about what
it meant to be a “true” Communist. As these examples suggest, the
techniques of self-criticism and critique have been commonly used to
secure conformity among the membership of the Shining Path collective
throughout its militant history.

Self

Society Shapes the Self

According to Identity Theory, the level of commitment individuals
have to their role identities is related to the number of social relation-
ships they possess that hinge on those status-generating self-concepts.
Consistent with the other militant extremist organizations explored in
this book, the Communist Party of Peru significantly influenced the
social relationships of membership identity, especially given the group’s
more clandestine cellular structure. While authority on matters related
to ideology, policy, and strategy belonged to Guzmán, the organiza-
tion was highly compartmentalized.136 For example, on a day-to-day
basis, the cells or units were self-sustaining and appeared to execute
their tactical agendas autonomously. The guerrillas traveled from village
to village in small bands of five to eight cadres, launching attacks and
then disappearing into the countryside.137 Each cell had one leader
who linked the group to the next higher level in the chain of com-
mand.138 Moreover, the maintenance of the Shining Path movement was
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facilitated by a network of safe houses, sleeping spots, and supply
sources. Members were observed resting in caves where they received
food, shelter, clothing, and other forms of assistance from sympathizers.

The operational details of the Shining Path’s cellular structure, as
well as its activities, were described by one former cadre affiliate who
became involved in the group during his second year of high school.139

After attending meetings in his community, the young man and his com-
rades began traveling to various villages, appropriating livestock and
grain, as well as conducting operations on behalf of the organization.
The size of the group grew quickly, and the cellular unit began holding
meetings twice a week in different communities. Clearly, under these
circumstances, steadfast involvement in the group limited the number of
intimate social relationships a member could experience or enjoy with
those from outside the organization. Indeed, Isbell’s140 observation that
the Senderistas were known as puriqkuna in Ayacuho (a term inter-
preted to mean “people who walk or travel” but do not belong to one
place), supports the nomadic nature of the cells. Consequently, accord-
ing to Stryker’s141 Identity Theory premise, this tight-knit cellular struc-
ture served to activate the Senderista self-concept more frequently, caus-
ing individual members to become increasingly committed to that par-
ticular role identity.

Another instance that demonstrates how the PCP dominated social
relationships is found in its decision to perform marriages between its
members. As Strong142 observed, couples married “in the name of
Chairman Gonzalo and the Communist Party of Peru.” Moreover, the
ceremony was conducted by a party moderator who, at the conclusion
of the event, declared the pair “husband and wife, [who, through their
union, would] support, help and assist each other and thereby better
serve the revolution.”143 The couple also had to take an oath of fidelity
to their partner, to the party, and to its leader. The marriage was then
sealed with a quotation from Marx. Thus, through the institution of
marriage, the ceremony itself bound (and sanctified) the Senderista iden-
tity. Joined ideologically through their coupling, the husband and wife
pairing promoted, indeed, ensured, group membership and PCP identity
formation.

A more extreme example of how the PCP dominated the social rela-
tionships of cadres is found in Renique’s144 and Goritti’s145 respective
descriptions of their visits to two Peruvian prisons. Similar to the total
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institution of a military boot camp, the daily routines of convicts were
steeped in the Shining Path’s iconography (e.g., paintings, murals). This
fervent commitment to the movement was also expressed through drills
and ceremonies, the chain of command, the institutional rhetoric, and
the regular articulation of party-line views that inmates adopted. In-
deed, as was previously reported, one cadre commented on life behind
Peruvian bars and noted that “as prisoners we have not lost our posi-
tion [as] soldiers in the Popular Army.”146

A similar type of pro-PCP environment was created in July 1990
when some three hundred individuals under the direction of the Shining
Path invaded a fifteen-hectare parcel of land adjacent to Lima’s Central
Highway.147 Given the strategic value of its location, the settlement was
enclosed with a twelve-foot-high adobe wall with guard towers that
possessed only two entrances. New settlers were absorbed into the en-
campment, and the population grew to fifteen hundred within a few
months. Describing the operation of the enclosed community and the
Shining Path’s regulation of it, Kent148 observed the following:

The Shining Path strictly controlled the social life of the settlement. The
entrances were guarded at all times; no strangers were permitted inside;
and all visitors were registered and accompanied during their stay. Resi-
dents participated in political indoctrination sessions, communal work
parties, community garden projects, military exercises, and collective
meals.

Moreover, while researching the daily life and social relations of
militant cadres and collectives living in three Shining Path bases, del
Pino149 found that affective ties between inhabitants were prohibited.
Residents (including children) could not refer to one another by familial
role, such as “papá” or “mama”; instead, they adopted such terms as
“compañero” or “camarada” in their interactions with them. Clearly,
these examples of life in prison and on compounds/bases illustrate how
the PCP, as an organization and social system, attempted to regulate
every facet of a member’s interpersonal exchanges. Not surprisingly,
then, one’s identification with the Shining Path ostensibly dominated all
other social relationships. As a result, this role identification process
was most salient in the member’s identity hierarchy, assuming a com-
manding presence among all other possibilities.150
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Self Shapes Society

The members of the PCP employed a number of techniques to ver-
ify their identities as Senderistas. One such tactic included interper-
sonal prompts. As McCormick151 explained, before a new recruit was
adopted into an operational cell, the person first underwent a lengthy
vetting process composed of progressively more difficult tasks. These
missions had to be carried out under the watchful eyes of other mem-
bers. The completion of each task proved the recruit’s loyalty and com-
mitment to the organization and eventually placed the individual
beyond the limits of the law. In the final step of this vetting process, the
recruit was sent out to slay a police officer and was required to return
with the murdered officer’s weapon.152 In this context, then, “The kill-
ing [represented] a self-defining act, severing the new member’s ethical
tie to society and bonding [the individual] to the organization.”153

A Senderista’s engagement in the act of self-criticism could also be
interpreted as a means of verifying his or her identity. As Gorriti154 ex-
plained, “the supposed honesty and objectivity of the exercise was a
way not only to recognize one’s errors but also to affirm oneself before
others as a true Communist.” Moreover, as Gorriti155 and Renique156

both recounted, cadres continued to verify their identities in prison.
Indeed, as one imprisoned member noted, “agitation, production and
military action: These are the basic principles for any member of the
Popular Army, and we fulfill every one of them.”157

In cases such as these, individuals purposely engaged in behaviors
that elicited reactions from the audience (i.e., the correctional facility in-
habitants; the Shining Path faithful). These reactions aligned PCP mem-
bers’ self-relevant meanings to those of the identity standard (i.e., the
PCP movement’s perspective on being a “true” Communist). Therefore,
any activity completed on behalf of the organization, whether it was an
assassination, an act of sabotage, or participation in a round of self-crit-
icism, served to confirm among party loyalists that they were fulfilling
the Senderista identity standard.

Another technique the PCP used for identity management was se-
lective perception. During the early 1980s, the Peruvian government
passed Law Decree Number 46. This antiterrorism legislation signifi-
cantly enhanced the discretion of authorities and allowed the control-
ling regime to fight the PCP as militant extremists. In response, the PCP
stated that the law was being used to “swing their rotten club on the
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sons and daughters of the masses, imposing monstrous punishments
that even some reactionaries . . . criticized for being vile and counter-
productive.”158 Moreover, the PCP argued that

to label the armed struggle as “terrorism” is nothing but the demagogic
and reactionary position of Yankee imperialism, raised up in order to
oppose the armed revolution, seeking to cover it in a cloak of slander
while they [the Peruvian government] mount the bloodiest repression
and genocide.159

Commenting on Law Decree Number 46 and what it really signified,
Guzmán160 argued the following:

This is how they attempt to discredit and isolate us in order to crush us.
This is their dream. . . . We always have to remember that, especially in
present-day war, it is precisely the reactionaries who use terrorism as
one of their means of struggle, and it is, as has been proven repeat-
edly, one of the forms used on a daily basis by the armed forces of the
Peruvian State. Considering all this, we can conclude that those whose
reasoning is colored by desperation because the earth is trembling
beneath their feet wish to charge us with terrorism in order to hide the
people’s war.

The effect of Guzmán’s observations, especially in relation to member-
ship self-concept and its ability to shape the Shining Path’s collective
identity, should not be overlooked or dismissed. Indeed, by focusing on
the government’s repressive tactics and by ignoring its own ruthless and
senseless violence perpetrated against innocent noncombatants, PCP
faithful aligned their own self-relevant meanings with those of the iden-
tity standard.

In addition, during his interview, Guzmán was asked to address
charges that the PCP was a demented, messianic, blood-thirsty, Pol Pot-
ian, dogmatic, sectarian, narco-terrorist organization that had trapped
the peasantry in the midst of “two fires.” Guzmán161 offered the follow-
ing response:

To me they represent lies and the inability to understand [the] people’s
war, and I understand that the enemies of the revolution will never be
able to understand [the] people’s war. With respect to the charge that
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the peasantry is caught between two fires, this is an elaborate invention
because it is precisely the peasantry that makes up the vast majority of
the People’s Guerrilla Army. What must be understood is that the Peru-
vian State, with its armed forces and repressive apparatus, wants to
drown the revolution in blood. This is our understanding, and we
would recommend that these gentlemen study a little about warfare in
general, revolutionary war, and mainly about [the] people’s war and
Maoism. Although I doubt that they would understand it, because to
do so requires a certain class stand.

It is worth noting that in this passage Guzmán utilized the technique of
rejecting and depreciating the audience’s assessment of the PCP’s behav-
ior. In particular, he asserted that those who made these charges lacked
sufficient sophistication to comprehend the nature and validity of the
armed struggle. Moreover, the government’s inaccurate conception of
the peasantry’s situation further detracted from the credibility of their
overall assessment.
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The Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam

Asia is yet another region of the globe where the construc-
tion of a terrorist identity can be noted. In this chapter, the manifesta-
tion and maintenance of militant extremist violence off the southeastern
coast of India is featured. In particular, the ongoing hostilities found in
Sri Lanka are showcased. At issue here is the destruction and discord
surrounding the indigenous Sri Lankan Tamils who principally inhabit
the northern and eastern provinces versus the majority Sinhalese who
dwell mostly on the southwest portion of the island. As we demon-
strate, a number of social psychological forces have sustained the pres-
ence of terrorism in the region. Indeed, symbols and their meanings, the
definition of the situation, role performances, and socialization and
role-taking experiences all have fueled the formation of the social per-
son and his or her membership in the movement known as the Libera-
tion Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). Similar to the previous application
chapters, the analysis that follows systematically indicates where and
how culture, self, and society interact to fashion identity, thereby help-
ing to account for both the presence and the threat of terrorism.

Symbols

As evidenced in both primary and secondary source material, several
symbols assume an important role in the identities of LTTE militants.
One particularly salient example is the discriminatory policies enacted
by the Sinhalese-dominated government.1 Passed in June 1956, the Sin-
hala-Only Act was the first of many initiatives to have a detrimental
impact on the Tamil minority. Specifically, the act provided that Sin-
halese would be the island’s sole, official language and that it would
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be used in all governmental proceedings, including civil service, court-
room, and tribunal settings, as well as all orders, reports, pleadings, and
judgments.2

The Sinhala-Only Act was intended to win favor among the upper
echelon of the Sinhalese community and the vernacular-educated vil-
lagers who exclusively spoke Sinhalese and who had little chance of
securing admissions to universities, civil service jobs, or professional
positions.3 As a result, urban middle-class Tamils were particularly im-
pacted by the efforts to redistribute jobs among the Sinhalese majority.
For example, Shastri4 noted that the proportion of Tamils in public ser-
vice rapidly dropped following the legislation. In addition, those Tamil
civil servants who refused to study or do business in Sinhala, despite of-
fers of promotion and incentives, were dismissed from their positions.5

The backlash to the Sinhala-Only Act from the Tamil community
was strong. To illustrate, Sinhalese Ministry of Transport officials dis-
patched buses to Tamil-dominated areas that displayed the Sinhala-
language Sri lettering on their license plates.6 In response, angry Tamils
painted over the lettering on license plates and other public signs. In
their place, they wrote the same letter in the Tamil script.7 The govern-
ment’s pro-Sinhalese actions initiated what came to be known as the
anti-Sri campaigns. These campaigns sparked numerous instances of
civil disobedience that eventually led to violence against Sri Lankan
Tamils.

For young Tamils who were especially affected by the state’s discrim-
inatory policies, two additional legislative efforts proved to be the cata-
lysts behind a full-fledged Tamil nationalism movement.8 The first was
the passing of the 1972 Constitution, which gave special protection to
those of the Buddhist faith. This enactment was a serious blow to the
Tamils, given that most Tamils are Hindu.9 The second legislative ini-
tiative was termed “standardization.” Essentially amounting to reverse
discrimination, the policy implemented a weighted scoring system for
university applicants. In effect, “a Tamil medium student had to obtain
a higher total [number] of marks than a . . . Sinhala medium [student in
order] to enter the university, specially the medical, engineering and sci-
ence faculties.”10

The government-sponsored practice of standardization became one
of the primary forces that mobilized the Tamil youth community. This is
the case because they not only were barred from public service positions
but also were denied the opportunity to seek higher education. Thus,
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these two legislative efforts symbolically instilled within the Tamil mi-
nority the importance of Tamil unity—regardless of class or caste dis-
tinction—and they sowed the seeds of Tamil separatism.

A second significant symbol included the anti-Tamil rallies and pro-
tests. These pogroms took place in 1956, 1958, 1977, 1981, and 1983.11

Following the initiation of the Sinhala-Only Act, Tamil leaders staged
a protest in the open space known as Galle Face Green, close to the Par-
liament building in Columbo. The protest erupted in anti-Tamil violence
led by organized mobs of Sinhalese.12 The violence quickly spread to
other areas of the island, resulting in an estimated 150 deaths, many of
which were Tamils.13 The most infamous of these rallying events was the
one that took place in July 1983.

The initial riot was ignited by the massacre of thirteen Sri Lankan
Army soldiers who were ambushed by a cadre of LTTE militants in
Jaffna on the night of July 23, 1983. In his partisan account of the mo-
tivations for the ambush, Piyadasa14 explained that days earlier the Sri
Lankan Army unit had been responsible for the deaths of two LTTE
guerrillas and the gang-rape of a Jaffna Tamil girl. Thus, the LTTE am-
bush was a retaliatory action. The waylay marked the largest number of
casualties suffered in one attack by Sri Lankan military or police forces
since the beginning of the armed insurgency.15 The next morning, the Sri
Lankan Army responded by rampaging through the ambushed area,
indiscriminately killing approximately fifty Tamil civilians.16 When the
bodies of the slain Sinhalese soldiers arrived at the cemetery in Borella,
Columbo, they were met by an angry mob of about ten thousand Sin-
halese. Rioting ensued within hours, and by July 25 the city’s Tamil res-
idents were under attack.

Mobs of Sinhalese rioters were armed with axes, poles, iron rods,
clubs, knives, daggers, petrol bombs, and firearms. They beat, mur-
dered, and raped innocent Tamils.17 Moreover, at Welikade prison, a
hostile mob of Sinhalese protesters pushed past guards to murder Tamil
militants who were serving time in the facility.18 Representatives in the
Tamil community accused the Sri Lankan government of playing a co-
vert role in the riots. Tamil members believed the administration’s com-
plicity was evident in the Sinhalese gang’s reliance on official vehicles
and electoral lists, which they used to systematically comb the area, re-
sulting in the identification and destruction of many Tamil residences
and businesses.19 Although the exact casualty totals and material losses
were impossible to cite—especially since the Sri Lankan government did
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not hold a public inquiry—it is estimated that the week-long mêlée re-
sulted in the death of over four thousand Tamils, with damage to Tamil
homes and establishments exceeding several million rupees.20 As a con-
sequence, hundreds of Tamils were left homeless and were forced into
refugee camps.21

Senaratne22 described the anti-Tamil riots of July 1983 as a water-
shed event in postcolonial Sri Lankan history. The horrific accounts of
victimization spread rapidly throughout the Tamil community. Indeed,
stories were recounted of how women had been sexually assaulted in
the streets; of how passengers on a minibus had been murdered when
trapped inside while it was set ablaze despite their cries for mercy; of
how thousands of Tamil dwellings had been ransacked and burned,
some while women and children were still inside; and of how hundreds
of thousands of Tamils had become refugees. These atrocious events un-
folded while several Sri Lankan police and military personnel observed
the destruction and mayhem and, in some instances, participated in the
massacre.23 As a result, the Tamil community found a new appreciation
for the militants’ struggle for nationalism. According to Swamy’s24 esti-
mation, none of the Tamil militant groups had more than fifty active
members prior to the event. However, following the rioting and blood-
shed,

hundreds of young Tamils—school and college students—in Sri Lanka’s
northeast began approaching local militant leaders whom they had
shunned until then, clamoring for membership and arms. Many boys
ran off from their homes, leaving terse notes that they were going away
to fight for Eelam.25

Clearly, the symbolic nature of the ensuing violence perpetrated
against Tamils was as provocative as it was powerful. In short, it repre-
sented yet another impetus for young people to involve themselves in
the struggle for Tamil Eelam and its liberation.26

A third symbol informing the identity of LTTE dissidents and the
violent military extremists in the region are the various broken and thus
unmet promises the Sinhalese-dominated government has made to the
Tamil minority.27 The abrogation of agreements or accords is a recur-
ring theme in LTTE literature. As such, it functions as a symbolic under-
pinning for the Sri Lankan conflict.28

One such example is the Bandaranaike-Chelvanayakam Agreement
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of 1957 (BC Pact). This agreement was signed on July 26, 1957, by
Prime Minister Bandaranaike and Federal Party leader S. J. V. Chel-
vanayakam.29 As an “interim adjustment” to the Sinhala-Only Act, the
agreement was designed to allow the Tamil dialect to be recognized as
belonging to that of a national minority and, consequently, to represent
a parallel language of administration to Sinhala in the northern and
eastern provinces. Moreover, provisions would be made for “reasonable
use” of the Tamil vernacular in the seven Sinhalese provinces. Interest-
ingly, Prime Minister Bandaranaike tore up the agreement before it
could be implemented. He claimed that the disobedience expressed by
the Tamils in the anti-Sri campaigns led him to this decision. However, a
more plausible explanation is that the prime minister buckled under
pressure from the Buddhist clergy who alleged that the agreement was
designed to wrongly appease the Tamils and would only serve to divide
the country.30

Another act perceived as a shattered promise was the breach of the
1987 Indo–Sri Lanka Peace Accord. In an effort to bring an end to the
Tamil conflict, Indian prime minister Rajiv Gandhi31 and Sri Lankan
president Junius Jayewardene signed the agreement on July 29, 1987, in
Colombo, Sri Lanka. The accord, which was the basis for the Indian
Peace Keeping Force’s intervention, included a provision that India
would not allow its land to be used as a staging ground for activities
that jeopardized the unity, integrity, or security of Sri Lanka.32 While
the LTTE was intentionally excluded from the negotiating table, it did
reluctantly agree to the agreement’s terms. The catalyst for the island’s
return to violence was the interception of an LTTE boat off Point Pedro
on October 4, 1987.33 Along with the Indian Navy, the Sri Lankan
Navy captured the militants and their cargo of arms while traveling
from Tamil Nadu, India, to Point Pedro, Sri Lanka.

The LTTE alleged that the cadres were moving furniture and doc-
uments from a former base in Tamil Nadu and that the weapons and
ammunition were in their possession for purposes of self-defense.34 In-
terpreting the incident as a direct violation of the accord, the Sri Lankan
national security minister insisted that the militants be brought to Co-
lombo for interrogation. While in custody, the twelve militants con-
sumed cyanide capsules.35 In the aftermath of their suicides, violence
broke out between the LTTE and the Indian Peace Keeping Force
(IPKF). What little harmony the accord provided over the brief three-
month period came to an abrupt halt. As the LTTE alleged, Sri Lankan
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leaders broke their pledge to Tamil leaders and Indians by demanding
that the cadres be brought to Colombo for interrogation.

