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Introduction and Rationale
Welcome to the sixth edition of Understanding Terrorism: Challenges,
Perspectives, and Issues. This edition has been revised in several respects to
enhance the educational quality of the study of terrorism. In the same spirit
as the first five editions, Understanding Terrorism, sixth edition, is a
comprehensive textbook for students and professionals who wish to explore
the phenomenon of modern terrorist violence. Readers who fully engage
themselves in the recommended course of instruction offered in the pages
that follow will acquire a solid foundation for understanding the nature of
terrorism. Readers will also discover that their facility for critically
assessing terrorism in general—and terrorist incidents in particular—will be
greatly improved.
At the outset, it is important to understand that the study of terrorism is,
first and foremost, a study in human behavior. It is an investigation of
highly volatile human interaction. Courses that investigate terrorism must
therefore review the events, ideas, motivations, theories, and histories that
result in terrorist violence. None of these factors can be discussed in
isolation from one another if the reader wishes to develop a facility for
critically evaluating the nature of terrorism. Thus, the study of terrorism is
one of the most multidisciplinary subjects in the social sciences. It is also
one of the most dynamic subjects.
This book is designed to be a primary resource for university students and
professionals who require fundamental expertise in understanding terrorist
violence. The content of Understanding Terrorism: Challenges,
Perspectives, and Issues is directed to academic and professional courses of
instruction whose subject areas include terrorism, homeland security,
international security, criminal justice administration, political conflict,
armed conflict, and social environments. It can be incorporated into classes
and seminars covering security studies, the administration of justice, the
sociology of terrorism, conflict resolution, political theory, and other
instruction in the social sciences. The intended level of instruction is
undergraduate- and master’s-level university students, as well as
professionals who require instruction in understanding terrorism.
No prerequisites are specifically recommended, but grounding in one of the
following disciplines would be helpful: political science, government,
administration of justice, sociology, history, or philosophy.



Course Overview and Pedagogy
Understanding Terrorism: Challenges, Perspectives, and Issues introduces
readers to terrorism in the contemporary era, focusing on the post–World
War II period as its primary emphasis. It is a review of nations, movements,
and individuals who have engaged in what many people would define as
terrorist violence. It is also a review of the many kinds of terrorism that
have existed in the postwar era. Of most importance, a serious exploration
will be made of the underlying causes of terrorism—for example, extremist
ideologies, religious intolerance, and traumatic episodes in the lives of
nations and people.
The pedagogical approach of Understanding Terrorism: Challenges,
Perspectives, and Issues, sixth edition, is designed to stimulate critical
thinking by readers. Students, professionals, and instructors will find that
each chapter follows a sequence of instruction that builds on previous
chapters and thus incrementally enhances the reader’s knowledge of each
topic. Chapters incorporate the following features:

Opening Viewpoints. At the beginning of each chapter, the Opening
Viewpoint presents relevant examples of theories and themes
discussed in the chapter and serves as a “reality check” for readers.
Chapter Introduction. Each chapter is introduced by an overview of
the subject under investigation. The introduction provides perspective
for the incorporation of each chapter’s topic into the broader themes of
the textbook.
Chapter Perspectives. Chapters incorporate focused presentations of
perspectives that explore people, events, organizations, and
movements that are relevant to the subject matter of each chapter.
Chapter Summary. A concluding discussion recapitulates the main
themes of each chapter and introduces the subject matter of the
following chapter.
Discussion Boxes. These boxes present provocative information and
pose challenging questions to stimulate critical thinking and further
debate.
Key Terms and Concepts. Important terms and ideas introduced in
each chapter are listed for review and discussion. These Key Terms
and Concepts are further explored and defined in the book’s glossary.
Recommended Websites and Web Exercises. Web exercises at the
end of chapters have been designed for students, professionals, and



instructors to explore and discuss information found on the Internet.
Recommended Readings. Suggested readings are listed at the end of
each chapter for further information or research on each topic.

Digital Resources
SAGE has dedicated a companion study site for Understanding Terrorism:
Challenges, Perspectives, and Issues, sixth edition, at
edge.sagepub.com/martin6e. This companion website enables readers to
better master the course and book material, and it provides instructors with
additional resources for enriching the quality of their course of instruction.
SAGE edge for Instructors supports teaching by making it easy to integrate
quality content and create a rich learning environment for students.