Definition of the Situation

According to members of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, the
problem they confront is that Tamil citizens are innocent victims of
government-sponsored Sinhalese persecution. This is an oppression that
emerged when Sinhala national chauvinism identified the Tamil commu-
nity’s dominance over the state apparatus and plantation economy as a
threat to the region’s development.36 Through discriminatory legislative
action (e.g., the Sinhala-Only Act, the practice of standardization) and
the denial of equal human rights, the Sinhala majority has “unleashed
a systematic form of oppression that deprive[s] the Tamils of their lin-
guistic, educational and employment rights.”37 In addition, the govern-
ment’s efforts to encourage physical violence against the Tamil commu-
nity were evident, at least to the LTTE, in the July 1983 anti-Tamil
protests. Finally, the Sinhala leadership victimized the Tamil people
when it failed to deliver on its pledges to the Tamil citizenry. Indeed, as
Thirunavukkarasu38 observed, “Making promises and then reneging on
them—this is one of the techniques of oppression and deceit adopted
by the Sinhalese leadership which feels no compunction in breaking its
pledges overnight.” Thus, as the LTTE has interpreted it, “The objective
of the chauvinistic ruling class is nothing other than to inflict maximum
injury [on] the Tamils[,] to terrorize, subjugate and destroy the aspira-
tions of our people for political independence.”39

The LTTE equates the government’s oppressive efforts as akin to a
racial holocaust.40 Indeed, as the LTTE has asserted, “The features of
Sinhala state oppression clearly indicate a devious plan calculated to
destroy the national identity of the Tamil people.”41 The group’s sense
of desperation is further conveyed in the belief that the oppressive
measures have been implemented with “genocidal intent involving a
[strategic] plan aiming at the gradual and systematic destruction of the
essential foundations of the Tamil national community.”42 For LTTE
loyalists, the massive extermination of Tamil life, theft of land, and de-
struction of their property following the communal massacres are clear
indicators that the Sinhalese intend to ensure genocidal outcomes.43 In a
more recent report of oppression, the LTTE claimed that the Sri Lankan
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government unleashed a full-fledged war to suppress the Tamil struggle
for political independence. Specifically, in the Northeast,

a series of war crimes of grave nature [were] committed against Tamils
under the camouflage of offensive military operations. The military oc-
cupied areas in the Northeast have turned into massive concentration
camps where Tamils [have been] subjected to arbitrary arrests, deten-
tion without trial, rape, torture and murder. There is [also] documentary
evidence to substantiate over 500 cases of disappearance in Jaffna.44

Moreover, in southern Sri Lanka, political opponents are subjected to
harassment, intimidation, arrest, detention, and assault at the hands of
Sri Lankan armed forces.45

The LTTE contends that the Tamils will never peacefully coexist with
the Sinhalese in a single state; therefore, the only solution to the Sri
Lankan conflict is a homeland in which they have the right to self-
determination.46 Indeed, as Prabhakaran noted in his 1993 Heroes Day
speech,47 “We are firmly convinced that the creation of an independent
sovereign state of Tamil Eelam is the only and final solution to the Tamil
national question.”48 The LTTE has maintained that its goal of seeking
national liberation through armed struggle was not an arbitrary decision.
It was based on the articulation of the collective will of the Tamil people
as embodied in the mandate for political independence and statehood.
This mandate was determined at the 1977 general elections.49

Prabhakaran articulated the LTTE’s solution when explaining that
the Tamil Eelam he envisioned would be an “economically self-sufficient
and self-reliant [society. It would be] a democratic system in which the
people [would] have the right to rule themselves. And there [would] be
economic equality among the working people.”50 He went on to point
out that “we [the LTTE organization] want to establish a socialist soci-
ety. Ours will be a unique socialist model, neither Soviet nor Chinese
nor any other.”51 This was to be a pro–women’s rights society that en-
couraged its citizens to practice the religion of their choice.52 In short,
Prabhakaran envisioned the establishment of “an egalitarian society
where there [would be] no class contradiction and exploitation of man
by man; a free, rational society where human freedom and rights
[would be] protected and progress enhanced.”53

History also plays an important role in the LTTE’s response to the
Sri Lankan conflict and the meaning or definition that attaches to the
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situation in which the movement finds itself. The LTTE places consider-
able emphasis on the ancestral greatness and glory of the Tamil king-
dom. The most salient example of this is the group’s use of the springing
tiger as its emblem. Francis54 elaborated on the springing tiger’s link to
Tamil’s renowned past:

The LTTE connects its ideology with a judicious use of symbols rooted
in Tamil myth such as the tiger, the symbol of one of the most favourite
Tamil gods, Murugan. It was the emblem of the ancient Chola emper-
ors, the concept of maram (wrath), the concept of vira tayar (brave
mother) and the vira pen (brave woman) who sacrifice their loved ones
for the war. This is a recurring theme in Purananuru poetry of the
Sangam period between 500 b.c. and 200 a.d.”

Commenting on the symbol of the springing tiger itself, Hellmann-
Rajanayagam55 noted that it signified

an integral part of the royal emblem of the Chola Kings under whom
Tamil language, Hinduism, Tamil culture, and the vast Tamil kingdom
flourished. This indicates that the true power base of the LTTE is not
Marxist ideology, but the ancient glory of a people and a race.

Relative to their solution (i.e., nationalism), the LTTE’s connection to
the ancient Tamil kingdom is located in the group’s proposed borders
for Tamil Eelam.56 The LTTE insists that the sovereign state should not
only encompass the North and East but also western districts as far
as Mannar and southern districts as far as Puttalam, Chilaw, and Ne-
gombo. The organization stipulates that these regions should be in-
cluded as a part of the state because the inhabitants share a linguistic
heritage with the Tamils.

The LTTE also maintains that armed struggle is the only means by
which to achieve self-determination and continued life as a citizenry.
Although the group has been open to possible political negotiations
with the assistance of international mediation forces, it has remained
skeptical about the probable success of such initiatives. This skepticism
is traceable to past cease-fire failures and broken promises.57 Until
recently, the Sri Lankan government has been hesitant to engage in such
peace discussions, arguing that the Tamil problem is an internal con-
flict.58 However, the LTTE claims that the Sri Lankan government’s re-
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luctance stems from their refusal to recognize the standing of the LTTE
as a major force to be reckoned with in the region. Moreover, observers
note that the Sri Lankan administration fears that the Tamil people will
find a sympathetic ear in the international community wherein any
negotiations would invoke the anger of the Sinhala Buddhists.59

The LTTE believes that its armed struggle is justified because it is one
of self-defense. As the collective contends,

the Tamils have resorted to arms to defend themselves and the war
being waged by the Liberation Tigers is a defensive war. Unlike the
measures adopted by the Sri Lankan government, this struggle is not
aimed at domination; instead, it serves to protect the sovereign identity
of the Tamil people.”60

Thus, it is the Sinhalese-dominated Sri Lankan government’s oppression
that has generated the group’s demand for secession.61 Moreover, the
LTTE vigorously alleges that the Sri Lankan administration is responsi-
ble for compelling the Tamil people to respond violently. Indeed, as one
publication explained,

The Tamils took up arms when they were presented with no alternative
other than to defend themselves against a savage form of genocidal op-
pression, when peaceful agitations were violently repressed, when con-
stitutional paths and parliamentary doors were effectively closed, when
Sinhala ruling elites callously rejected the demands for justice and
equality. Therefore, the Tamil armed struggle for political independence
and self-government is the historical product of decades of racist op-
pression and injustice.62

Clearly, as this passage indicates, only after being forced to retaliate and
defend themselves did the Tamils resort to violence. Moreover, this was
an effort to ensure self-protection where aggression was only employed
as a last resort.

From the LTTE’s perspective, the Sinhalese-dominated Sri Lankan
government has concealed its genocidal motives through its solution to
the Tamil problem. As a consequence, the existence of the Tamil com-
munity (and its people) has been placed in jeopardy. Not surprisingly,
then, the LTTE’s fight for a homeland is perceived as integral to the citi-
zenry’s very survival. This is why compromising on the establishment
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of a sovereign Tamil state is unacceptable to group members. Indeed,
speaking on behalf of the LTTE, Prabhakaran63 observed that “after
facing so many genocidal attacks, the Tamils realise there is no solution
other than Eelam for them if they are to live in peace and security.”
Understanding this orientation to the Tamil problem and conflict illus-
trates how the LTTE group has come to perceive itself as a collection of
freedom fighters engaged in a legitimate struggle for self-determination.
In the final analysis, if members fail to accomplish their goal, they
believe this will lead to their eventual and complete extinction. This is
how members define the situation they confront.

Roles

Several social roles are integral to one’s membership in the Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam. Specific examples include being a Sri Lankan
Tamil,64 a freedom fighter, and a martyr. Each role comes with its own
set of values, beliefs, and expectations that have been revived and re-
created through the Tamil struggle.65 These matters are examined in this
section.

Anthropological research suggests that Tamils from the Tamil Nadu
region of southern India began settling the northern areas of Sri Lanka
as early as the third century b.c., and that from Jaffna they began
moving into the eastern provinces.66 Differing migratory trends caused
distinctions to emerge between the Jaffna Tamils (i.e., those from the
Jaffna peninsula and the Northern Province) who were dominated by
the Vellalar caste and the Batticaloa Tamils (i.e., those from the eastern
coastal region) who are dominated by the Mukkuvar caste.67 One dis-
tinction was that the Jaffna Tamils benefited from the English schools
set up by the Christian missions in the northern region.68 This enabled
the Jaffna Tamils to find prestigious employment within the colonial
infrastructure.69 Another distinction was that the East had remained rel-
atively shielded from the orthodox religious influences of India, en-
abling the area to retain the popular forms of Hinduism and cultural
folk traditions that are now extinct in the North.70 These distinctions
eventually led to stereotypes.71 For example, the urbanized Tamils in the
North tended to perceive their eastern counterparts as “backwards and
uncivilized, while those in the east perceived the northerners’ attitude as
that of high caste arrogance.”72
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These regional distinctions aside, the Tamils’ caste structure further
subdivided the community.73 For example, in Jaffna members of the
lowest caste, the “untouchables,” were not allowed to buy land, cre-
mate their dead, enter temples, or frequent high-caste homes.74 When
those in the untouchable caste began demanding social rights, the Vel-
lalar caste used violence to suppress their efforts.75 Moreover, prior to
the nineteenth century, identification as a Tamil was synonymous with
being a landowning citizen Vellalar.76 As a result, lower-caste people
were simply not considered Tamil. Although the regional and caste dis-
tinctions caused divisions within the Sri Lankan Tamil community, it
would eventually be united in the face of a common threat.

As a role set, casting the Sinhalese in the adversarial position dates
back to ancient Tamil traditions; however, “by the nineteenth century
these accounts had passed into legend and the Sinhala enemy had be-
come mythical and abstract.”77 The enemy reemerged when the govern-
ment began passing legislation that was perceived to be anti-Tamil. This
forced the consolidation of a composite Sri Lankan Tamil role.78 Thus,
as Palacinkam79 observed, “Sinhala chauvinism and its violent mani-
festations have helped the polarisation of the heterogeneous masses of
the oppressed Tamil nation, with different class elements and castes to-
wards a determined revolutionary struggle for political independence.”
Indeed, as one Jaffna inhabitant explained,

adversity has been a great leveler of Jaffna’s stratified, hierarchical soci-
ety. Everyone, from the upper-class government servant down to the
humblest laborer, stands in the same queue for kerosene and cooking oil.
Everyone, from the Government Agent [district administrator] down-
wards, travels by bicycle.80

A second significant social role for members of the LTTE entails
being a freedom fighter.81 For many cadres, Prabhakaran is the embodi-
ment of Eelam and the Tamil people.82 Indeed, he has achieved demi-
godlike status among his cadres83 and is the central figure in the Tamil
struggle.84 As a result, he is the chief iconic spokesperson for this role.
Not surprisingly, then, many of the values, beliefs, expectations, and at-
titudes of the freedom fighter status can be extrapolated from his words
and deeds. As the title of the role implies, there is an intense focus on
the value of freedom. Indeed, as Prabhakaran commented in his 1992
speech, “Freedom is a noble ideal. It is the highest virtue in human life.
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It is the basis for human progress and development. It is freedom that
gives meaning and wholeness to life. The yearning for freedom arises as
the deepest aspiration of the human spirit.”85

A belief espoused by freedom fighters is that the Tamil people will
continue to fall victim to the ruthless genocidal aims of the Sinhalese
government if they are not opposed. This belief can be extrapolated
from Prabhakaran’s 1992 Great Heroes Day86 address in which he pro-
claimed, “Our enemy is heartless and committed to war and violence.
. . . We have no alternative other than to continue our struggle.”87 In
addition, the Tamil citizenry believe that their actions are justified and
righteous. For example, in Prabhakaran’s 1993 Great Heroes Day
speech he told the people that “we are standing on a strong moral foun-
dation. We are fighting for a just cause. Our political objectives conform
with international norms and principles. . . . We must be firm in the
cause of our struggle because truth and justice are on our side.”88 Con-
nected to this belief is a sense of retribution and vengeance, given the
suffering endured by the Tamil community. As one young man who
contemplated joining the ranks of the LTTE intimated, “The harass-
ment that I and my parents have suffered at the hands of the [Sri
Lankan] army makes me want to take revenge.”89 For this individual,
vengeance was a matter of Tamil pride.

Prabhakaran has also identified certain expectations for his freedom
fighters. In taking the oath of allegiance, cadres accept that their primary
duty is to further the achievement of a Tamil motherland.90 Prab-
hakaran’s adoption of the springing tiger as the organization’s emblem91

conveys the message that “the LTTE cadre is expected to conform to the
ideals of the past. A failure is not that of an individual, letting down the
organization, it is the failure to live up to the ideals of a glorious past.”92

The expectations of the role are also conveyed in the LTTE’s code of
conduct. These monastic-like practices include no smoking, drinking, or
marriage, as well as chastity and a renunciation of all familial ties.93

Based on the traditional Tamil and Hindu classics, these norms of con-
duct encourage cadres to adhere to the traditional hero-ascetic image
found in ancient Tamil myths. For pragmatic purposes, Prabhakaran in-
corporated the code’s relational aspects into the LTTE constitution. This
is because he believed that any family relations or love affairs would
impede one’s commitment to the cause.94 However, the code was even-
tually altered and cadres were allowed to marry after a certain age and
following a certain number of years of service.95
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The attitude with which freedom fighters are to fulfill their duty is
described in Prabhakaran’s 1992 Heroes Day speech. Commenting on
the resolve of the Tamil loyalists, he noted that “the strength of our
struggle arises from the fierce determination of our fighters. Their firm
commitment and their courage to act without the fear of death are
the force and resource of our struggle.”96 This statement alludes to the
expectation that cadres are to espouse absolute devotion, total com-
mitment, and unwavering resistance to compromise.97 This attitude is
exemplified in the wearing of the cyanide vial by organizational mem-
bers.98 Indeed, as Roberts99 explained, “Once the cyanide vial was
adopted and put into practice by the early Tiger martyrs in their own
world, the pro-Tiger circles, the cyanide capsule around the neck was a
testimony of commitment, a symbol of esprit de corps.” Following the
completion of their training, new soldiers are draped with the necklace
in the “passing out parade” by the local commando leader.100 All cadres
are expected to wear the necklace and use its contents if the situation
necessitates it. This intense focus on self-sacrifice has led to what some
have termed a “cult of martyrdom.”

A third role pertinent to LTTE membership is that of mavirar. The
word translates into “great hero,” but is frequently used to describe an
LTTE martyr. Schalk101 described this role as follows:

There are four elements to this hero role that are significant for the
LTTE: [1] the projected belonging to a group of maravar, i.e. profes-
sional fighters; [2] the relentless toiling, the not giving up, or the perma-
nent resistance; [3] the fact that the hero is predestined to do evil in the
form of killing, but the element of self-redemption is not made explicit
anywhere in any LTTE text, still less the element of self-redemption for
the people or for humanity; [and 4] the hero has to die a violent death,
for which he gets no compensation in this or the next life. The LTTE
hero is a “secular” hero.

This honorable title is bestowed by the LTTE leadership an all cadres
who have died in battle or in an attempt to avoid capture.102 According
to the LTTE, in order to become a martyr, “[one] gets killed in the very
act of killing that intends to make the holy aim come true.”103 Moreover,
the only reward for martyrdom is the satisfaction that the person died
destroying the enemy and will experience the promise of honor in death.

Schalk104 further explained that other Tamil words are employed by
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the LTTE that frequently translate into “martyr”; however, all of them
have parallel meanings. For example, “tiyaki” (one who abandons) and
“tiyakam” (abandonment) are typically converted into “martyr” by
LTTE members.105 “Tiyaki” is a variation of the Sanskrit word “tyagi.”
The term was revived from ancient Indian culture in the people’s strug-
gle for independence from British rule. The LTTE has attached a specific
meaning to the term. In short, it implies a voluntary abandonment of
life in the act of taking another’s while trying to reach an end state that
has been declared holy. Moreover, tiyakam represents a reaction to
encountering the death of a comrade. In an act of rage, the tiyaki is
slain in the process of killing. Similar to “mavirar,” the title “tiyaki” is
reserved only for the veneration of the dead. Thus, there is a distinction
between the tiyaki and the tiyaki-to-be. In life, it is anticipated that the
tiyaki-to-be will possess extraordinary moral and mental qualities.

LTTE cadres are expected to conform to the ideals of the past, to
demonstrate self-restraint by resisting temptations, and to ready them-
selves to suffer a representational death for the people of Tamil Eelam.106

Although one does achieve tiyakam by ingesting cyanide when facing
capture, the ideal act of the tiyaki is to purposefully use one’s life as a
weapon, for example, becoming a suicide bomber.107

The LTTE’s concept of martyrdom is rooted in the sacrificial themes
of ancient Tamil culture and history.108 For example, themes such as
dedication and asceticism have been invigorated from the Tamil bhakti
religious tradition and help equip the LTTE cadres with a sense that
their struggle for independence is more celestial or cosmic in nature.109

Moreover, Francis110 explained that the LTTE’s cult of martyrdom “has
deep roots in Tamil myth and ideology. The Purnananuru, an ancient
Tamil epic, makes several references to the practice of ancient Tamil
warriors sacrificing themselves for the leader. It was considered the ulti-
mate tribute.” Other religious and secular dimensions of Tamil martyr-
dom are also discernible. Indeed, as Schalk111 described, there is also a
“Christian element expressed in the concept of a catci, ‘witness,’ ‘mar-
tyr,’ ” a Subhasism element “expressed in the justification of armed
struggle and in the concept of balidan, ‘gift (of life) as sacrifice,’” a Dra-
vidian nationalist element which provides for the “concept of a linguis-
tic Tamil nation-state,” and a martial feminist component. Finally, there
is the utilization of sacrificial language as communicated in such terms
as “arppanippu,” which means “dedication (of man to go)” and “pali,”
which means “sacrifice.”112
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Socialization and Role-Taking

As illustrated by the life of the LTTE’s leader, Velupillai Prabhakaran,
the process of learning and adopting the social roles necessary for mem-
bership in the LTTE begins at an early age. Prabhakaran was born on
November 26, 1954, to parents who were members of the Karaiyar
caste and resided outside of Jaffna in a village known for fishing and
smuggling.113 The youngest of four children, Prabhakaran was his fa-
ther’s favorite and was often found by his side.114 Prabhakaran’s father
was a popular man who frequently engaged in discussions with friends
about the worsening ethnic relations in the country. He lamented over
the ill fate of the Tamils. These conversations, to which Prabhakaran
would listen attentively, would serve as his initial introduction to the
plight and struggle of Tamil citizens.

As Prabhakaran grew older, he attended political meetings where
speakers reinforced many of the opinions expressed at home by detail-
ing Sinhalese atrocities and by emphasizing the importance of building
Tamil resistance.115 Prabhakaran recollected how these experiences im-
pacted him. As he explained,

The shocking events of the 1958 racial riots had a profound impact on
me when I was a schoolboy. I heard of horrifying incidents of how our
people had been mercilessly and brutally put to death by Sinhala racists.
Once I met [a] widowed mother, a friend of my family, who related to
me her agonizing personal experience of this racial holocaust. During
the riots a Sinhala mob attacked her house in Colombo. The rioters set
fire to the house and murdered her husband. She and her children
escaped with severe burn injuries. I was deeply shocked when I saw the
scars on her body. I also heard stories of how young babies were
roasted alive in boiling tar. When I heard such stories of cruelty, I felt a
deep sense of sympathy and love for my people. A great passion over-
whelmed me to redeem my people from this racist system.116

Prabhakaran was exposed to similar values and opinions while he
attended school. For example, he recalled that while in the eighth
standard, he had a teacher, Mr. Vernugopal, who instilled within his
students the belief that the Tamils should take up arms against the Sin-
halese.117 In an interview, Prabhakaran118 recalled the influence of Ver-
nugopal’s lessons:
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It [was] he who impressed on me the need for armed struggle and per-
suaded me to put my trust in it. My village used to face military repres-
sion daily. Hence, even as a child I grew to detest the Army. This hatred
of military repression, combined with Mr. Vernugopal’s persuasive
stress on armed struggle and the thirst for liberation, generated an inner
dynamism within me and friends of my age flocked behind Mr. Vernu-
gopal.

Clearly, while significant others socialized Prabhakaran into the
Tamil-Sinhalese conflict (e.g., his father, his teacher), the great heroes of
history taught him the intricacies of being the leader of a struggle for
freedom and justice. As a child, Prabhakaran119 described himself as
being a voracious reader. He enjoyed reading biographies that chroni-
cled the exploits of Alexander the Great and Napoleon Bonaparte. He
was particularly drawn to the martyrs of the Indian freedom struggle
like Subhash Chandra Bose,120 Bagat Singh, and Balagengadhara Tilak.
As he explained it,

Above all [else], Subhash Chandra Bose’s life was a beacon to me, light-
ing up the path I should follow. His disciplined life and his total com-
mitment and dedication to the cause of his country’s freedom deeply
impressed me and served as my guiding light.121

These Indian folk tales instilled in him the desire to fight (and to resist)
what he perceived to be foreign oppression. They also taught him about
the ideal behaviors one should embody as a revolutionary. As Prabha-
karan122 noted,

The books that I read dealing with national liberation struggles con-
veyed one clear message to me: “A freedom fighter should be pure, self-
less and ready to sacrifice himself for the people.” So I would say that
the various books I read impelled me to struggle for the freedom of my
people.

Another way in which Prabhakaran learned the role of a revolution-
ary was through role-taking experiences. For example, as a child he re-
cited dialogue from the movie Veerapandia Kattabomman.123 Through
the film, he imagined himself to be the legendary warrior who fought
against the British invaders.124 In addition, Prabhakaran practiced mar-

190 | The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam



tial arts and when his parents noticed their sons’ fascination with any-
thing related to combat, they nicknamed him “veeravan” or “brave
one.” Moreover, he and his friends worked at building bombs intended
for enemy forces. And, in preparation for his life as a revolutionary,
Prabhakaran “would tie himself up, get into a sack and lie under the
sun the whole day. . . . He even inserted pins into his nails. At other
times, he would catch insects and prick them to death with needles to
gain the mental preparation to torture the ‘enemy.’”125

When Prabhakaran126 was fourteen years old, his burgeoning thirst
for freedom led him and seven other like-minded youngsters from school
to form a militant collective. As the leader, Prabhakaran explained that
their focus was to buy guns, build bombs, and stage an attack on the Sin-
halese Army. However, the group eventually abandoned its plan, given
the members’ inability to raise enough money to purchase a weapon. At
sixteen, Prabhakaran dropped out of school and began mixing with
Tamil militant activist gangs.127 On July 27, 1973, he shot and killed
the Tamil mayor of Jaffna because he was a member of the Sri Lanka
Freedom Party. The political assassination earned him nationwide no-
toriety and the prestige of being a wanted man. In sum, as Prabha-
karan128 explained, “This is how I spent my youth, filled with thoughts
about struggle, freedom and the urge to do something for our people.”

As detailed in Prabhakaran’s childhood experiences, he was not the
only one influenced by the processes of socialization and role-taking.
Indeed, comparable experiences have been documented by other Tamils
who joined the LTTE. Commenting on this indoctrination process, one
Tamil militant indicated that “we used to hear our elders constantly
speak about Sinhalese atrocities. . . . [The description of these horrible
acts] influenced us greatly.”129 In addition, the passage of discriminatory
legislation reinforced and confirmed group members’ views regarding
the continued victimization of the Sri Lankan Tamils, whose only avail-
able recourse entailed the use of violence.

Presumably, these early childhood experiences informed the LTTE’s
campaign to groom new cadres. In fact, when asked about his fervent
interest in the welfare of small children whose lives have been adversely
affected by the ethnic war, Prabhakaran130 explained,

The future generation is the foundation of the nation we hope to build.
Therefore, I consider bringing up the future generation and molding its
character and ideals as important as building up the nation. . . . My

The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam | 191



ambition is to mold a new generation of youth who will be the archi-
tects of our country’s future. . . . I consider it our paramount duty to
educate these children and bring them up on the correct lines as the
architects of the future of our nation. That is why I pay very special
attention to them.

In line with these beliefs, the LTTE has implemented a multifaceted con-
ditioning program. The program is designed to instill within youth the
values, attitudes, and expectations that constitute the Sri Lankan Tamil,
the freedom fighter, and the mavirar/tiyaki roles.

As described by the University Teachers for Human Rights,131 the
LTTE’s indoctrination strategies include both socialization and role-tak-
ing techniques. As they observed,

The methods employed included displaying cutouts and poster pictures
of dead cadres all over, patriotic songs, exhibits of representations of Sri
Lankan Army atrocities, meetings in schools, LTTE versions of history
in school curricula with compulsory tests and a general exhibition of
military glamour. Even children’s playgrounds and parks were designed
with mock weapons to give children a feeling that they were playing in
battle grounds. A common picture seen everywhere in Jaffna in 1990
was an LTTE soldier holding children on either side and walking to-
wards a hill top where a gun was planted upside down. This symboli-
cally portrayed the vision of the LTTE.132

Moreover, this conditioning process is particularly evident in en-
vironments where the LTTE has a captive audience. For example, the
LTTE sponsors a number of orphanages in Jaffna, “where children are
taught to sing songs with godly veneration for the Leader and his vi-
sion.”133 The educational system in northern Sri Lanka is essentially run
by the LTTE, providing the group with an opportunity to impose its
version of history and its definition of the situation on students.134

Members of the LTTE’s political wing frequently address school chil-
dren and target midteens. These youth are subjected to intense propa-
ganda and are encouraged to screen “action” videos. Developed by the
LTTE’s video unit, the films often entail glorious military battles.135 In a
government-funded school in an LTTE-controlled region of Sri Lanka,
C. L. Joshi136 observed several six- to eight-year-old boys viewing war
movies in a classroom. Their teacher noted that the “young students

192 | The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam



[were] shown LTTE war movies and [were] given speeches by members
of the political wing of the Tigers.”137 The most extreme example of the
LTTE’s socialization strategy is found at Punniapoomi (Sacred Land).
This school is located in Oddusuddan, where children are molded into
LTTE soldiers.138 Here, too, socialization and indoctrination techniques
are employed to ready Tamil youth to take up the (violent) cause for lib-
eration, self-determination, and nationalism.

Self

Society Shapes the Self

Research on the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam indicates that
membership in the collective saturates almost every aspect of a cadre’s
life. Commenting on this immersion, one Tamil activist explained the
pivotal “test” that a recruit must undergo before becoming a full-
fledged affiliate. “The most important test is detachment from the fam-
ily. Cadres no longer belong to their family; the movement becomes the
family.”139 Moreover, as the University Teachers for Human Rights140

found,

Children who joined [the LTTE] were quickly hidden away and parents
were denied contact. The first [person] to express a wish to go home
was humiliated and given a sound thrashing in front of his mates,
which effectively deterred others from expressing any such wish.

Members are so engulfed in the LTTE identity that they literally live,
eat, sleep, fight, and die together.141 This cultural immersion extends to
the battlefield, where every aspect of a cadre’s life is spent with the oth-
ers in the collective.

In addition, for those group members who wish to marry, the Libera-
tion Tigers of Tamil Eelam perform special wedding ceremonies. Adele
Balasingham,142 sociologist and wife of the LTTE’s British-educated ide-
ologue, Anton Balasingham, commented on this ritualized practice,
during more than twenty years of her husband’s involvement with the
organization. As she explained, the weddings were arranged by the
head of the LTTE’s political wing and conducted at a local office. The
ceremonies combined the more positive elements of Tamil culture but
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dismissed the more reactionary features of the movement. As an institu-
tion, the ceremony served to join together both the Sri Lankan Tamil
and freedom fighter roles. For the bride and groom, the politico-reli-
gious service helped to crystallize their commitments to one another, to
the movement, and, perhaps most profoundly, to their self-concepts as
LTTE followers. Moreover, the LTTE-sponsored event functioned as a
social gathering for members, friends, and colleagues whose relation-
ships hinged on their ongoing group affiliation.

Another way in which an individual becomes committed to the LTTE
identity is by living a proscribed life. After the interception of the LTTE
boat off Point Pedro in October 1987, the IPKF began a military cam-
paign in northeastern Sri Lanka aimed at decommissioning the extrem-
ist group’s military armaments. During these instances, the IPKF became
notoriously adept at large-scale cordon-and-search missions, including
systematic patrols that entailed the quarantining of various Tamil vil-
lage areas where homes and buildings were carefully inspected.143 Not
only did the operations drive many militants underground, but they also
allegedly resulted in the victimization of numerous Tamil communities.

Choosing to remain with her husband and to live on the run, Balas-
ingham144 reduced the couple’s belongings to the bare necessities. They
distributed their expansive collection of textbooks to local families. She
wrapped her family photo album in plastic and buried it in the ground,
hoping to retrieve it at a later time. Adele explained that her efforts
were similar to those of other LTTE cadres who were forced to leave
spouses, children, family, and friends behind. Once Balasingham, her
husband, and a group of LTTE faithful fled the country, they felt
“united by the common danger [they confronted] and [their] urgency
for shelter and safety.”145 According to her recollections, the couple’s
social relationships were extremely limited. Because the threat of infor-
mants was ever present, they were forced to associate almost exclusively
with trusted LTTE cadres and sympathizers.

As they moved between safe houses seeking refuge, the renegades
were often given a warm welcome by their hospitable supporters. Young
children acted as lookouts by reporting the latest troop movements
while the village women prepared hot meals and warm beds for the
visitors. Balasingham also explained that many of her hosts would share
stories of personal hardship inflicted by the government or the victimi-
zation suffered at the hands of the Sinhalese and IPKF soldiers.

The life experiences of those would-be suicide bombers who fill the
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ranks of the Black Tigers are also representative of the societal influence
on one’s identity commitment. The Black Tiger squads receive special-
ized training and are frequently made to operate as a self-contained
unit.146 Their isolation from the rest of the LTTE collective during train-
ing and operations preparation presumably has made them an ex-
tremely tight-knit group.147 The bond shared among Black Tiger mem-
bers is vividly captured in the film tayakkanavu, or “Dream of the
Motherland.”148 The movie was produced by the LTTE’s official televi-
sion station and features a young boy who joins the suicide squad after
his friend is killed in a Sri Lankan army bombing raid. The volunteers
undergo an arduous training regime and develop a strong sense of fel-
lowship in the process. This is particularly evident between the film’s
hero and another volunteer. For example, in one scene, the two are ob-
served feeding each other by hand, a sign of their intimacy. Eventually,
the film’s hero is chosen for a mission that he successfully executes. His
comrades are also shown mourning his passing.

Those martyrs-to-be who are selected to conduct “off-the-battlefield”
suicide operations deep inside Colombo are sent to live in safe houses
where they become members of a cell.149 Once in enemy territory, the
operatives are ordered to collect intelligence information and to re-
hearse dry runs in order to develop their speed and stealth.150 After
preparations are completed, the Black Tiger executes his or her mission.
Sri Lankan sources estimate that in addition to LTTE intelligence opera-
tives who support suicide operations, approximately thirty Black Tiger
sleeper units are active in Colombo.151 Although the exact number of
cell members remains a mystery, those assigned to such a unit are ex-
pected to ready and support the martyr-to-be in that person’s planned
attack. While covertly residing among members of their cell, almost
all of the bombers’ social relationships are based on their identity as
would-be martyrs. Indeed, for members of the Black Tiger group, one
thing is clear: their commitment to the martyr identity, informed by the
thought of their mission, is ever present.152

The Self Shapes Society

The processes of selective perception, selective interpretation, and ra-
tionalization help explain how members of the LTTE deny their label as
ruthless terrorists and verify their identities as freedom fighters. Those
involved in the militant Tamil movement first received their proscribed
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status in 1979, when the Jaywardene government passed the Prevention
of Terrorism Act.153 As Ponnambalam154 noted, the draconian law pro-
vided the Sri Lankan military forces carte blanche in their fight against
the Tigers. In response to the act, the LTTE sent an official letter of
protest to Sri Lankan prime minister Premadasa arguing that it was the
Sri Lankan state police and armed forces that were guilty of terrorism
and not the Tamil Tigers.155 Since then, the LTTE has asserted that the
Tamil Tigers’ actions represent those of freedom fighters, rather than
those of a “band of bloodthirsty terrorists bent on anarchism,” as the
Sri Lankan government routinely portrays them.156

Selective perception is one technique used by the LTTE to manage
the discrepancy between the identity standard of being a freedom fighter
versus behavior characterized as consistent with that of a terrorist. For
example,

with a few exceptions, the LTTE has claimed responsibility only for the
suicide-attack operations it has conducted against military targets in Sri
Lanka’s northeastern region. The organization refrains from claiming
responsibility for operations against VIP targets as [well as] non-mili-
tary infrastructures.157

In short, the LTTE has simply ignored or dismissed its culpability for
those actions deemed to be the product of militant extremists because
these depictions conflict with their internalized identities of themselves
as noble and just freedom fighters.

The process of selective interpretation is evident within LTTE rhet-
oric. The discourse frequently employed or featured includes opinions
of those audience members who verify group participants’ identities as
freedom fighters. For example, in one such propaganda piece, the LTTE
cited the views of Ms. Karen Parker, an attorney specializing in interna-
tional and human rights law.158 After an extensive explanation pertain-
ing to her credentials as an authority on the matter, she observed the
following:

I have been asked to set out my views on whether the liberation
tigers of tamil eelam (LTTE) is a “terrorist” organization. I state
categorically that the LTTE is not a “terrorist” organization, but rather
an armed force in a war against the government of Sri Lanka. Charac-

196 | The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam



terization of the LTTE as a “terrorist” organization is politically moti-
vated having no basis in law or fact.159

Ms. Parker supported her position, drawing upon several points. She
indicated that the Sri Lankan conflict represents a civil war between two
armies: the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam and the Sri Lankan Armed
Forces. She noted that the struggle centers on the national liberation of
a people who have chosen to exercise their right to self-determina-
tion.160 Finally, she explained that neither the LTTE nor the Sri Lankan
government could be characterized as terrorist organizations because
only a few soldiers have violated the rules of armed conflict by attack-
ing noncombatants.

Another instance of selective interpretation comes from the move-
ment’s frequent reference to international law, especially those passages
or documents that support the LTTE cause.161 For example, in a paper
presented by the International Federation of Tamils (IFT),162 its authors
argued that because the LTTE’s armed struggle entails an escape from
domination rather than the domination of others, its activities are justi-
fied. Identified as a collective under the control of LTTE front organiza-
tions,163 the IFT cited the General Assembly Resolutions on Friendly
Relations among States (Resolution 2625) and on Definition of Aggres-
sion (Act 7), as well as the 1977 Additional Protocol I to the Geneva
Convention of 1949 (Act 1 C4) for “legal” support. These decrees
account for (and defend) the use of violence as a last resort when peo-
ple exercise a right to self-determination. Moreover, proponents of the
LTTE movement indicate that by denying the Tamil people their right to
self-determination, the Sri Lankan government has clearly and unequiv-
ocally violated Articles 1(2), 1(3), 2(4), and 56 of the United Nations
Charter.

A more evasive management strategy used by LTTE members where-
in the discrepancy between terrorist behavior and the freedom fighter
identity standard is negotiated is rationalization. To illustrate, when
confronted with photographs that depicted civilians brutally attacked
by Tamil militants, Prabhakaran explained that

they [the Sri Lankan government] have got these Home Guard thugs
who are armed and trained by the Armed Forces. They dress like civil-
ians but are almost like death-squads [who] let loose on Tamil civilians
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now and again—to loot, burn, destroy. In some cases we have attacked
them. They look like civilians. In some areas there are Sinhalese-Tamil
civilian conflicts. These conflicts take place when the Sinhalese are
brought to the Tamil areas to forcibly occupy the land. Clashes do take
place to protect the land.164

Prabhakaran went on to intimate that the pictures were used merely as
propaganda to spread lies and other falsehoods about the LTTE and its
just cause.

In another interview, Prabhakaran was asked if the LTTE had killed
innocent civilians during its military offensives. He stated that “the
LTTE has never killed any civilians. We condemn such acts of violence.
There were occasions when we had to kill home guards. But they are
not civilians. They are trained non-combat draftees who carry guns.”165

Once again, within this passage, Prabhakaran stipulated that the LTTE
did not target civilians and, although it might appear that they had been
injured or killed, the so-called civilians were, in fact, armed Sri Lankan
government officials. Whether or not Prabhakaran’s understanding of
these events was based on reality, he utilized the techniques of rational-
ization and disavowal to manage the large disconnect between militant
extremist behavior and the freedom fighter identity standard.
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Racist Skinheads

Thus far, our efforts to examine the construction of identity
among various militant groups have focused on the international scene.
In particular, expressions of terrorism in Northern Ireland, the Middle
East, Peru, and Sri Lanka have all been investigated. However, militant
extremist organizations also exist within the United States. One such
collective is the right-wing political group known as racist Skinheads.
The antigovernment, antimulticulturalism, and White supremacy ideol-
ogy of this organization, and the violence perpetrated in furtherance of
the group’s cause, is based on intimidation, fear, and hate. Thus, racist
Skinheads constitute a legitimate terrorist menace1 whose collective
behavior is the source of considerable speculation.

One facet to understanding this behavior is the emergence and main-
tenance of membership identity within the organization. Accordingly,
this chapter explores those social psychological forces that contribute to
establishing the racist Skinhead identity. Along these lines, insights from
structural Symbolic Interactionism and Identity Theory are woven to-
gether to fashion a portrait of how the social person is constituted and
how affiliation in the organization is ensured. Thus, symbols and their
meanings, the definition of the situation as interpreted by group mem-
bers, role performances, and socialization and role-taking experiences
are all examined. As the chapter makes evident, the social psychological
theory employed helps to illuminate the delicate relationship that exists
among culture, self, and society, especially in attempts to account for
identity construction, terrorist behavior, and the maintenance of both
among members of racist Skinhead collectives.

Symbols

There are many symbols that are pivotal to the construction of iden-
tity and the manifestation of violently extreme conduct among racist
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Skinheads. One such symbol is the devalued social status of White men.
This is particularly poignant for young people involved in the move-
ment. Indeed, their interactions with the symbols of their environment
indicate that being a White male is no longer the preferred ascribed sta-
tus. Instead, it represents a threatened and endangered social standing.