A Microsoft® Word® test bank is available containing multiple choice,
true/false, short answer, and essay questions for each chapter. The test
bank provides you with a diverse range of prewritten options as well as
the opportunity for editing any question and/or inserting your own
personalized questions to effectively assess students’ progress and
understanding.
Editable, chapter-specific Microsoft® PowerPoint® slides offer you
complete flexibility in easily creating a multimedia presentation for
your course. Highlight essential content, features, and artwork from
the book.
Lecture notes summarize key concepts on a chapter-by-chapter basis to
help with preparation for lectures and class discussions.
EXCLUSIVE! Access to certain full-text SAGE journal articles that
have been carefully selected for each chapter. Each article supports and
expands on the concepts presented in the chapter. This feature also
provides questions to focus and guide student interpretation. Combine
cutting-edge academic journal scholarship with the topics in your
course for a robust classroom experience.
Sample course syllabi provide suggested models for use when creating
the syllabi for your courses.
Carefully selected, web-based video resources feature relevant
interviews, lectures, personal stories, inquiries, and other content for
use in independent or classroom-based explorations of key topics.
Original videos feature interviews with the author to provide students
with contemporary examples that relate back to the chapter content.



SAGE edge for Students provides a personalized approach to help students
accomplish their coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.

Mobile-friendly eFlashcards reinforce understanding of key terms and
concepts that have been outlined in the chapters.
Mobile-friendly web quizzes allow for independent assessment of
progress made in learning course material.
EXCLUSIVE! Access to selected full-text SAGE journal articles that
have been carefully selected for each chapter. Each article supports and
expands on the concepts presented in the chapter. This feature also
provides questions to focus and guide student interpretation. Combine
cutting-edge academic journal scholarship with the topics in your
course for a robust classroom experience.
Carefully selected, web-based video resources feature relevant
interviews, lectures, personal stories, inquiries, and other content for
use in independent or classroom-based explorations of key topics.
Web exercises and meaningful web links facilitate student use of
internet resources, further exploration of topics, and responses to
critical thinking questions.



Chapter Guide
This volume is organized into four thematic units, each consisting of several
chapters. Two appendixes and a glossary are included after the substantive
chapters.



Part I. Terrorism: A Conceptual Review
The first section of the book is a comprehensive discussion of definitions of
terrorism and the root causes of violent political extremism. Readers
develop comprehensive, contextual, and critical skills for defining terrorism
and for understanding the many causes of terrorist behavior.
Chapter 1. Terrorism: First Impressions
The introductory chapter presents an introduction to modern terrorism and
extremism. This chapter begins with an overview of basic concepts that are
developed in later chapters. It continues with a discussion of conceptual
considerations of terrorist violence such as the significance of symbolism
and the just war doctrine. The discussion also explores historical
perspectives and criminal skill.
Chapter 2. The Nature of the Beast: Defining
Terrorism
The definitional discussion in this chapter investigates the reasons
underlying why certain groups, movements, and individuals are labeled as
terrorists or freedom fighters. The characteristics of extremism are defined
and investigated in this chapter. Terrorism is discussed at length by
sampling official definitions, reviewing the American context, and
summarizing several types of terrorism. Readers are introduced to several
perspectives of terrorism that are relevant for definitional discussions.
Chapter 3. Beginnings: The Causes of Terrorism
This chapter helps readers become familiar with central factors in the
personal and group histories of individuals and groups who become
associated with terrorism. The motives of extremists and several
explanations of terrorism are explored, including sociological,
psychological, and criminological explanations and acts of political will.
The morality of political violence is also discussed. An important discussion
probes the degree to which a fresh generation of new terrorists is being
forged in reaction to how the post–September 11, 2001, war on terrorism
has been conducted by the West and its allies.



Part II. The Terrorists
Part II educates readers about the many manifestations of terrorism by
developing skills to critically assess and understand historical and modern
examples of political violence. In particular, state- and dissident-initiated
terrorism are discussed, compared, and contrasted. Readers also develop the
facility to distinguish religious, ideological, and international terrorism, and
the emerging environments of gender-selective and criminal dissident
terrorism.
Chapter 4. Terror From Above: Terrorism by the
State
This chapter investigates state-initiated repression and terror. A state
terrorism paradigm is offered to explain state sponsorship of terrorism. A
detailed discussion explores terrorism as foreign policy and terrorism as
domestic policy. Important examples of state terrorism include the
deployment of death squads in Latin America and “cleansing” campaigns
ordered by repressive regimes.
Chapter 5. Terror From Below: Terrorism by
Dissidents
This chapter critically evaluates terrorism emanating from dissident
movements. A dissident terrorism paradigm is offered to explore the
different typologies of dissident terrorism, and dissident terror in the era of
the New Terrorism is investigated. The discussion includes the problems of
antistate dissident terrorism and communal terrorism. Important examples
of dissident terrorism include the modern use of child soldiers by extremists
and Chechen terrorism against Russia.
Chapter 6. Violence in the Name of the Faith:
Religious Terrorism
In this chapter, the historical and modern origins and quality of religious
terrorism are evaluated. The purpose of this presentation is to engender
critical discussion on the subject of religious terrorism and to develop a
contextual perspective on the modern era of religious terrorism. Because
religious terrorism has become so prominent in the modern era, it is
instructive for readers to investigate the different manifestations of religious
violence and to understand the contexts of regional case studies.



Chapter 7. Violent Ideologies: Terrorism From the
Left and Right
The nature of ideological political violence is investigated in this chapter,
which compares and contrasts radical and reactionary ideological
tendencies, identifies the causes of left-wing and right-wing terrorism, and
explores the qualities of ideological violence. Because both ideological
poles were inextricably interwined during the 20th century, and adherents
continue to be active in the 21st century, it is essential for readers to grasp
the importance of the ideologies of class struggle, national liberation, order,
and race. This chapter also discusses regional examples of ideological
terrorism. Unlike the other chapters, this chapter presents two Discussion
Boxes, one each for the left and the right.
Chapter 8. Terrorist Spillovers: International
Terrorism
This chapter logically concludes the presentation of common terrorist
environments prior to the discussion of emerging environments. In this
chapter, recent and historical examples of international terrorism are
discussed. Our analysis of this subject defines what is meant by
international terrorism and explores the reasons for terrorist spillovers. The
phenomenon of international terrorist networks is discussed, as is the
concept of stateless revolutionaries. In this regard, readers evaluate newly
emerging threats from movements and networks that have adapted and
advanced the Al-Qa’ida example as a prototypical model.
Chapter 9. Emerging Terrorist Environments:
Gender-Selective Political Violence and Criminal
Dissident Terrorism
This chapter incorporates two examples of emerging terrorist environments.
The purpose of this chapter is to stimulate critical thinking among readers
on the questions of gender-selective political violence and the nexus
between criminal enterprises and terrorist violence. The discussion of
gender-selective terrorist violence begins with an overview of political
violence specifically targeted against women and men. This introduction
orients readers to an emerging recognition that many terrorist environments
direct their violence specifically against enemy women or men. The



discussion investigates gender-selective state-sponsored and dissident-
sponsored terrorism. The section on criminal dissident terrorism
distinguishes political violence conducted by traditional criminal enterprises
from that of violent criminal-political enterprises and discusses regional
case studies of criminal dissident terrorism.



Part III. The Terrorist Trade and
Counterterrorism
Part III discusses the “nuts and bolts” of the terrorist trade, including the
informational war that is waged between adversaries and the role of the
mass media. Readers explore how the applications of the concepts of
propaganda by deed and armed propaganda have historically been common
features of extremist violence. With the availability of high-yield weaponry
in the arsenals of terrorists and the globalization of information, it is
important for readers to grasp the significance of the terrorist trade in the
modern world. Readers also investigate the case of terrorism in the United
States.
Chapter 10. Tools of the Trade: Tactics and
Targets of Terrorists
This chapter investigates the methodology of terrorism. Terrorist objectives,
methods, and targets are analyzed at length, as is the question of whether
terrorism is “effective.” Recent data and examples identify new challenges
in the new era of terrorism, including examples of the use of the Internet
and social networking media to post incidents and communiqués, and the
plausible threat from cyberterrorism.
Chapter 11. The Information Battleground:
Terrorist Violence and the Role of the Media
The centrality of the media and mass communications in the modern era of
political violence is investigated and evaluated. The chapter first discusses
the nature of mass communications and reporting in the context of terrorist
environments. An investigation is made of the war of manipulation for
favorable media coverage. In particular, readers assess the manipulation of
information technologies and the media by modern terrorists, including the
utility of extremist manipulation of social networking media. The chapter
also presents a discussion of the efficacy of regulating the media.
Chapter 12. The American Case: Terrorism in the
United States
This chapter presents an overview of terrorism in postwar America. It
probes the background of political violence from the left and right and