The centrality of White men and their devalued status to the overall
White supremacist movement was articulated by Daniels.2 In particular,
she drew attention to an illustration that is regularly published by the
White Aryan Resistance movement, a southern California–based orga-
nization that has had a powerful influence on the violent activities of
racist Skinheads.3 In the picture’s foreground, a White man points to the
reader and is dressed in working-class attire that includes a hard hat,
a plaid shirt, and a sleeveless insulated jacket. In the picture’s back-
ground, a bridge, skyscrapers, and an airplane are featured. The cap-
tion reads “WHITE MEN Built this nation!! WHITE MEN Are this
nation!!!”4

Admittedly, Daniels explained that the image conveys many mes-
sages. Among the possible meanings is the link among race, whiteness,
and masculinity. In the illustration, White men are depicted as the only
visible actors. As such, they are the only individuals identified as having
made a “real” contribution to building the strength of, in this case, the
United States. Moreover, this contribution entitles White men to a privi-
leged position in the social structure. Another, more abstract message is
present in the routine publication of this singular image. In brief, Aryan
male power and privilege is in serious jeopardy. Consequently, the regu-
lar publication of the illustration signifies a reminder that this deplor-
able situation must change.

Similar themes concerning social status are found in Blazak’s5 eth-
nographic work on racist Skinheads. Specifically, Blazak addressed the
effects of perceived loss of standing among young White men, as well as
the ensuing experience of societal alienation, and the way racist Skin-
head groups utilized such felt marginalization to attract, manipulate,
and indoctrinate juveniles into a world of terror. Moreover, Blazak pro-
posed that the threat to White male hegemony employed as a basis to
recruit young people into Aryan Skinhead collectives was organized into
four categories.

The first category entailed a threat to ethnic and racial status. Group
members identified this perceived threat by drawing attention to the
growth in the minority student population, the increase in minority stu-
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dent organizations or events, shifts in favor of multicultural curricula,
and racial conflict in which educational institutions appeared to support
minority groups or interests. The second category included a perceived
risk to gender status. This threat takes the shape of conflict over fe-
male participation in male activities, the emergence of feminist activist
groups, and anti–sexual violence programs or initiatives. The third cat-
egory is the danger posed to the heterosexual status. Group members
identify sexual minority organizations, gay pride events, and inclusive-
ness movements or sponsored dialogue as elements of this threat. The
fourth and final category is the challenge to economic status. This risk is
manifested in factory layoffs, large employer downsizing efforts, stiff
competition for manual labor, and the erosion of service sector jobs.

Blazak6 argued that individuals internalize these meanings through
their interaction with the objects and social objects that symbolize these
threats. For instance, a young man’s belief that the White middle class is
suffering from downward economic mobility is represented and rein-
forced when a local company is compelled to lay off employees due to
outsourcing practices or factory closings. In addition, some people may
perceive television shows that depict women as working professionals
and gay men in starring sitcom roles as symbolizing the loss of tradi-
tional heterosexual male authority and power. Both illustrations indi-
cate how perceived loss of social standing, linked to policies that benefit
other non-White male collectives, can be manipulated to advance Aryan
political and ideological goals.

Another symbol influencing the identities of racist Skinheads is the
Zionist Occupational Government, which is commonly referred to as
the ZOG. This acronym is frequently employed by extreme right-wing
Aryan activists to describe a conspiratorial entity consisting of Jews
identified as having seized power over the government and as intend-
ing to eliminate the White race.7 Following his interactions with racist
Skinheads, Christensen8 defined the individual terms that constitute this
expression. These include “Zionist: Someone who will sacrifice any per-
son, anything, or any nation for the greater good of Israel. Occupa-
tional: Possession by force, rather than by voluntary agreement. Gov-
ernment: Control of a population.”9

Based on the teachings of White supremacist groups such as the Na-
tional Alliance and the White Aryan Resistance, racist Skinheads con-
tend that the ZOG controls every aspect of society, including the bank-
ing system, the media, law enforcement, the judicial system, immigra-
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tion policy, foreign affairs, the U.S. economy, and many more.10 Pre-
sumably, this fictitious entity is an outgrowth of the conspiratorial the-
ory described in the Protocols of the Elders of Zion,11 which was dis-
tributed throughout Europe. As previously described (see chapter 4),
this forged document was supposedly a report to a secret Jewish com-
mittee called the Elders of Zion. The report described a worldwide net-
work of camouflaged agencies and covert organizations that controlled
political parties, governments, the media, banks, and the economy.

The ZOG expression appears to have first become known outside the
right-wing subculture when the New York Times ran a story on Decem-
ber 27, 1984. The article chronicled the operations of the racist terrorist
group known as the Order (aka the Silent Brotherhood).12 Moreover,
the article explained that the group raised money to fight a war against
the U.S. government, which the militants identified as the ZOG. Robert
J. Matthews, leader of the Order, had appropriated the ZOG expression
from The Turner Diaries.13 This work inspired him and his comrades to
form the Order.14

Largely accepted as the racist bible,15 The Turner Diaries describes
the exploits of Earl Turner and his band of White guerrillas who fight in
a race war against non-Whites and the evil ZOG. Turner is described as
an honest, hard-working, mild-mannered family man who is forced to
defend his race and White heritage. He does this by attacking govern-
ment installations and law enforcement officials identified as the ZOG’s
primary instrument of oppression.16

William Pierce, the author of the book (he used the pen name An-
drew MacDonald), was also the founder of the neo-Nazi organization
known as the National Alliance. The National Alliance has a powerful
influence on racist Skinheads, especially through the production of hate
rock by its subsidiary, Resistance Records. Both the National Alliance
and Resistance Records have had a considerable influence on racist
Skinheads. Indeed, when members of this collective speak of overthrow-
ing the “evil empire” through acts of violence, it is the ZOG to whom
they refer.

A third symbol crucial to understanding the identities and subsequent
militant behaviors of racist Skinheads is their sustained indulgence in
hate music. The contemporary version of Nazi Skinheads hate rock first
emerged in 1977. This is the period when racist Skinheads began to find
direction in the music of Ian Stewart and his band, Skrewdriver.17 Al-
though the group’s early recordings were not decidedly racist, they did
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speak to the White working-class youths who felt frustrated and alien-
ated by the status quo.

In 1982, the group completed its racist evolution, as evidenced in its
recording of “White Power.” Skrewdriver inspired a musical genre as it
toured Europe and developed an intense cult following. The group re-
corded additional albums, such as “Hail the New Dawn” in 1984 and
“Blood and Honour” in 1985. Both albums were emblematic of un-
bridled disdain and extreme violence toward non-Whites as well as
the establishment. For example, titles such as “White Warrior,” “Take
the Sword,” “Fists of Steel,” “Heads Kicked In,” “Reich ’n’ Roll,” and
“Blood and Honour” left little to the imagination as to the content of
their respective verses. However, the vile and aggressive imagery con-
veyed through the lyrics of several Skrewdriver hits is worth noting.
Consider the following lines from three representative songs:

Strikeforce, white survival, strikeforce
Strikeforce kill all rivals
(from “Strikeforce”)

We will fight against them with a hammer and a gun
And when our people start to rise, the traitors’
Time will come.
(from “Power from Profit”)

We live on the streets now; we fight for our lives,
We fight for the flag, we are all willing to die.
(from “Flying Flag”)18

It is clear from these brief excerpts alone that a message of hate, anger,
violence, and White survival are all vividly and provocatively commu-
nicated.

Since its inception, Oi music and its progression into hate rock has
been a hallmark of the racist Skinhead movement. It also continues to
be a symbol of White working-class protest, Aryan survival, and the
warrior-hood mentality.19 In North America alone, there are more than
seventy White Power music groups.20 The leading producer of hate
rock, Resistance Records, is believed to gross around $1 million a year
in sales.21 Christensen22 suggested that White Power music is so popular
because it serves to arouse a primitive rage in those who listen to it and
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reinforces the idea of racial and religious discrimination. In addition,
the message embedded within the words themselves tells Skinheads that
they are heroic warriors fighting for the survival of the White race.
Skinheads are repetitively bombarded with this lyrical theme as Oi mu-
sic and hate rock are a frequent part of their activities. These activities
might include something as simple as congregating in a park or some-
thing as staged as attending a White Power concert.

In a survey of thirty-two self-identified racist and nonracist Skin-
heads, Wooden and Blazak23 found that the racist teenage cohort agreed
with the statement that their music espoused violence. Moreover, the re-
searchers drew attention to a possible connection between violent music
preferences and childhood abuse, especially since these same youths re-
ported prior abuse by their parents. Thus, it is reasonable to argue that
by implication the music is quite symbolic. In short, it fuels, nurtures,
and confirms the importance of militant behavior among listeners, espe-
cially given their membership standing in the collective.

Definition of the Situation

For racist Skinheads, the problem is that those of Aryan descent are in
danger of losing their “racial purity” and integrity as a result of the
rapid influx of non-Whites into the United States, increased acceptance
of race mixing, and the waning existence of traditional White male
hegemony.24 Indeed, the battle between good and evil rages on in mod-
ern-day society for those group members who subscribe to Christian
Identity beliefs. This is particularly salient for participants who allege
that the evil ZOG exercises its authority and influence over the govern-
ment in order to eliminate Christianity and with it the White race, cul-
ture, and heritage.25 Moreover, religion teaches Aryan adherents that
the world is on the brink of the apocalypse and as God’s chosen people
it is they who must triumph over evil (i.e., the Jewish conspiracy). Simi-
larly, Odinists believe that the White race is nearing extinction. Conse-
quently, it is their obligation to preserve and protect it from any non-
White person who challenges their preferred way of living or any indi-
vidual who favors multiculturalism.

Moreover, racist Skinheads are convinced that as an endangered
group, Whites are subjected to discrimination, loss of rights, and the
inability to express personal and collective pride in their racial heri-
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tage. Some Aryan supremacists contend that this has resulted in psycho-
logical damage, more specifically, a deflated self-esteem. As Berbrier26

pointed out, an article in the NAAWP News27 even claimed that the
higher suicide rate in White males was the result of their alienation
from society.28

In its most extreme form, this group’s ideology claims that the White
man’s freedoms are being forcibly removed by the ZOG-dominated gov-
ernment and its functionaries (e.g., legislators, federal/state authorities).
For White supremacists like racist Skinheads, clear evidence of this de-
plorable condition is discernible. For example, the August 1992 stand-
off between Randy Weaver and U.S. federal agents at Ruby Ridge and
the April 1993 siege on David Koresh and the Branch Davidians in
Waco, Texas, are visible indicators of the eroding rights and liberties
otherwise enjoyed by Aryan men.29

To illustrate further how group members define the situation they ex-
perience, consider the following statement made by a nineteen-year-old
Atlanta, Georgia, Skinhead named Jack:

Man, it’s obvious that the world is seriously fucked up. My mom and
step-dad work their asses off and it just keeps getting worse for them. It
really sucks, especially for the working man. Look at all the money the
Jews have. For doing what? Some guy busts a gut in a factory all day
long then gets laid off so the Jew owner can hire some dumb spic who
will work for half the price. People wonder why things are so bad. Be-
cause no one can make an honest living, that’s why. There’s no good job
for me, they were all given to losers.30

Arguably, Jack’s anger was triggered by his interpretation of the sym-
bols in his surroundings. This includes the devalued status for the White
working-class population to which his mother and stepfather belong.
Jack assigns meaning to the (concrete and abstract) symbols in his envi-
ronment and this leads him to form a definition of the situation he (and
his family) confronts. In short, the “working man” has been victimized
and the “world is seriously fucked up.”

Many racist Skinheads share the belief that the inevitable race war
in America “will [produce] an ‘autonomous Aryan homeland in the
Northwest’ (as the Volksfront newsletter describes it), the ultimate goal
[being] an America that has been ethnically cleansed of all enemies,
including White race traitors.”31 Moreover, commenting on the impor-
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tance of achieving White separatism, one member of the Confederate
Hammer Skinheads, the predecessor to the Hammerskin Nation collec-
tive, offered the following explanation:

To me, the term white separatism is simply a statement of our objec-
tives. Any rational person must accept the fact that other races and cul-
tures are not going to simply disappear, therefore, in order to continue
our own cultural and perhaps genetic evolution, separatism represents
the best interests of our people.32

Explaining this idea at more length, and minimizing the violent aspects
of their particular organization, another Hammerskin member de-
scribed the rationale behind the effort to self-segregate.

If you listen to the government and the media, we are trying to start a
race war. In reality, though, we are just trying to build a healthy envi-
ronment for our children to grow up in. Meaning a sufficiently indepen-
dent alternative to the host society. A free haven of thought and action
ruled by our own standards. Obviously we can’t take over the planet to
do this, so as a brotherhood we will segregate ourselves and do things
for the benefit of our brothers and our families. We will build a stead-
fast brotherhood throughout the western world.

We chose as an organisation the road to self-segregation as the most
achievable solution to a society we don’t like. Attempting to change the
world with pointless rhetoric is pure laughable utopia. Society is shaped
by economy not by ideals. All the White Pride in the world won’t beat
the almighty dollar. Self-segregation is the only solution.33

Clearly, statements such as those quoted above indicate that the ulti-
mate solution is to create a sovereign community in which the survival
of the White race is assured. There is a degree of pragmatism found
within these passages. Indeed, realizing that world domination is not
feasible, group members are prepared to settle for a region ruled only
by Whites. This would be an Aryan territory free of the perceived
threats posed by minorities, Jews, and those living alternative lifestyles.

According to Dobratz and Shanks-Meile34 the idea of self-segregation
along racial/territorial lines emerged within the larger White supremacist
movement during the early 1980s. In an initiative referred to as the
Northwest Imperative, White separatists plan to carve out a homeland in
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the Pacific Northwest within the borders of Washington, Oregon, Idaho,
Montana, and Wyoming. Their goal is to reestablish White Aryan sover-
eignty in which participants are free to practice self-determination.

The White Aryan Resistance (WAR), which was created by John Metz-
ger in Southern California, notes that White racialists would achieve
this goal (i.e., self-determination) by moving to the northwest region,
buying land adjacent to other Whites, and procreating on a massive
scale.35 Children would be raised in the long-standing tradition and fight-
ing heritage of the White race. The nation-state would only extend citi-
zenship to Aryans. This would include having voting rights, owning
property, serving in the military or law enforcement, and holding a polit-
ical office. According to WAR, class barriers would be eliminated and
leaders would emerge on the basis of “blood and brains.”36 Group mem-
bers believe that only through this strategy of self-separation and victory
in the coming race war will the White race be able to ensure its survival.
Conversely, failure would result in the extinction of the White race.

The means by which racist Skinheads seek to solve the problem they
identify is by preserving the White race. This sentiment is expressed in
the popular phrase “the 14 Words.” The expression reads as follows:
“We Must Secure the Existence of Our People and a Future for White
Children.”37 This saying was popularized by David Lane, who was a
member of the Order.38 Similarly, WAR has issued a proclamation. It es-
pouses a more reactionary stance. For example, as the collective asserts,
“The Great White Aryan race must be advanced and protected at all
costs and above all other issues.”39 Influenced by organizations like
WAR, racist Skinhead groups believe that violence is the only feasible
means by which to safeguard the blood line of the White race. More-
over, books like The Turner Diaries40 facilitate racist Skinheads’ adop-
tion of the view that evil non-White hordes will eventually emerge,
forcing Whites to fight for their lives. Indeed, if Aryans are prepared to
stand united, they can defeat their adversaries and create a homeland
for themselves.

In support of these convictions, many racist Skinhead groups have
adopted the RaHoWa battle cry. “RaHoWa” translates into “Racial
Holy War.”41 Commenting on this notion, one WCOTC Skinhead ob-
served that

since the beginning of time, it’s been an ongoing “holy” war waged by
the Jews against Nature’s most magnificent Creature, the Noble White
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Race. Therefore, we wish to fight fire with fire, and we make no bones
about it. RAHOWA is our battle cry!42

Clearly, then, racist Skinheads define the situation they confront as
one that necessitates violence. This is particularly the case if the White
race is to be protected at all and any costs. Accordingly, members func-
tion as foot soldiers for the movement. As Christensen43 explained,

Racist skinheads created a subculture of people whose purpose is to act
as soldiers assigned the task of cleaning America of unwanted elements,
and they even have the power to decide which elements. They have
been taught by the upper-echelon white supremacist organizations that
the white culture is on the decline, a result of minorities having large
families and whites being manipulated by the Jewish-controlled govern-
ment to abort their children. They have been brainwashed to believe the
white working man is duty-bound to fight to return America to the
white men who built it.

Consistent with this sentiment, Robert Miles, a longtime leader of
White supremacist groups, noted that Skinheads therefore serve an
important role in the movement’s efforts to secure their vision of change
for group affiliates. Indeed, as he concluded, “If there’s a future for the
right wing, [skinheads] will be the first racial wave. They’re what Nazi
stormtroopers were in the early ’20s.”44

Roles

Fundamentally, there are three tangible roles that serve to inform the
Skinhead identity. These include being a member of the White working
class, being a man, and being a heroic warrior. In general, members of
the White supremacist movement, of which racist Skinheads are a part,
believe Whites are routinely victimized by society.45 They claim that
policies such as affirmative action have oppressed them by promoting
reverse discrimination practices. Members maintain that the discrimina-
tion promulgated by such practices has made the White male category
the new disadvantaged social position.46 Moreover, adherents claim that
given this double standard, Whites have lost the right to express pride
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in their culture, heritage, and race. As a result, they are inhibited from
making any displays along these lines, succumbing to shame, stigma,
and ridicule when public declarations of pride are expressed.

Any attempt to advocate for the elimination of affirmative action or
to form White groups is labeled as racist. In essence, Aryan suprema-
cists argue that “Whites are being treated differently from others—told
by amorphous and impersonal factors such as ‘the system’ not to take
pride in their ‘heritage’ but rather to ‘hate their own’ kind.”47 Conse-
quently, on the basis of this brand of institutionalized discrimination,
White supremacists are convinced that the very survival of their race is
at stake, that they represent an endangered species, and that their felt
victimization is comparable to ethnic cleansing.

A second component of this particular role entails being a member of
the working class. Since the beginning of the racist Skinhead movement,
members have always been self-conscious of their working-class roots.
In many ways, they embrace the Protestant work ethic described by
Max Weber.48 This ethic emphasizes an unwavering commitment to reli-
gion and a disciplined regard for the value of labor. Moreover, the role
of the honest, hard-working, blue-collar employee concerned with fi-
nancial sustenance rather than material wealth has always been an im-
portant feature of the racist Skinhead mindset.49 To illustrate, consider
the following caption from a pamphlet distributed by the movement. It
reads, “skinheads of america, like the dynamic skinheads of Europe,
are working class Aryan Youth. We oppose the capitalist and the com-
munist scum that are destroying our Aryan race.”50 In addition, in his
study of American Skinheads, Hamm51 found that of the twenty-two
terrorist-type Aryans he interviewed, four came from white-collar back-
grounds, seventeen from blue-collar backgrounds, and one was unem-
ployed. These data suggest that the racist Skinhead perspective over-
whelmingly gravitates toward working-class sensibilities.

Combined with the blue-collar ethic of this role is “White male privi-
lege.” Among other things, this authorizes White men to benefit from,
at the very least, a middle-class standing, provided they are hard work-
ing.52 This notion of privilege leads to a second crucial role that informs
our understanding of the Skinhead identity. In short, this entails being a
man. The traditional image of masculinity conveyed and sanctioned by
society includes the expectation that one should not engender stereo-
typic feminine qualities. In other words, the individual should refrain
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from expressing emotion, openness, or vulnerability, and, at the same
time, should demonstrate success in his endeavors, including work and
sports; display aggressiveness when dealing with others; initiate and
control his (hetero)sexual relationships; and possess traits such as domi-
nance, self-reliance, courageousness, and bravery.53

A cursory analysis of racist Skinhead discourse and imagery reveals
that members embrace aspects of these conventional “male” roles. For
example, hyper-masculine depictions of racist Skinheads often appear
in their artwork.54 Participants are frequently portrayed as shirtless,
with their muscles bulging, or wearing a skin-tight shirt that reveals
every curve of their chiseled physique.55 Teeth clenched and eyes opened
wide and focused in vigilant anticipation, they may be snapping out a
Nazi salute, stomping on an unfortunate minority member with their
steel-toed Doc Marten boots, or destroying some form of the Jewish
entity.56

Another crucial (and related) aspect of masculinity, especially for
those within the White supremacist movement, is the use of physical
violence. More specifically, if an individual’s maleness is challenged or is
otherwise threatened, there is only one honorable means by which to
reestablish it: the exercise of force.57 Appropriating violence when one’s
masculinity has been threatened is especially important for racist Skin-
heads because victimization is related to violence. Therefore, by inter-
nalizing their oppressed status, racist Skinheads are expected to engage
in hostility, cruelty, and bloodshed. These acts are then justified through
the discourse of self-defense. Commenting on the place of violence and
self-defense in the construction of the racist Skinhead identity, Hamm58

offered the following observations:

As seen by subcultural members, it [violence] is a necessary means of
protecting group values. As such, the role of the deviant peer seems
to be an inconsequential factor in the formulation of this norm. In
other words, there is nothing sociologically or legally deviant about
self-defense. Instead, self-defense is a cherished value of American na-
tionalism.

Moreover, from the perspective of the social psychological framework
in question throughout this chapter (and book), not only is self-defense
an American value; it is also a male value.
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The focus on the male gender role is not intended to insinuate that
women do not take up or play an active part in the racist Skinhead sub-
culture. Indeed, as a counter-role, women constitute a role set along
with male racist Skinheads. Specifically, within the larger White suprem-
acist movement, women are most often represented as subservient or
are otherwise relegated to a secondary position.59 This view was sup-
ported by Hamm,60 who found that racist Skinheads are predominantly
male oriented. In addition, women are viewed by male racist Skinheads
as a support structure. As such, they are valued for their domestic capa-
bilities, such as homemaking and child bearing.61 This status is consis-
tent with their importance to the continuation of the White race—a
status that, for some women, has enabled them to hold more meaning-
ful positions within the Aryan movement.62

Linked to the gender role of being a man is the ascribed status of de-
fending White women and of safeguarding the Aryan race. Indeed, for
White supremacists like Nazi Skinheads, “the highest duty and honor
[bestowed upon] a White man, according to white supremacist dis-
course, is to preserve the white family and with it a hierarchy of race,
gender, and sexuality.”63 Thus, in part, the masculine role entails loyalty
to one’s collective (i.e., racist Skinheads) and responsibility to those
females in the group.

The third pivotal role that contributes to the identity of movement
affiliates is that of the valiant warrior who fights for the survival of the
White race. This is a popular theme within the racist Skinhead organi-
zation.64 To illustrate, consider the following message written in a pam-
phlet distributed by an Aryan gang:

skinheads worldwide are warriors. We never run away, back down, or
sell out. We despise the traitors, the cowards, the apathetic, and the
limp wristed queers. We will fight forever to defend our people and our
land. Our heads are shaved for battle.65

Additionally, Wooden and Blazak66 noted that Skinheads frequently
like to view themselves as heroic saviors of their White brethren, seen as
societal outcasts unwittingly fashioned into cultural underdogs. This
theme is often depicted in Skinhead art and tattoos in which the Viking
warrior rescues his people from “evil Jews and subhuman mongrels.”67

A pamphlet circulated by the White Aryan Resistance movement de-
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scribes some of the basic expectations of the racist Skinhead warrior
role:

The attitude of a skinhead is generally ready to fight and on guard all
the time. Skins do not usually go around and start trouble. Its [sic] only
when people start to make the jump on skins. When that happens, the
skins end up winning! Skinheads are mad and tired of the system screw-
ing them over.

Skinheads are the All-American white youth. They love mom and
love their flag. The dress of the skin (is) rough, smart and clean. All in
all, the skinhead uniform is working class, ready to fight because our
heads are shaved for battle.

Skinheads are against non-white immigration because these people
take our jobs and land and give nothing in return. Skinheads are Anti-
Semitic, because we know the Jews have extorted us for there [sic] per-
sonnel [sic] means. Skinheads are anti-abortion, we all know that
abortion is another form of genocide, the nonwhite races and the jews
[sic] sit and laugh at our self-annihilation.68

In exploring the construction of the warrior Skinhead culture, the
work of Etter69 is particularly useful. His identification of concerns and
values for this group was consistent with Miller’s70 examination of
youth gangs situated in communities of low socioeconomic status.
Thus, according to Etter,71 the Skinhead warrior role consists of a series
of elements or focal concerns.

The first element of the warrior role is trouble. This concern is
summed up in anxiety over confrontations with real or imagined rival
groups. For Skinheads, their enemies include collectives such as law
enforcement personnel, non-Whites, and the ZOG. Moreover, these
adversaries occupy the counter-role status to the warrior role. The sec-
ond element is toughness. This focal concern encompasses one’s sense of
physical prowess, fearlessness, courage, and traditional masculinity. The
third element is smartness. It entails one’s verbal agility, quick-witted-
ness, and the belief that “street smart” skills are superior to formal edu-
cation. In relation to racist Skinheads, this notion is exemplified among
members who assert that they possess the mental acuity to see through
the ZOG’s elaborate ploys to deceive the White man. For example,
while the majority of Whites believe that teaching multiculturalism
throughout the primary and secondary educational curriculum encour-
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ages tolerance and respect for diversity among today’s children, Skin-
heads recognize that the “real” intent is to eliminate the White race and
its culture of pride and power.

The fourth element of the warrior role is excitement. Within the Skin-
head warrior image there is a thirst for thrills that is often quenched only
through combat. The fifth concern is fate. Typically, the belief is that
as warriors, members are predestined to fight and, if need be, to die.
Moreover, the conviction is that their lives are somewhat incidental in
comparison to waging the good fight. For instance, consider the eerily
predictive lyrics of one of Ian Stewart’s last songs before a car accident
unexpectedly took his life:

If suddenly, I am forced to take my leave,
Will you carry on with the things that we believe?
One day if suddenly they take my life away,
Will you be fighting to win a bright, new day?72

The last element of the warrior culture is autonomy. Racist Skin-
heads make it clear that they reject the current established authority,
believing that it is under the control of ZOG.73 Members contend that
only through bloodshed, frequently depicted as a racial holy war (or
RaHoWa), will the movement be able to overthrow the government.
Again, the aim is to reestablish a country free of those deemed not to
belong or to ensure their own self-segregation.

White supremacists, like racist Skinheads, often combine the warrior
image with religious undertones to elevate the role to the level of nobil-
ity.74 This is especially true for those group members who are devout
followers of the Christian Identity, Odinism, and/or the World Church
of the Creator (WCOTC) sects. These racist Skinheads believe that they
have been ordained by their religion to promote the preservation of
their race and that undertaking such an endeavor is both honorable and
just. Indeed, reminiscent of the fate element found in the warrior cul-
ture, giving one’s life for the cause is perceived as warranting praise,
admiration, and martyrdom. Clearly, then, religion is crucial to under-
standing this role. This is the case because faith serves as a schema
through which opposing groups are vilified to a point that they are not
only the enemy of the Aryan group but are an adversary of God.75

Thus, by demonizing and degrading Jewish people, non-Whites, and
homosexuals, young group affiliates conclude that they are advancing
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humane (and legitimate) interests, facilitating and rationalizing the use
of violence in their cultural, ancestral, and heroic struggle.

Socialization and Role-Taking

Racist Skinheads learn the expectations for their behavior and their
position within society’s social structure through socialization. It would
appear that significant others have a powerful socializing effect on the
adoption of roles pertinent to being a racist Skinhead. Indeed, a Skin-
head’s comrades undoubtedly indoctrinate a new recruit with belief sys-
tems that espouse hatred for Asians, African Americans, Hispanics,
Jews, and homosexuals. As Fangan76 observed,

The National Socialist Skinheads maintain that to understand how the
conspiracy works one has to read a certain amount of heavy literature.
The more of this one reads, the more one is able to see through “the
falseness of the system,” and one thus becomes skilled in reading be-
tween the lines of the news.77

For the Hammerskin Nation, this indoctrination is likely to take place
during the three-month probationary period in which prospective mem-
bers are required to put in a certain amount of “face-time.”78 In addi-
tion, new recruits learn about the organization’s proclivity toward vio-
lence during the hostile (though customary) rite-of-passage encounter
to which they are subjected. This is the day the initiate is “jumped in”
by other members.79 Finally, a racist Skinhead recruiter may be the first
to introduce a fledgling candidate to the conspiratorial concept of the
ZOG. Oftentimes, however, such individuals have already been exposed
to racist attitudes.

According to Wooden and Blazak,80 racist Skinheads typically emerge
from racist environments. What this suggests is that significant others,
such as parents, close family members, and friends, lay the ground-
work for young men (and women) to be recruited into the racist youth
subculture and to adopt its conspiratorial ideology. Interestingly, how-
ever, the academic literature examining whether racist Skinheads come
from abusive homes is mixed.81 This notwithstanding, according to some
investigators, racist Skinheads generally do self-identify themselves as
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having been bullies or troublemakers in grammar school.82 Arguably,
these aggressive adolescents derive satisfaction from harassing other
youngsters. Developmentally speaking, hurting one’s peers becomes a
means by which to gain power. Thus, parental influences, the child’s
home environment, and an unruly temperament may all play a part in
constructing the adolescent bully. In adulthood, the impact of such
youthful experiences—stemming from a home life in which racism and
anti-Semitism are espoused by significant others—can foster the Skin-
head identity.83

The impact of generalized others in the formation of the racist Skin-
head identity is also worth noting. Indeed, according to Etter,84 the glam-
orized warrior image of the 1980s and 1990s widely embraced by the
middle and working class had a profound socializing influence on the
racist Skinhead subculture. To illustrate, in his work Warrior Dreams:
Paramilitary Culture in Post-Vietnam America, Gibson85 traced the de-
velopment and (re)making of the historical warrior archetype into the
contemporary paramilitary fighter between the post-Vietnam era and
the end of the twentieth century. Essentially, the Vietnam War repre-
sented the first military campaign that the United States had lost. As a
result, many American servicemen who fought abroad and many of
their homeland supporters began to question the firmly held belief that
the men of the United States were the undisputed champions of the bat-
tlefield. This led them to reevaluate their masculinity, the righteousness
of their country’s armed conflicts, and their overall self-image.

This insecurity was heightened by the civil rights and feminist move-
ments of the 1960s and 1970s. These events were perceived as threats
to the White male’s hegemonic status in society. A massive influx of im-
migrants, an unfriendly economy for the working class, and increased
crime and drug usage added to this turbulence in collective conscious-
ness. Indeed, as Gibson86 noted,

Lacking confidence in the government and the economy, troubled by the
changing relations between the sexes, uncertain of their identity or their
future—[American men] began to dream, to fantasize about the powers
and features of another kind of man who could retake and reorder the
world. In the New War he fights the battles of Vietnam a thousand
times, each time winning decisively. Terrorists and drug dealers are
blasted into oblivion. Illegal aliens inside the United States and the
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hordes of nonwhites in the Third World are returned by force to their
proper place. Women are revealed as dangerous temptresses who have
to be mastered, avoided, or terminated.

Given these conditions, the 1980s and 1990s represented a tumultuous
period during which men began to construct a new male role, namely,
that of the paramilitary warrior.87

The paramilitary warrior was epitomized in movies like Com-
mando,88 starring Arnold Schwarzenegger; Invasion U.S.A.,89 starring
Chuck Norris; and Rambo,90 starring Sylvester Stallone.91 The paramili-
tary warrior is fictionalized as someone who, relying upon his intimate
knowledge of military tactics and weapons, rids the country of an in-
vading communist force, contests rogue spies who betray the United
States for money, or, metaphorically, refights the Vietnam War and wins.
Enemies are destroyed by the dozens with assorted weapons of warfare.
These weapons might include small arms, various explosives, or even
hand-to-hand fighting techniques when necessary.

Typically, the paramilitary warrior is portrayed as a mild-mannered
man, often a family man or someone who is looking to live a peaceful
life but finds himself in extraordinary circumstances. It is only when his
back is against the wall that he is forced to unleash the cunning killer
that lurks within him. A generation of males cognitively played this new
role of the paramilitary warrior. Their fascination with this military
mindset sparked a lucrative subculture complete with its own trade
magazine, Soldier of Fortune. These warrior dreams, images, and aspi-
rations were quickly adopted within the American White supremacist
movement and, subsequently, they trickled down into a number of rac-
ist Skinhead groups.92

Research conducted by Burris et al.93 revealed that White suprema-
cists are particularly adept at using the Internet to establish social net-
works, to promote their message, and to recruit new members. For
example, the White Aryan Resistance and National Alliance collectives
have established elaborate websites as a means of reaching out to young
people. Most recently, both sites have begun offering downloadable
video games in which the player assumes the part of a character with
the mission of killing enemies of the White race. Called “advergames,”
they are designed “to sell young players on careers, ideas, and identi-
ties.”94 According to the available research, this medium appears to be
one of the best ways of marketing to young men. In particular, 60 per-
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cent of boys ages thirteen to seventeen and 72 percent of young men
ages eighteen to twenty-four now head to game sites when they go
online.95

Although not racist Skinhead specific, one such game is “KABOOM!
The Suicide Bombing Game.” This Flash-based game is housed on
WAR’s official website, www.resist.com. The player’s objective is to play
the part of a Palestinian suicide bomber and attempt to detonate the
improvised explosive device strapped to his or her body when the high-
est number of Jewish men, women, and children are in the closest prox-
imity. The player directs the suicide bomber down the city streets of
Israel before finding just the right moment. After the explosives are det-
onated, the blood, heads, and body parts of the suicide attackers’ vic-
tims are splattered along the pavement, while the body of the suicide
bomber simply disappears into oblivion. A score card then appears
marking how many men, women, and children were killed in the attack.

The most blatant example of a hate video game that features role
playing is “Ethnic Cleansing,” produced by Resistance Records. Re-
leased in 2002, it is based on popular games such as “Doom” and
“Quake” in which a player assumes the role of the character and con-
trols his or her actions. After choosing to be a character, such as a Ku
Klux Klan member or a racist Skinhead, the participant is thrust into
the midst of a race war taking place in a city that most resembles New
York. The character roams the streets and subways killing “predatory
subhumans” and their Jewish “masters” in an effort to save the world.96

The game’s background is loaded with sharp details. Plans for world
domination, signs reading “Diversity, It’s Good for Jews,” and bill-
boards for the National Alliance are seen throughout the city’s streets.
When the player kills African Americans they make monkey and ape
sounds; when the player kills Latinos they say, “I’ll just take a siesta
now!” and “Ay Carumba!”; and when Jewish characters are killed
they say, “Oy vey!” At the final level, the player battles with a rocket
launcher yielding Ariel Sharon in his “subterranean lair.” He is heard
hurling insults such as, “We have destroyed your culture!”; “We si-
lenced Henry Ford!”; and, as he dies, “Filthy White dog, you have de-
stroyed thousands of years of planning.” Through these hate video
games, young people learn the expectations of social roles by engaging
in role playing and, subsequently, role-taking. Currently, no research
exists indicating how successful these games are as recruiting tools for
racist Skinheads or the larger White supremacist movement. However,
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the United States Army reports that its version of the role-playing-based
game “Operations” has prompted 15 to 30 percent of the roughly
thirty-five thousand people a day who access the game’s website to then
check the Army’s recruiting site.97 On the basis of this finding, one can
reasonably speculate that a notable portion of those who play the hate-
based video games are subsequently inclined to peruse the websites of
White supremacy movements like racist Skinhead organizations.

Self

Society Shapes the Self

According to Identity Theory, the structural and organizational com-
position of the self is influenced by society. One way in which society
shapes the contours and operation of the self is through commitment.
This concept is based on the degree to which a person is dedicated to
taking up or living out a particular role as a function of the number of
social relationships contingent upon the said role or position. At times,
an individual’s membership in a racist Skinhead collective is relatively
easy to discern, given the person’s chosen style of dress and overall
appearance. Examples of this are delineated below.

The traditional Skinhead look is a shaved head, industrial steel-toed
Doc Marten boots, polo or T-shirt, denim jeans rolled to below the
knee, braces (suspenders), a military flight jacket adorned with a variety
of racist patches, and numerous tattoos.98 The white laces in Skinheads’
boots stand for the purity of the Aryan race and for White pride; red
laces symbolize the spilt blood of their enemies.99 Yellow laces are also
worn to communicate hatred for the police or that a participant has
killed a law enforcement officer.100 Braces of varying colors may be used
to signify regional affiliations, and if suspenders are down over the
shoulders, as opposed to up and over them, it means that the person is
looking for a fight.101

According to Young and Craig,102 “the skinhead uniform itself and
the symbols and rituals adopted by group members combine to achieve
obvious hyper-aggressive and hyper-masculine effects.” Moreover,
Wooden and Blazak103 found that racist Skinheads in comparison to
nonracist Skinheads were more likely to agree that their peers viewed
them as troublemakers; this identification represents just one aspect of
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the heroic warrior social role confirmed through the observations of
others. In addition, making a conscious effort to “look the part,” racist
Skinheads typically thrive on society’s imagined perception of them—a
perception based on a reputation of indiscriminate violence toward
community members.104 Their look is designed to intimidate their ene-
mies and evoke fear in others.

Every time a pedestrian or passerby avoids members’ stares or de-
clines to respond to their verbal assaults, the behavior not only height-
ens participants’ feelings of power; it also confirms their identities as
affiliates of a feared organization. In addition, though, it serves as yet
another social relationship built on their role identities as members of a
dreaded group. Indeed, individuals become committed to this identity
because it invariably is manifested in nearly every social situation to
which members are involved, given their distinct style of dress and the
semipermanent features (e.g., closely cropped hair, tattoos) participants
engender. As a result, their role identities as racist Skinheads become the
foundation upon which many of their social relationships are formed,
further committing them to this unique social person status. Moreover,
with the knowledge that their association in the group is so easily recog-
nizable, arguably racist Skinheads purposefully seek out situations in
which their membership identities are activated.

Some additional (though cursory) observations regarding identity
commitment are warranted here. These comments further suggest how
members’ dedication to their social person status is maintained through
external (i.e., societal) factors. The organization and operation of racist
Skinheads have been described as akin to those of street gangs.105 In ad-
dition, the migratory nature of affiliates supports the hypothesis that a
significant portion of their within-group role relationships (i.e., those
with their comrades/peers) are based on membership in these respec-
tive organizations.106 Finally, for those who hold steady jobs as laborers,
role relationships based on the White worker identity can reinforce the
commitment of affiliates to their position within the White working class
as well as their role identities as members of a racist Skinhead group.

Self Shapes Society

Through the self-verification process the racist Skinhead aligns his or
her self-relevant meanings with those of the identity standard. Conse-
quently, being a member of the White working class is verified through
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identity cues. For example, the chosen style of dress, the closely cropped
hair, the industrial steel-toed Doc Marten work boots, the denim jeans,
and the suspenders are worn by members in recognition of their White
working-class roots.107 Moreover, and specifically in relation to the
Hammerskins, their patch consists of two crossed hammers. This sym-
bolically indicates that participants embrace their working-class back-
ground. Then, too, Skinheads “believe that their shaved heads, flight
jackets, and boots show everyone what they believe.”108

The use of interpersonal prompts is a technique that aligns one’s self-
meanings for maleness with the identity standard. Located within this
identity standard are aspects of power and aggression. Some individuals
become involved in the racist Skinhead movement in order to gain a
sense of authority and control over their lives. Indeed, as Young and
Craig109 noted, “Many physically unimposing young men are attracted
to the subculture because it provides a chance [for them] to feel ‘more
powerful.’”110 Moreover, the appearance of members intimidates others
and evokes fear in those around them. Along these lines, “the skinhead
uniform itself and the symbols and rituals adopted by group members
combine to achieve obvious hyper-aggressive and hyper-masculine ef-
fects.”111 Additionally, reclaiming aspects of their masculinity is ex-
pressed through violence framed within the discourse of victimhood. By
internalizing these varied aspects of manhood (i.e., power, aggression,
nationalism), racist Skinheads justify their violent behavior behind the
guise of self-defense.

The heroic warrior role identity is also confirmed or verified through
engagement in hostile confrontations. In these instances, racist Skin-
heads regard themselves as fighting for the White race against non-
Whites, Jews, homosexuals, and all those suspected of being instru-
ments of the evil ZOG. For example, Hamm112 found that 89 percent of
the Skinheads he interviewed (N = 36) reported that they joined the
group to fight for the survival of their race.

In one particularly chilling incident, Hamm recalled the events sur-
rounding the death of Mulguletta Seraw, an Ethiopian immigrant, at the
hands of Kenneth Murray Mieske. Mr. Mieske was a member of the
East Side White Pride organization, a Portland Skinhead, and the vocal-
ist for the heavy metal band Machine. Mieske is currently serving a life
sentence for the 1988 brutal murder of Mr. Seraw. The circumstances
that led up to the slaying are well documented.
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At about 1:30 on the morning of November 13, 1988, Kenneth Murray
Mieske (a.k.a. Ken Death)—a stocky twenty-three-year-old singer with
a heavy-metal band called Machine—drove his car through the rainy
streets of Portland, Oregon. At his side were twenty-year-old Steven
Strasser and nineteen-year-old Kyle Brewster. Mieske, Strasser, and
Brewster were members of a skinhead gang called the East Side White
Pride and they were intoxicated on beer. Their hair was cut short and
they wore jeans, bomber jackets, and black steel-toed boots.113

Meanwhile, Wondwosen Tesfaye, accompanied by his friend Tilahun
Antneh, sat double-parked in a car, saying good night to a third friend,
Mulguletta Seraw. All three of the men were Ethiopian immigrants.
After shouting some orders to move the car, the Skinheads exited their
own vehicle.

Just as Seraw backed away, Mieske, Strasser, and Brewster approached
Tesfaye’s car. Mieske carried a baseball bat. He smashed the front win-
dow of the Dodge, spraying Tesfaye and Antneh with shattered glass.
Then he turned on Seraw. “No please!” cried Seraw. “Please!” Using all
the power of his strong young body, Mieske then beat Seraw in the
head with the ball bat as Strasser and Brewster kicked the 100-pound
immigrant with their boots. When they were finished, Mieske had frac-
tured Seraw’s skull in two places, killing him. Twenty-four hours later,
Portland police searched the three-room apartment of Strasser and
Brewster. In the first room, they discovered a collection of baseball bats
and clubs. In the second, they found racist propaganda published by a
Southern California organization known as the White Aryan Resistance
(W.A.R.). And in the third room, they found a small library on the rise
and fall of Nazi Germany.114

In this case, the process at work entailed interpersonal prompts.
Mieske had collected racist propaganda published by WAR. This orga-
nization frequently depicts racist Skinheads as heroic racial warriors,
and he expressed his violent fantasies through his music. On this tragic
night, Mieske and his comrades found themselves in a situation that
was conducive to the confirmation of the heroic racial warrior role
identity. The most obvious and conventional role performance for the
heroic warrior is victory against his (or her) foes. In this situation,

Racist Skinheads | 221



Mieske’s enemy was a 100-pound Ethiopian immigrant. Clearly, the
efforts undertaken by Mr. Mieske and his comrades to confirm their sta-
tuses through bloody victory were promising, if not altogether assured.

Interspersed with the heroic warrior role is that of the noble savior,
especially for one’s White brethren. For example, consider the following
incident recounted by a twenty-two-year-old Portland Skinhead.

There was a fight at [Walker] High School between a Black kid and a
White kid and everyone was supporting the Black kid who had been
picking on this White forever. Typical bullshit, right? But we knew that
there were Whites there who were sick and tired of being called “rac-
ists” just for sticking up for themselves. So we went down there one
day, right, when school was letting out and beat the shit out of some
gangster-looking nigger. The next day everyone at Milwaukee was talk-
ing about, “Oh man, did you hear that the skinheads kicked some nig-
ger’s ass?115

In yet another instance, a twenty-year-old Skinhead from Florida of-
fered these comments:

It’s a fun Saturday night for us. We go down to Visage and drink beer,
slam dance and pick up some punk chicks and fight. All it takes is one
Spic to start something and we just open a can of whoop ass. It’s great
for us because we know that half the white kids there are getting
harassed by the Hispanics in their school and they are just waiting for
someone to stick up for them. I’ve had these totally straight looking
kids come up to me later, maybe a month later, and say, “Hey, that was
really cool what you did. I wish you guys would come to my school and
kick some ass.”116

Once again, interpersonal prompts are the primary technique through
which the Skinheads align their self-relevant meanings (i.e., warrior
identity) with the significance assigned to their behavior (i.e., battle, vic-
tory, savior of Whites in need).

Additionally, the technique of selective interpretation can be ob-
served in the previous passages. Specifically, consider the concluding
comments offered in both statements but especially in the first one. The
Skinhead member exclaims, “The next day everyone at Milwaukee was
talking about, ‘Oh man, did you hear that the skinheads kicked some
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nigger’s ass?’” Here, the group member uses selective interpretation; he
defines the student’s remarks as supporting, indeed glorifying, the col-
lective’s assault on the African American student. This is substantiated
by the student’s reported use of a racial slur to describe the victim. In
this case, the racist Skinhead employed the technique of selective inter-
pretation to verify the alignment of his role identity as a noble warrior
and savior with his ongoing (violent) behavior.
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Part III





Conclusion

The conceptual and applied work undertaken throughout
this book suggests that selected facets of structural Symbolic Interac-
tionism and Identity Theory can be integrated to fashion an interpretive
and explanatory model that accounts for the emergence and mainte-
nance of identity among various terrorist organizations. Consistent with
this thesis, the first section of the text emphasized theoretical develop-
ments and provisional remarks on militant extremism germane to our
overall enterprise. The second section stressed the linkage between the-
ory and practice by systematically reviewing five different terrorist
movements from around the globe that featured various types of mili-
tant and violent behavior (e.g., nationalist, religious, political, racial).
Admittedly, the five applications were not exhaustive; however, this was
not our intention. Instead, the aim was to assess the relevance of the
proposed framework for purposes of meaningful and practical social
science inquiry as well as for potential programmatic reform.

On the basis of the foregoing analysis, it appears that accessing and
examining the formation of identity is quite revealing, especially in the
context of explaining the terrorist threat. This is a significant prelimi-
nary finding. Generally speaking, what it implies is that the prevailing
research would do well to appropriate a more interpretive lens, built
around the insights of social psychology, as investigators endeavor to
explain, predict, and prevent future acts of terrorist violence at home or
abroad. It is this realization that underscores and informs the sundry
issues entertained in this book’s final chapter.

In particular, several summary observations are detailed in this con-
cluding chapter. These observations return the reader to the text’s origi-
nal thesis, the various facets of the conceptual framework that governed
our more empirical analyses, and the rich data elicited through the
respective applications to the distinct terrorist collectives. Accordingly,
we globally review Identity Theory and sociological social psychology,
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remaining mindful of how the suggested template sensibly accounts for
deviant or criminal behaviors, including militant extremism. In addi-
tion, the five fundamental elements of our explanatory model are re-
presented. Our exploration of these elements in relation to the terrorist
organizations under consideration formed the basis for our contention
that culture, self, and society profoundly interrelate. Indeed, as a com-
plex network of human social interaction, the maintenance of identity
textures the society that terrorist group members inhabit. Moreover, the
lifeworlds to which affiliates are exposed and immersed informs their
militant self-concepts. Several thematic and synoptic comments along
these lines are provided.

This chapter also focuses on implications. Although clearly provi-
sional and certainly speculative, these remarks draw attention to future
research, programming, and policy. In particular, the significance of the
model for purposes of police administration and management are fea-
tured, including recommendations relevant to local and federal law en-
forcement practices, military preparedness, intelligence-gathering strate-
gies, and counterterrorism interviewing approaches. In addition, atten-
tion to law and public policy is highlighted. Among other things, the
suggestions here focus on surveillance and civil liberties, peace negotia-
tions and international affairs, and governmental initiatives that employ
violence as a response to terrorism. Finally, the conceptual framework’s
ability to account for other forms of criminal conduct (e.g., gang affilia-
tion) is briefly assessed, and the model’s overall contribution to under-
standing the identity construct is tentatively discussed.

Identity Theory and Sociological Social Psychology

The contention that identity plays a significant role in the commission
of terrorism is not necessarily novel. Indeed, an examination of previous
research revealed that the application of Erikson’s process of identifica-
tion to terrorist motivations was a popular approach during the late
1970s and early 1980s.1 In turn, these investigations informed the pop-
ular view that militant extremists engender a fragmented or nonexis-
tent identity, compelling them to join organizations whose totalitarian
dogma satiates this need to establish a self-concept.2 However, as Hor-
gan3 argued, this early research suffered from several significant limita-
tions. Chief among them was that social scientists committed the funda-
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mental attribution error and, as a result, their respective inquiries were
methodologically flawed.

In sum, relying on this purely psychological explanation for terrorism
(i.e., that individuals behave violently because they are in search of an
identity) has inevitably contributed to the false assumption that there
is something profoundly unhealthy, dysfunctional, or incomplete about
such persons. Accepting the notion that “terrorists are essentially nor-
mal individuals,”4 this book rejected the psychological position largely
because it did nothing more than pathologize, vilify, and demonize
group members.5

In response, we argued that the cognate field of social psychology
offers a more accurate and seamless depiction of identity’s influence on
extremist violence. This is the case because the conceptual framework
attempts to understand behavior as an interaction between the internal
psychological factors and the external sociological forces of the human
experience. Along these lines, several studies were reviewed that sugges-
tively indicated how a psychologically animated social psychology (i.e.,
Social Identity Theory) could be used to explain terrorism. However, as
we stipulated, this perspective fell short of providing a complete picture
of the process of identity construction, the emerging self, and, for pur-
poses of this project, their respective influences on militant extremism.
In part, this is the case because Social Identity Theory views the creation
of the social person as linked to one’s belonging to various categories or
collectivities in which a uniformity of group perceptions is promulgated.
However, this focus on intergroup, as opposed to intragroup, dynam-
ics neglects the unique interconnectedness one has to those within the
membership collective or the specified interaction context.6

Accordingly, we maintained that Identity Theory, grounded in socio-
logical social psychology and structural Symbolic Interactionism, ad-
dressed these shortcomings. Indeed, the proposed interpretative frame-
work offered a vision of identity based on social roles and the exchanges
people partook in based on their corresponding role or position relation-
ships. Thus, in effect, this book endeavored to create a rich, conceptual
model that both interpreted and explained human social be-havior in
various organizational settings or contexts. More specifically, this model
was designed to explore the nature of symbols and their meanings, the
corresponding definitions of the situation that group members encoun-
tered, the roles that affiliates lived out, and the socialization experiences
and role-taking performances participants embodied. By accessing and
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investigating these dimensions of the identity construct, the relationship
among self, society, and culture was made manifest, especially in the con-
text of explaining terrorist behavior and/or its likely threat.

Symbols and Their Meanings

Several symbols were identified as having a powerful influence on the
actions of those members aligned with the extremist organizations
under examination. For the Provisional Irish Republican Army three
symbols were prominently featured. These included violent attacks on
Nationalist Catholics by Loyalist Protestant mobs during the Battle of
Bogside; the shooting deaths of unarmed civil rights protesters in the
Bloody Sunday massacre; and the prisoners who sacrificed their lives in
the face of a punitive British regime during the Irish hunger strikes. The
pertinent symbols for Hamas consisted of Zionism, a religious and eco-
nomic ideology perceived to have wrongfully led to the usurpation of
Muslim territory; the advent of the Islamic awakening, a theological
movement that returned the Palestinian people to their religious roots in
pursuit of reclaiming their homeland; and the Oslo Accord, a peace
agreement that illegitimately forfeited Islamic holy land to Israel. For
the Shining Path, notable symbols comprised the social and economic
system of the ruling exploiters epitomized in the oppressive, semifeudal,
neocolonialist hacienda system located in the Peruvian countryside;
revisions to the group’s fundamentalist interpretation of Marxism/Len-
inism/Maoism; and the brutality perpetrated by the Peruvian govern-
ment’s counterrevolutionary forces. The discriminatory policies enacted
by the Sinhalese-dominated Sri Lankan government, the anti-Tamil pro-
grams, and the broken promises made to the Tamil minority by Sin-
halese authorities represented the pertinent symbols for the Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam. Finally, for North American racist Skinheads,
pivotal symbols included the devalued status of White men in the
United States, exemplified by threats to their (privileged) ethnic, racial,
gender, heterosexual, and economic standing; their belief in the Zionist
Occupational Government (i.e., ZOG), understood to control the gov-
ernment, the media, and the economy; and hate music, recognized as an
expression of protest against efforts to marginalize the status quo.

In exploring each of these symbols for the respective organizations,
we provided important background information. This information was
useful in that it described how the symbols developed shared mean-
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ings within individual groups and among their respective memberships
through exposure to history, culture, socialization, and social structure.
Moreover, it was noted that the symbols led to action for militant affili-
ates, especially as conveyed through the organization’s official discourse
or channels of communication.

A cursory review of the various symbols and their corresponding
meanings as located across the five different terrorist organizations indi-
cates some thematic points of similarity. Most especially, for each collec-
tive an identified concrete or abstract symbol personified the wrong or
injustice that had been perpetrated against the militant extremist group.
Some additional observations on this matter are warranted.

For the PIRA, the mistreatment and violence perpetrated against the
minority Catholic community in Northern Ireland by Protestant Loyal-
ists, British authorities, and other sympathizers conveys this felt sense
of harm. For Hamas, the occupation of holy Muslim land that was
“stolen” through Zionist colonialism symbolically communicates this
notion of wrongdoing. For the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, their
ongoing exposure to discrimination, oppression, and disrespect as a
minority citizenry sends to them a profound message of injustice. For
the Shining Path, the dictatorial governmental system, the ideological
assault on the true path of Marxism/Leninism/Maoism waged by revi-
sionists, and the ruthless acts of the Peruvian counterinsurgency forces
against the country’s peasant inhabitants personify members’ lived sense
of unfairness. For racist Skinheads, the loss of the preferred (and privi-
leged) White, male, heterosexual status in American society communi-
cates a deep sense of mistreatment and inequity.

To be clear, these symbols are more than just representations of
grievances provided in the rhetorical stylings of an extremist group.
Instead, according to the structural Symbolic Interactionist perspective
and Identity Theory, all of these symbols have the power to classify the
social world. In the case of those terrorist groups examined throughout
this book, they served to cast the members of a particular ethnic, racial,
religious, or political segment of society into what was perceived as a
threatened, though cherished, position or status.

Definition of the Situation

In addition to classifying the social world, these symbols contributed
to the construction of each group’s definition of the situation. Interpret-
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ing the meaning of these symbols and acting as a reference group, these
five organizations provided their members with a basic prism through
which to view their existences. Along these lines, the text explored the
definition of the situation for each movement within the parameters of a
problem, a solution, and a strategy for achieving that particular result.
This approach was undertaken because, inevitably, social problems are
created through a totality of interactions. Reducing the definition of the
situation to a few select, though pivotal, concrete situations would have
overlooked the true essence by which group members came to perceive
their world and the way this perception subsequently influenced their
identities and corresponding behaviors. Moreover, failing to include de-
scriptions of the way members of the respective militant organizations
envisioned their future and focusing instead on the way affiliates re-
sorted to violence in an effort to affect that forecasted outcome would
be similarly limiting.

For the PIRA, the problem centers on the marginalization of the
minority Irish Catholic community in Northern Ireland by an alien
tyrannical government and an intractable Protestant Loyalist majority.
While the PIRA traditionally has viewed armed struggle as the only
viable means by which to eliminate its oppression, the movement came
to adopt a more moderate platform with the increased influence of its
political wing, Sinn Féin. This entity encouraged change through politi-
cal mobilization and grassroots empowerment. The PIRA’s proposed
solution to their problem entails the unification of a thirty-two-county
sovereign Irish state, devoid of British influence. This sovereign nation-
state espouses social justice, civil rights, and religious tolerance. The
organization’s inability to achieve this solution would result in the con-
tinued oppression of the Irish Catholic community.

The membership of Hamas views its principal problem to be the exile
of the Palestinian people from their rightful land and the existence of
a Jewish state in the middle of the Arab-Muslim world. The organiza-
tion’s goal is to emancipate the Palestinian people from occupation, to
liberate and reclaim their holy land, and to topple the Zionist regime
that is supported by neocolonialist influences. In its place, Hamas plans
to reestablish an Islamic state encompassing all of historic Palestine,
from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea. For Hamas faithful,
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is a struggle for survival; failure to suc-
cessfully achieve their desired goal means that the Palestinian Arab peo-
ple will, in time, become extinct.
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The Shining Path collective regards its primary problem as economic
and political. This is a wholesale crisis in which Peru’s indigenous
masses have suffered at the hands of the fascist government through its
reliance on bureaucratic capitalism. The latter was derived from the re-
gime’s commitment to semifeudal and imperialistic practices. The identi-
fied solution to the militant group’s dilemma was to establish and im-
plement a collectivist state based on a fundamentalist interpretation of
Marxism/Leninism/Maoism. In order to achieve this goal, the collective
argued that it needed to engage in armed struggle. The violence and ter-
rorism that followed was designed to reestablish Andean socialism and
to protect true communism from the ideological assaults of revisionists.

The problem identified by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam is
that the Tamil people have been the innocent victims of government-
sponsored Sinhalese oppression. Discriminatory policies, anti-Tamil ini-
tiatives, and broken promises are just three symbolic representations of
this oppression. For the LTTE, the means by which to end this subjuga-
tion is to carve out a Tamil state based on egalitarian principles. The
only perceived approach by which to achieve self-determination and to
ensure a sustainable future is through armed struggle.

For racist Skinheads, the fundamental dilemma is that those of Aryan
descent are in danger of losing their “racial purity.” This perception is
traceable to members’ belief that a rapid influx of non-Whites into the
United States has occurred, that increased acceptance of racial mixing
has taken place, and that the waning existence of traditional White
male hegemony continues unabated. For this extremist collective, vio-
lence is used to intimidate others and as an expression of power over
those deemed to be undesirable. Group members contend that the com-
ing Racial Holy War will lead to large-scale violence between the races.
This will result in the Aryan people establishing an independent state in
the Pacific Northwest where affiliates can freely advance their quest for
racial purity. Participants maintain that failure to achieve this goal will
result in the extinction of the White race.

The definition that each militant extremist group attaches to the
hostile situation it encounters is quite significant. Indeed, recalling the
words of W. I. Thomas, “If men and women define [their] situations as
real, then they are real in their consequences.”7 Thus, if new recruits, es-
tablished affiliates, and/or hard-core members truly embrace the mean-
ing the organization assigns to the cultural/political/religious situation
the group itself encounters, then members will interpret their predica-
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ment as grave. In short, they will perceive their identities as unjustly
placed in disrepute and all those who embody the collective’s perspec-
tive as wrongfully under siege.

On the basis of a rigid belief system that defines the situation di-
chotomously, members regard their struggle for movement identity as a
fight between good and evil, oppressor and oppressed, aggressor and
victim. This steadfast view informs the terrorist organization’s conten-
tion that it knows what is best for its citizenry, and that achieving the
desired outcome (e.g., economic liberation, nationalism, self-determina-
tion, racial purity) is worth sacrificing the lives of innocents. This is
especially true for movements such as Hamas, the Shining Path, and
racist Skinheads. As militant collectives, they tend to be more apocalyp-
tic and are driven to reestablish some aspect of a past social order based
on their respective fundamentalist interpretation of religion or ideology.
For the members of the five terrorist organizations examined in this
book, prospects for continued discrimination and oppression—as well
as the likelihood of extinction and genocide—are all considered very
real. As a catalytic dimension of the situation the respective groups
define and adopt for their membership, affiliates believe that immediate
and sustained action is not only warranted but is essential. This belief
system includes the use of terrorism and other forms of violence to rec-
tify their felt sense of victimization and impending doom.

Roles

Several themes emerge when we assess the various roles that inform
membership in the five militant organizations examined in this book.
The two most salient of these are briefly reviewed in this section. These
include the victim and martial roles.

Within all of the groups examined, there is the adoption of a com-
mon role that is threatened or under assault, contributing to a perceived
sense of persecution. This is the victim role. Consistent with role theory,
the conventional aspects of such a position include the experience of
unequivocal harm and unquestioned blamelessness (i.e., not responsible
for the harm that befalls them), such that a sympathetic response to the
group’s plight is merited.8

For the PIRA, this sense of victimization emerges as members occupy
the Irish Catholic role. Both inherent in and fundamental to this role is
the conviction that the Irish Catholic community historically has been
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economically and politically marginalized by the British government
and by the Protestant community in Northern Ireland. Similarly, the
Palestinian role espouses the belief that Palestinian Arabs have been dis-
enfranchised and oppressed by Israel. Moreover, the Islamic fundamen-
talist status perceives continued exposure to Western influences as erod-
ing the Islamic umma. For members of the Shining Path, the mestizo
role comparably functions, although it includes some variation. Specifi-
cally, the mestizo intellectuals who composed the Shining Path’s leader-
ship identified with the exploited and marginalized standing of the in-
digenous Peruvian Indians. However, at the same time, they conveyed
an intrinsic attitude of superiority to the peasantry—citizens they pur-
portedly assisted. Conversely, within the mestizo and Indian peasant
roles, resentment for the mestizo elites, capitalists, merchants, and the
colonial invaders who oppressed them through the Andean semifeudal
system informs the group’s felt sense of victimization. The Sri Lankan
Tamil role is based on the belief that the Tamil population was sub-
jected to persecution by the Sinhalese-controlled government, especially
in the form of unjust programs, discriminatory policies, and broken
promises. Finally, for racist Skinheads, the experience of victimization is
traceable to their membership roles as White, working-class males en-
deavoring to survive amidst a hostile, pro-minority environment.

The second type of common role that contributes to the formation of
the self is the martial role. Drawing upon aspects of the victim-oriented
role, the martial status demands some sort of violent response to the ex-
perience of subjugation.9 The response is designed to reclaim what was
lost or stolen, or to confront a counter-role that endangers one’s very
existence or chosen way of life. For the militant extremist collectives
investigated throughout this text, these roles are based on mythology
and romanticism, rather than historical fact, in which ancient warrior
images prevail.

Grounded in conventional practices with corresponding societal ex-
pectations, the martial role has been appropriated by the respective ter-
rorist organizations and performed by individual members. Moreover,
for each collective, this role does not exist or function in a vacuum;
rather, it is significantly connected to other statuses that members faith-
fully occupy. This point is crucial to understanding how self-meanings
(i.e., identities) are generated and how their subsequent inclusion into
self-schemas influences the way in which the roles are internalized, or-
ganized, and expressed.
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To illustrate, a cursory review of the Republican, volunteer, Islam-
ist, Senderista, freedom fighter, male, and racial holy warrior roles re-
veals some striking commonalities. These are all statuses or positions in
which justice, equality, self-determination, freedom, autonomy, and self-
sacrifice are valued. Moreover, it is expected that those who assume
these roles will be courageous and loyal, disciplined and strong, deter-
mined idealists, obedient to the movement’s moral and ethical code of
conduct, and committed to the ideals of the past. Among the five terror-
ist organizations examined, the most extreme roles include the Shaheed
and the Mavirar/Tiyaki. This is because affiliates are expected to will-
ingly sacrifice themselves as they violently take the lives of their ene-
mies. This particular feature makes the martial role distinct from the
Christian or Western conception of a martyr.10 However, the most im-
portant similarity among the martial roles embraced by the different
militant collectives is that those who undertake this performance are
perceived as heroic protectors of a people, defenders of the group’s
faith, ethnicity, ideology, or race.

Socialization and Role-Taking

Socialization is a process through which individuals learn and adopt
social roles. Moreover, through exposure to socialization, people are
prepared to participate in social systems, create social selves, and attach
themselves to the systems in which they participate. The application
chapters identified a variety of socializing agents that can be categorized
into significant and generalized others. Several summary comments that
illustrate the activity of socialization are delineated below.

In the case of the PIRA, family members, as significant others, were
identified as pivotal to teaching children the values and expectations of
being a Republican and, more specifically, living the role of a Catholic.
Interestingly, the family does not need to immerse the subject into every
aspect of a particular role in order for the person to occupy it. For ex-
ample, in the case of Prabhakaran’s childhood experiences, he explained
that relatives exposed him to the plight of the Tamil freedom struggle
and to Sinhalese-perpetrated atrocities at a young age. Other Tamil mil-
itants articulated similar sentiments. However, within these interactions,
no indication that family members advocated for the use of violence
was ever made. This fact notwithstanding, exposure to such socializa-
tion functioned as a foundation on which the core values, expectations,
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and attitudes of the victimization role were communicated and upon
which the martial role could be built. The same argument applies to the
case of racist Skinheads. Their socialization homelife typically consists
of racism and bigotry. While family members do not necessarily indoc-
trinate their offspring to take up the martial facet of the warrior role,
the home-based socializing encounters of youth with racism operate as
one of its fundamental components.

Specifically within an educational context, former members of the
PIRA recalled the Christian Brothers who taught them the lessons of
British atrocities, the heroic acts of the 1916 Easter Rising, and Repub-
lican poetry in primary school. Additionally, Hamas has established and
funds kindergartens—as well as daycare centers and youth and sports
clubs—for purposes of training the next Muslim generation. This cam-
paign is particularly noteworthy, especially with respect to Hamas’s
efforts to attract fledgling Shaheeds and to prepare them for suicide
operations. Moreover, Guzmán and the Shining Path conducted social-
ization campaigns through university “outreach” programs. Here, stu-
dent-followers went into the local countryside to teach in primary and
secondary schools. Finally, Prabhakaran recollected the importance of
a particular teacher who introduced him to the necessity of armed
struggle as a mechanism to establish Tamil liberation. Collectively, these
instances demonstrate the profound importance of socialization (i.e., in-
structional setting) through significant others (i.e., teachers) in the for-
mation and maintenance of identity.

The educational forum continues to be a staple of the LTTE’s multi-
faceted conditioning program. Indeed, in those school systems under
Prabhakaran’s control, students are indoctrinated with a decisively pro-
LTTE curriculum. In an even more extreme example of socialization,
martial roles are taught during an institutionalized period of immersion
for young Tamil youth.

Additional efforts at educational socialization can also be noted. To
illustrate, Hamas created summer camps for kids, the Shining Path es-
tablished popular schools in the countryside and in prisons, and the
LTTE formed its Punniapoomi (Sacred Land) school. These indoctrina-
tion initiatives are all quite revealing. What they suggest is that instruc-
tional institutions, and their agents of socialization, serve the interests
of the extremist organization by exposing and inculcating recruits to the
important aspects of the martial role.

Examples of the way the generalized other socializes individuals into
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the terrorist collective’s social system are apparent in a variety of con-
texts or outlets. For members of the Provisional Irish Republican Army,
the generalized other is expressed through popular, medialike art. These
include films, murals, poetry, and song. For the Hamas movement, man-
ifestations of the generalized other take the form of the many posters
and playing cards that blanket communities along the West Bank and
Gaza Strip. These items are distributed to Palestinian people in order to
venerate the self-sacrifice of a Shaheed.

The Shining Path’s use of murals and artwork in its makeshift popu-
lar prison schools conveyed a similar message. Moreover, Prabhakaran’s
reliance upon printed materials that chronicled the exploits of heroic
Tamil figures throughout history enabled citizens to learn the role com-
ponents of being a revolutionary. This activity is also a representation of
the generalized other. Similar to the Hamas organization, media devices
such as posters and pictures that commemorate fallen soldiers, patriotic
songs, and action videos are utilized by the LTTE. Finally, for racist Skin-
heads, the influence of the paramilitary warrior image is significant. As
portrayed in popular movies, hate music, and print material, it conveys
many of the core features of the racial warrior role. The various print
and electronic outlets by which this image is communicated are expres-
sions of the generalized other and its ability to socialize group members.

Related to socialization is role-taking. Role-taking was described as a
process through which individuals learn and adopt social roles. By im-
aginatively taking the place of another, one comes to perceive the possi-
bilities for one’s own behavior. Two forms of role-taking were described
in this text. The first of these is more rudimentary and is typically ob-
served in childhood game playing. Several examples of such role-taking
performances are discernible among the various militant extremist col-
lectives.

To illustrate, members of the PIRA explained how, in their youth,
they pretended to be IRA men versus British soldiers. Additionally, a
popular childhood game found in the villages of the West Bank and
Gaza Strip is “Arabs and Jews.” Moreover, the LTTE’s creation of play-
grounds that feature mock weapons simulating battlefield conditions
encourages young people to imitate the martial role. Similarly, for racist
Skinheads, the production and viewing of hate video games clearly dem-
onstrates how role-taking activity functions. Participants in these games
assume the role of a White supremacist intent on killing those who be-
long to a minority community.11
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The second form of role-taking is a more sophisticated variant of the
one previously described, requiring a heightened degree of intellectual
gymnastics. In brief, members of the respective militant collectives en-
deavor to interpret the way others might view their activities and at-
tempt to reframe their behaviors (and their rhetoric) in ways that pro-
mote sympathy and respect for their causes. Examples of this process
are discernible from the activities of the various extremist organizations
reviewed in this book.

In their attempts to secure financial support, PIRA members assumed
the position (and attitude) of American donors. In doing so, they re-
frained from mentioning the group’s socialist leanings and displayed no
hostility toward the Pope. Had PIRA loyalists not adopted this role-tak-
ing strategy, their fund-raising efforts would have been seriously jeopar-
dized. PIRA faithful employed a similar strategy in the production and
dissemination of propaganda designed to sway members of the Irish
Catholic community toward the movement’s militant cause. In adopting
the perspective of the Israeli government, its Arab neighbors, and fellow
Palestinians, the Hamas leadership was able to develop an effective re-
sponse to the Oslo Accord and other land agreements the group found
abhorrent. In this way, Hamas smartly reaffirmed its role as the true
guardian of Palestinian interests. Members of the Shining Path who en-
gaged in rounds of criticism and self-appraisal also participated in the
role-taking process. Specifically, they predicted potential weaknesses
among affiliates and cognitively developed responses that would sat-
isfy inquisitors. This role-taking activity enabled participants to dem-
onstrate that they embraced and espoused the true teachings of Marx/
Lenin/Mao.

Self

The fifth structural symbolic interactionist concept that enables one
to access identity and to account for the subsequent behavior of extrem-
ist group members is the self. Thus far in this portion of the chapter, we
summarily reviewed the various symbols that lead the militant collec-
tives to classify the social worlds they respectively inhabit. Through the
interpretation of these concrete and abstract symbols, the groups estab-
lish a definition for the situation they confront. This definition includes
the belief that their ways of life—indeed, their very existences—are in
danger of extinction, a reality necessitating immediate and direct action.
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The way the victim and martial roles inform and sustain this situated
definition for each collective was also delineated. Both of these roles
endeavor to address past injustices and to ensure the group’s survival.
Through socialization experiences and role-taking performances, these
roles become internalized self-meanings in the form of role identities.
However, the manner in which individuals live them out is a function
of society’s influence on the self and the impact of the social person on
his or her lifeworld. These matters are discussed in the following sub-
sections.

society shapes the self

This variant of Identity Theory focuses on how social structure af-
fects the composition of the self.12 Based on the notion that the social
person is comprised of several role identities, this line of thinking pro-
poses a salience hierarchy. Moreover, an identity’s prominence on this
hierarchy is a function of the frequency with which it is activated.
Whether or not a specific role identity assumes behavioral form is con-
tingent upon its prominence, its intrinsic and extrinsic gratification, and
its suitability for acquiring gratification in a particular situation.13 A
second component to this form of Identity Theory is identity commit-
ment. Identity commitment is based on the number and quality of role
relationships one has based on a particular role identity. The more role
relationships an individual has that are contingent upon a given identity,
the more committed the person will be to that identity. This project ar-
gued that different societies function to wed individuals to those role
identities that are pertinent to participation in militant groups. Sum-
mary examples of this are delineated below.

According to reports from PIRA affiliates, the friends of members are
Republicans. In large part, this is the case because the British gov-
ernment isolated the Republican community. Thus, many of the role
relationships among PIRA participants hinge on their Republican role
identity. Moreover, events such as the Battle of Bogside, the Bloody
Sunday massacre, and the Irish Hunger Strikes of the 1980s caused in-
dividuals to seek out opportunities to perform their role identities as
occupants of a marginalized position. They accomplished this by par-
ticipating in marches and rallies, and by joining the Provisional Irish
Republican Army.

For members of Hamas, Palestinians become committed to this iden-
tity through the varied social relationships they establish in the secluded
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refugee camps and communities of the West Bank and Gaza Strip. This
role identity is also enhanced through the “special treatment” affiliates
receive from Israeli authorities. Moreover, as we maintained, the sali-
ence of being a would-be Shaheed is augmented by significant others
(i.e., teachers, principals, and parents). They zealously support young
people who express their intentions to fulfill the self-sacrificing martyr
role.

The nomadic nature of the Shining Path’s operational cells suggests
that their role identities were emboldened through the tight-knit social
relationships of the group. For example, Sendero’s success at regulating
virtually every aspect of a member’s life, including marriages and the
routine activities of those imprisoned or living in compounds, reflects an
absence of role identities unrelated to the Senderista status on the iden-
tity hierarchy. Similarly, the LTTE collective involved itself in practically
every facet of a cadre’s life. More specifically, the LTTE made concerted
efforts to deny to its members competing role identities. To illustrate,
when LTTE affiliates were forced to avoid capture by negotiating their
way through an underground network of contacts and safehouses,
nearly all of their social relationships were based on their outlawed
identity. The racist Skinhead role identity is easily recognizable through
members’ chosen style of dress and semipermanent features (e.g., tat-
toos, close-cropped haircuts). As we explained, this role identity forces
all of the social relationships of affiliates to be contingent upon it, es-
pecially when members are clothed in such attire. Moreover, we indi-
cated that the salience of racist Skinheads’ role identity enables them to
(re)gain a sense of power and strength through a reputation for bullying
and intimidating others.

According to the chapter-by-chapter assessment and the foregoing
summary comments delineated above, each of the role identities for the
respective groups clusters together on the salience hierarchy to form the
martial role identity.14 Consequently, for each extremist collective, the
expression of one role identity is, in a sense, a manifestation of the oth-
ers. This position implies that while some terrorist operatives may have
few role relationships contingent upon their covert identities as mem-
bers of a militant organization, seeking out opportunities to perform
one such role identity would, in a sense, serve to mobilize others. For
example, an individual involved in a White supremacist collective might
not have many role relationships based on that identity; however, the
person’s attendance and participation at a Christian Identity church,
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complete with corresponding friendships and associations, would func-
tion to energize the martial role identity. Ultimately, one’s efforts to ver-
ify the martial role—a status that seeks to secure justice, equality, and
self-determination—is the point at which the act of terrorism is com-
mitted, embraced, and endorsed.15

self shapes society

The other variant of Identity Theory that helps to illuminate the
cyclical and symbiotic nature of the society-self relationship is the influ-
ence of the social person on his or her lifeworld. In this instance, indi-
viduals attempt to align their self-relevant meanings with the identity
standard presented by society. Thus, the self shapes society through the
self-verification process. This process is facilitated through a number of
identity management techniques. These include selective interaction,
identity cues, and interpersonal prompts,16 as well as selective percep-
tion, selective interpretation, rationalization, scapegoating, disavowal,
and rejection/depreciation.17 To be clear, society only shapes the self in
the sense that it provides culturally prescribed meanings and expecta-
tions for the identity standard; it does not cause the social person to act.
Inevitably, individuals engage in role-taking performances whereby their
personality moderates the way these meanings are internalized and ex-
pressed through behavior. This approach to Identity Theory accounts
for why some individuals gravitate to militant organizations while oth-
ers do not. The five application chapters demonstrate how these iden-
tity-management techniques are used to verify a group member’s role
identity. Select examples of this process are delineated below.

A number of identity cues were depicted as verifying the Catholic
identity, especially through those hunger strikers who took on a Christ-
like appearance. The Islamic fundamentalist identity was confirmed
when affiliates wore modest clothing on the football field. The would-be
Shaheed18 identity was verified when participants clothed themselves in
the death shroud. The racist Skinhead White worker identity was con-
firmed when adherents dressed themselves in the attire of the blue-collar
laborer.

The identity management technique of interpersonal prompts was
described as being useful, especially in verifying several role identities for
each of the militant collectives. For the Irish Catholic identity, acts of
self-sacrifice and suffering confirmed this status; for the volunteer iden-
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tity, acts of violence as self-defense verified this status. For the Islamic
fundamentalist identity, heeding the call to prayer and engaging in Is-
lamic street justice served as interpersonal prompts verifying this status;
for the would-be Shaheed identity, the interpersonal prompts of mak-
ing videotaped testimonies confirmed this status. For the Senderista iden-
tity, fulfilling a lengthy vetting process and affirming one’s true commit-
ment to communism through criticism and self-evaluation functioned as
interpersonal prompts that verified this identity. For racist Skinheads,
the male identity was confirmed through expressions of hyper-masculin-
ity; the heroic warrior identity was verified through acts of violence.

The identity management strategy of selective perception was an-
other technique used among the respective militant collectives investi-
gated in this text to confirm their specified role identities. For example,
the Senderista role was verified when affiliates drew attention to the
atrocities committed under the auspices of the Peruvian government’s
counterinsurgency efforts in response to the passing of antiterrorism leg-
islation. The freedom fighter LTTE role identity was similarly confirmed
when the group claimed responsibility only for those attacks launched
against armed combatants.

The five extremist collectives employed the technique of selective in-
terpretation in a comparable fashion. For example, the LTTE appropri-
ated this strategy when relying on passages from international law doc-
uments to support the legitimacy of the group’s cause. Moreover, anec-
dotal comments glorifying assaults committed by racist Skinheads were
offered as evidence that Aryans were indeed noble saviors for other, less
capable Whites.

The more evasive techniques of rationalization and rejection/dis-
avowal were also employed as management tools to verify group iden-
tity. For example, when confronted with the murder of unarmed citizens
in a Sri Lankan village, the LTTE’s leader asserted that those slain were
really Home Guard thugs (i.e., armed soldiers) in disguise. The strategy
of rationalization was used because, as the militant leader suggested,
honorable warriors do not murder innocent civilians. Additionally, the
PIRA incorporated the technique of rationalization to justify its attacks
in response to those launched by Northern Irish forces.

Examples of the use of rejection and disavowal to verify specific role
identities are also discernible. Two such instances are worth noting. The
refusal on the part of PIRA hunger strikers to accept their status as
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common criminals is one illustration. The contention among Shining
Path affiliates that critics of their efforts simply do not understand the
significance of the people’s war is another.

Implications

In this concluding section, three broad themes are examined. These in-
clude a restatement of the book’s overall thesis, with due attention to
those studies that have offered comparable analyses; an assessment of
the text’s (and the conceptual framework’s) limitations; and a summary
review of the study’s tentative implications. On this last point, com-
ments related to police administration and management, law and public
policy, and the theoretical model’s applications to other forms of crimi-
nal behavior are all provisionally featured.

Rethinking Our Thesis

As an interpretive and explanatory study, this book endeavored to
advance both the field of terrorism research and Identity Theory as un-
derstood through key insights derived from structural Symbolic Inter-
actionism. Preliminarily, we note that the field of terrorism research
can be positioned within a variety of investigatory levels. For example,
Hugh Stephens divided the field into three such domains of analysis.19

The Immediate Level considers practical matters, including operational
or tactical issues for law enforcement, intelligence, or military person-
nel. The Secondary Level focuses on strategic analysis, trend identifica-
tion, and the long-term planning of operations, intelligence gathering,
and emergency response intervention. The Contextual Level addresses
discursive issues, consisting of descriptive and situated accounts of mili-
tant extremism from a more general or global perspective. Although
law enforcement officials, intelligence analysts, and policy makers may
not always see the direct benefits of contextual research, it informs their
understanding of terrorist behavior and the taken-for-granted rationale
through which these disturbing actions assume lived meaning.

This text endeavored to address the contextual level of analysis. The
aim was to provide a more accurate and generalizable framework for
comprehending the emergence of identity, especially in the context of
explaining the social psychological motivations and forces behind ter-
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rorist behavior. To be clear, aspects of the framework are not necessar-
ily novel. For example, several authors have noted the importance of
socialization or related topics in regard to the commission of terrorist
conduct.20 Similarly, several investigators have drawn attention to the
significance of victimization in propelling extremist violence. Along
these lines, Berbrier21 explored the symbolic construction of persecution
in members of the White supremacist movement. Olweean,22 too, ad-
dressed the militant group’s victim identity, claiming that the collective
carried a “deeply held myth of itself as . . . martyr or even champion of
a higher good—sometimes the good of all.” Indeed, drawing from as-
pects of Social Identity Theory, he contended that

when two groups in conflict each bear a deeply embedded ethos of vic-
tim, there is the greatest danger of blind, brutal treatment toward a
dehumanized and demonized “other.” Absolute wrongness allows for
absolute righteousness, and inhumane treatment allows for inhumane
treatment in the guise of just retribution toward evildoers.23

Rouhana and Bar-Tal24 explored how both Israelis and Palestinians
have relied on history to understand their respective roles as victims of
the other’s persecution. Moreover, Silke25 assessed the function of vic-
timization and vengeance in motivating individuals to become involved
in terrorist organizations.

Unlike the cited works, this endeavor’s chief contribution to the field
of terrorism research is that it effectively coalesces many of these themes
within a useful organizing framework. At the same time, this project
offers several contextual examples of the way identity is established and
maintained such that it influences human behavior. Moreover, the con-
ceptual model focuses on the mostly unexamined connections among
individuals, groups, society, and culture in relation to militant extrem-
ism. Commenting on this type of integration, Crenshaw26 specifically
indicated that this unique feature has remained elusive, especially in the
theoretically oriented research on the psychology of terrorism. The
same argument applies to the case of sociology, political science, inter-
national relations, and other disciplines predisposed to accounting for
militant extremism and its global threat. Indeed, as Crenshaw27 noted,

We can analyze terrorism at the level of the individual practitioner or
the collective actor, the terrorist group. In turn, both actors, individual
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and group, must be seen in relation to society as a whole. Similarly, ter-
rorism alters the behavior of individuals, collective actors such as the
terrorist organization or the government, and societies.

[However,] the integration of these levels of analysis is a significant
problem for research on terrorism.28

Thus, by utilizing and integrating key concepts emanating from struc-
tural Symbolic Interactionism and Identity Theory, this book accessed
the powerful, though subtle, self-and-society relationships that exist in
the construction and operation of the terrorist identity.

Limitations

Admittedly, the conceptual and explanatory framework as applied to
the five extremist organizations suffers from some methodological limi-
tations. Legitimate criticism could be levied against the model because, in
large part, a secondary analysis was undertaken. In other words, the in-
terpretative framework relies on source information not originally col-
lected for purposes of this specific inquiry. Commenting on the short-
comings of such an approach, Champion29 warned that secondary analy-
sis can be quite problematic. In short, “researchers must often speculate
about the meaning of phraseology in various documents, and they lack
the opportunity of obtaining further clarification from respondents.”30

Additionally, the significance of this book’s findings are restricted in
that various statements, events, and actual language could have unin-
tentionally been taken out of context or otherwise misinterpreted. Thus,
material collected and reviewed from previous research studies might be
incidentally related to the goals and interests of this project. Indeed,
even primary source data from official documents or personal inter-
views could still be subjected to criticism. This is especially a concern
for those source items not originally produced in English. Under these
circumstances, the true meaning and essence of language might be lost
in translation, which would confound or undermine the arguments pre-
sented in this volume. Finally, when one is developing a project built
around secondary analysis, published accounts intended for public con-
sumption (e.g., newspaper and magazine coverage, Internet sites) might
lack credibility. This is the case because such reporting might not com-
municate a true and accurate representation of an organization’s beliefs,
attitudes, or activities. More troublesome, these narrative descriptions
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might even exacerbate certain aspects of a terrorist event or collective in
an effort to persuade a particular audience.

These are all legitimate concerns; however, militant extremist groups
are secretive and clandestine in nature. Clearly, then, this very feature
makes it especially difficult to access this unique assemblage of violent
affiliates or the hostile collectives to which they profess allegiance. As
a result, terrorism research demands that investigators take full advan-
tage of the available material, incomplete or suspect though it might be.
Typically, these works are authored by investigators representing vari-
ous academic disciplines. These are social scientists or news journalists
who have witnessed militant extremist behavior firsthand or have found
a way to penetrate the security and privacy of such closely guarded
groups. Consequently, in responding to the criticisms of terrorism re-
search based on secondary source data, Crenshaw31 offered the follow-
ing rebuttal:

Analysis of terrorism must be interdisciplinary, relying on secondary
sources from history, political science, and sociology that provide case
studies of individual terrorists and terrorist groups. Theoretical insights
are often borrowed from other sources . . . and adapted to an interpre-
tation of terrorist activity and its consequences.

Although clearly speculative, this study fully embraced the recom-
mendations of Crenshaw. It represented a preliminary, though sorely
needed, interdisciplinary and integrative step toward explaining the ter-
rorist identity and the threat of militant extremism at home and abroad.
Thus, to be sure, the work that lies ahead entails a more exhaustive em-
pirical examination of the interpretative model, focusing on its capacity
to validly and reliably explain, predict, and prevent domestic and inter-
national violence.

Tentative Implications

applications for the law enforcement,
military, and intelligence communities

Counterterrorism strategies necessitate that those in the law enforce-
ment, military, and intelligence community be equipped with concrete
information pertaining to an individual’s motivation to join or support
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a militant extremist collective. This study offered an explanatory and
interpretive framework that addresses these very practical concerns.
Specifically, the model could enable security personnel charged with
profiling, tracking, detecting, and apprehending suspected affiliates to
better understand the social psychological, as well as cultural, political,
economic, and religious, dynamics that lead to terrorist violence.

As a practical matter, the recommended framework might have con-
siderable utility for the law enforcement, military, and intelligence com-
munities. In particular, the model ostensibly represents a more compre-
hensive portrait of how the identity construct manifests itself in support
of extremist subcultures and in the furtherance of terrorist violence.
Indeed, security forces and counterterrorism personnel who track, de-
tect, apprehend, and deter those suspected of perpetrating such acts
often rely on outdated and underdeveloped surveillance and profiling
approaches, as well as those that are unduly influenced by individual,
disciplinary, organizational, or cultural biases.32

More specifically, criminal investigators charged with counterterror-
ism or counterintelligence duties might find the framework helpful in
the context of an interview. Here, the explanatory model has potential
utility when accounting for why group members embrace particular
self-schemas and role sets. To illustrate, in the wake of the 9/11 attacks,
U.S. law enforcement officials assigned to counterterrorism initiatives
verified and validated aspects of their role identities as entrusted police
personnel. In doing so, however, they espoused sentiments of persecu-
tion and marginalization, especially in their efforts to uphold justice,
defend freedom, and protect Americans from others who threatened or
otherwise undermined the country’s national security interests or way of
life. Similarly, a member or supporter of a militant organization sus-
pected of gathering intelligence, providing logistical support, or coordi-
nating sleeper cells in this country might be working to confirm these
same role components that make up that person’s identity. Along these
lines, knowledge of important symbols and their meanings, familiarity
with the way suspects define the victimizing membership situations they
confront, awareness of the pertinent roles that influence the behavior of
militant participants, and training in the way affiliates both learn and
adopt those positions or statuses can all be used to elicit, interpret, and
coordinate intelligence information. Consequently, the social psycholog-
ical model examined in this text offers greater insight surrounding these
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identifications and activities that could yield better information for
those authorities entrusted to protect our communities.

Moreover, the conceptual model could benefit military personnel
working to reduce the threat of terrorism to its forces and the civilian
populations it protects. Specifically, soldiers who plan, develop, and
implement civilian affairs and psychological operations might consider
incorporating aspects of the conceptual model into their overall peace-
keeping strategies. Designing campaigns intended to reduce support for
violent extremists and assisting security forces in their ability to pene-
trate militant movements are activities that require forethought into the
way symbols, roles, and situations take on distinct meanings for a ter-
rorist collective.

Along these lines, one application would entail the facilitation of role
conflict between mainstream society and a country’s militant extremist
group through propaganda campaigns. This could be accomplished by
identifying the customary cultural, religious, political, ethnic, etc., sta-
tuses (along with their corresponding elements) appropriated by that so-
ciety and juxtaposing them against those counter-roles embraced by the
terrorist collective. The point here would be to exploit the inconsisten-
cies. For example, honor has been specified as a powerful expectation
and value within the warrior type role identity, especially among vari-
ous violently extremist organizations. The production of electronic and
print media that documents the lack of honor in murdering noncombat-
ants could help to undermine the support and sustained membership of
a terrorist collective.

Another example comes from the activities of the Hamas movement.
This collective conceived of and implemented an intensive campaign to
socialize young children into the value of self-sacrifice through martyr-
dom on behalf of the Palestinian cause. However, accessing the role set
of motherhood, the counter-role of being a son or daughter, and the
societal expectations of family unity among Arab relatives could result
in clear and cogent efforts to undermine the value assigned to this in-
doctrination activity. Moreover, identifying and publicizing role-identity
commonalities across tribal, ethnic, or nationalist boundaries could fa-
cilitate peace or abate violence. Clearly, these are merely suggestions;
however, the framework provides multiple campaign theme possibilities
that military personnel could pursue relative to their civil affairs and
psychological operations.
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Finally, intelligence analysts charged with connecting disparate pieces
of information together and with forecasting future behavior might find
the framework useful. In short, the model represents a more accurate
prism through which to develop collection plans, problem solve, assess
threats, challenge existing assumptions, and make informed recommen-
dations. One facet of such intelligence analysis that could be bolstered
by the proposed model is “link” or “association” analysis. Based on so-
cial network theory, association analysis is a popular means of studying
relationships and interactions among individuals, collectives, or entities,
especially those involved in the criminal enterprise or a delinquent net-
work.33

Ideally, a structural assessment of the role relationships among lead-
ers, lieutenants, foot soldiers, and supporters enables these networks to
be disrupted by the identification and targeting of key nodes. A fre-
quently cited illustration of this analytical technique’s power is identify-
ing and then removing a key player who is a vital communications link
within a terrorist cell, resulting in the erosion and/or disruption of its
operational capabilities. In a similar example, it has been argued that
those individuals on the fringes of a social network with weaker links,
numerically and qualitatively, might be more vulnerable to influence by
authorities.34 Arguably, this is the case because they might be less com-
mitted to their role identity as a group member. In an example based on
the proposed model, identifying and extricating cell affiliates suspected
of facilitating the process of role performance and verification may
cause fellow group participants to become more vulnerable as they seek
out alternative avenues of self-confirmation.

By strengthening the power of link analysis, intelligence analysts
could make a broader variety of recommendations concerning those
affiliates that should be targeted for additional surveillance, recruitment
as confidential informants, or, if necessary, immediate apprehension.
Thus, by utilizing aspects of the interpretive and explanatory frame-
work, analysts would be better equipped to conduct more in-depth ex-
aminations of such networks and draw more meaningful conclusions
from their often limited sources. In sum, law enforcement, military, and
intelligence training emphasizing the symbols, meanings, roles, social-
ization methods, and self-concepts that underpin identity formation and
membership in terrorist groups could go a long way toward predicting
and preventing unwanted aggression, social disorganization, and the
human misery resulting from such heinous acts.
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applications to law and public policy

Another area where the preceding analysis finds utility is in the realm
of law and public policy. For example, the recent spread of Islamic ex-
tremist violence into the Western world has forced many democratic
governments to rethink several constitutionally charged issues such as
privacy, detention without trial, and the right of assembly. Arguably, a
thoughtful and reasoned assessment of the model’s capacity to inform
and educate might assist legislators and policymakers to develop the
most appropriate responses to the threat and presence of terrorism.
Clearly, this suggestion resonates deeply, especially given the post-9/11
climate. This assessment argues that terrorism is, in part, a reaction to
the perception of marginalization, alienation, victimization, and/or dis-
enfranchisement.

In line with this interpretation, terrorists may continue to emerge as
certain groups of people repeatedly interpret the symbols of their op-
pression as staples of their existence and come to believe that the only
possible means of achieving a particular solution is through violence. As
a result, government-sponsored actions that rely on tactics such as ra-
cial, ethnic, or religious profiling, collective punishment, and large-scale
violence to excise belligerent extremists and their loyalists might in-
evitably (and unwittingly) help to create the symbolic events and inter-
pretations that serve to fuel and sustain martial roles. These are roles
that inform the terrorist identity and, subsequently, perpetuate the cycle
of violence.35 Thus, it is imperative that those responsible for making
and amending the law have an informed and firm understanding of the
motivations behind terrorism (and the groups who initiate such vio-
lence) before enacting specific responses to it.

Within the realm of foreign policy, the interpretive framework could
also have a significant impact for furthering international affairs. For
example, relative to peace negotiations, government officials who utilize
aspects of this model could become quite adept at assessing and com-
prehending the rationale that informs terrorist violence, especially if
such personnel effectively adopted the mindset and roles of combatants.
One clear application of this strategy exists in the struggle for peace
between Israelis and Palestinians. For example, both the Palestinian and
Israeli role identities are saturated with themes of victimization, passed
on and reaffirmed from one generation to the next. For Palestinians,
this persecution dates back to the early 1900s, especially the advent of
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Zionism. More recently, it emerges through the occupation of the Gaza
Strip and West Bank and the confinement of young men held without
trial in administrative detention settings. For Israeli Jews, victimiza-
tion stems from centuries of persecution, the trauma and inhumanity of
the Holocaust, and the unrelenting fear that perhaps one day a suicide
bomber will, once again, attack a local grocery store or pummel a fa-
vorite discotheque, killing scores of innocent civilians.

However, the strategy of role-taking, if meaningfully appropriated,
could help enable negotiators to transcend their own favored ways of
thinking about and interpreting the world. If successfully embraced and
utilized, this technique could enable decision brokers to perceive the
actions of militants and other combatants from their own unique van-
tage points. This strategy could be particularly worthwhile as peace
negotiators endeavored to build improved working relationships among
the conflicting groups and their respective members.

Of equal importance in responding to terrorism through law and
public policy is the need to focus on its root causes. Hajjar36 argued that
“the conditions that give rise to acts of terrorism must be dealt with as
urgently as combating those responsible for such acts if the war on ter-
rorism is to be won.” Confronting the institutions that teach the martial
aspects of roles, especially those that feed the terrorist identity, is just as
important as pursuing those collectives responsible for engaging in mili-
tant extremism.

Along these lines, the proposed model could further those existing
efforts that endeavor to develop initiatives targeting community re-
sponses.37 For example, as we have described, some militant extremist
groups provide much needed social services (e.g., education). However,
these school or institutional settings may also double as forums for in-
culcating hatred and violence.38 Investing in (or supporting governments
that promote) only those educational programs that encourage the ex-
pression of nonmartial aspects of roles could be an effective antiterror-
ism tool over the long term. Thus, art, literature, or dance could be used
to verify aspects of these nonmartial role identities.

More generally at the community level, the proposed explanatory
model could also help in the implementation of policy reform based on
the philosophy of restorative justice. Specifically, the social psychologi-
cal prism could aid in the strengthening of reconciliation programs fo-
cused on rectifying wrongdoing and healing the wounds of victims, of-
fenders, and the international community to which both belong.39 Here,

252 | Conclusion



the framework could function as a serviceable template that enables
those groups harmed and those collectives responsible for such harm to
understand each other’s felt experiences of injustice, thereby promoting
the identification of common ground. Admittedly, such an undertaking
would entail a willingness on the part of combating participants to seek
out workable solutions to violence. In some instances, this willingness
might not exist or might only materialize with the passage of some con-
siderable time. However, from our perspective, it is reasonable to sug-
gest that such a strategy, built on the restorative justice insights of for-
giveness, compassion, trust, mercy, story-telling, and redemption, could
be effectively employed when global acts of hate and international ter-
rorism are addressed.

Advancing Identity Theory and Symbolic Interactionism
Relative to Criminal Behavior

From a more macrosocietal perspective, the conceptual framework is
suggestive in its account of other forms of criminal behavior or devi-
ant conduct. For example, the study of gang affiliation often relies upon
a psychological perspective when researchers account for why some
youths gravitate toward such groups. A need for belonging, familial-type
bonds, and identity are common themes in such assessments.40 However,
the structural symbolic interactionist model developed in this book also
warrants consideration. Indeed, a juvenile’s felt sense of victimization,
real or imagined, stemming from poverty, racial or ethnic oppression,
government-perpetrated injustice, or the threat posed by rival gangs also
contributes to one’s role-identity as a gang member, or as a recruit or
supporter of this collective. Clearly, symbols, the meaning of situations,
roles, socialization, and the self-concept figure prominently into this
analysis.

Indeed, the interpretation of such symbols and their corresponding
link to the definition of the situation probably contributes to the activa-
tion of ancient roles embodied in such notions as defending a commu-
nity or way of life through expressions of courage and heroism. Thus,
similar to the way in which racist Skinheads regard themselves as per-
sonifying the Nordic racial warrior, images of Aztec and Zulu combat-
ants are, respectively, found in Hispanic American and African Ameri-
can street gang artwork.41 Consequently, by identifying with certain
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aspects of these roles, gang collectives arguably develop their own codes
of conduct that are faithfully adhered to by group affiliates. Younger
generations then learn these subcultural values and norms and verify
their role identities through collectivist gang violence.

Finally, the proposed integrated model also works at the level of the-
ory development. In short, it offers a cogent and practical illustration of
the way two aspects of Identity Theory can be interwoven to create a
more balanced representation of Symbolic Interactionism, especially in
terms of society’s influence on the self and the social person’s impact on
the lifeworld. More exactingly, as demonstrated throughout this text, a
focus on identity enables one to comprehend how society constitutes the
organization of the self through identity salience and commitment and
how the social person molds society through the self-verification proc-
ess. In this respect, the powerful ways in which culture, self, and society
interactively function in the construction and maintenance of identity
are made manifest through the conceptual framework.

What these observations suggest, then, is the need for continued and
more systematic inquiry into the model itself and its many unique fea-
tures. Indeed, in the final analysis, if terrorism and its threat are to be
accounted for, then the integrative and interdisciplinary contributions
of psychology, sociology, political science, and international relations
must be brought to bear on this complex problem. This is the chal-
lenge that awaits researchers, policy analysts, and administrators gen-
uinely invested in abating or forestalling expressions of such global vio-
lence. Regrettably, without such sustained attention regarding these very
weighty matters, the way identity is formed, nurtured, and sustained
such that it gives rise to militant extremism might remain a pivotal,
though mostly underexamined, dimension to this deeply devastating
human social issue.
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