presents a detailed discussion of leftist and rightist terrorism in the United
States. The chapter also evaluates international terrorism and prospects for
violence emanating from modern extremists on the left and right and from
religious extremism.



Part IV. Securing the Homeland
Part IV presents studies of counterterrorism and the concept of homeland
security. Readers investigate counterterrorist options and the homeland
security environment from both theoretical and organizational perspectives.
Projections for political violence in the future are also explored.
Chapter 13. Counterterrorism: The Options
This chapter explores counterterrorist options and security measures.
Several categories of responses are assessed: the use of force, repressive
operations other than war, conciliatory operations other than war, and
legalistic responses. Contemporary controversies are explored, such as the
status and treatment of captured suspects.
Chapter 14. A New Era: Homeland Security
This chapter explores the concept of homeland security in Europe and the
United States. Readers are challenged to critically assess options, trends,
and other factors that shape the homeland security bureaucracy. The
missions of agencies are explained and assessed. The role of intelligence
agencies is assessed in the context of homeland security. The case of the
United States is explored in the contexts of the reorganization of homeland
security bureaucracies and the legal foundations for counterterrorist
policies. Civil liberties controversies stemming from the application of
homeland security laws and policies are presented and discussed. The final
discussion examines achieving security when liberal democracies are beset
by threats to national security.
Chapter 15. What Next? The Future of Terrorism
Readers are challenged to critically assess trends and other factors that can
be used to project the near future of terrorism. In particular, this chapter
presents theoretical models for evaluating terrorist environments and
applying these models to project and evaluate emerging trends. Fresh
discussions and data are offered for assessing the near future of ideological
terrorism, religious terrorism, international terrorism, gender-selective
political violence, and criminal dissident terrorism. A theoretical model is
offered for assessing the decline and ending of terrorist campaigns.



Part 1 Terrorism A Conceptual Review

The Pentagon on the morning of September 11, 2001.
Tech. Sgt. Cedric H. Rudisill/Department of Defense/MCT via Getty
Images



Chapter 1 TerrorismFirst Impressions
Opening Viewpoint: The Ideology of Al-
Qa’ida
Prior to his death in May 2011, Osama bin Laden established Al-
Qa’ida as an international network that came to symbolize the
globalization of terrorism in the 21st century. The network is
perceived by many to represent a quintessential model for small
groups of like-minded revolutionaries who wish to wage
transnational insurgencies against strong adversaries. Although Al-
Qa’ida certainly exists as a loose network of relatively independent
cells, it has also evolved into an idea—an ideology and a fighting
strategy—that has been embraced by sympathetic revolutionaries
throughout the world. What is the ideology of Al-Qa’ida? Why did a
network of religious revolutionaries evolve into a potent symbol of
global resistance against its enemies? Which underlying
commonalities appeal to motivated Islamist activists?
Al-Qa’ida leaders such as the late bin Laden and his successor as
leader, Ayman al-Zawahiri, consistently released public
pronouncements of their goals, often by delivering audio and video
communiqués to international news agencies such as Al Jazeera in
Qatar. They also became quite adept at using Internet outlets and
social networking technologies as communications resources. Based
on these communiqués, the following principles frame the ideology
of Al-Qa’ida:a

The struggle is a clash of civilizations. Holy war is a religious
duty and necessary for the salvation of one’s soul and the
defense of the Muslim nation.
Only two sides exist, and there is no middle ground in this
apocalyptic conflict between Islam and the forces of evil.
Western and Muslim nations that do not share Al-Qa’ida’s vision
of true Islam are enemies.
Violence in a defensive war on behalf of Islam is the only course
of action. There cannot be peace with the West.
Because this is a just war, many of the theological and legal
restrictions on the use of force by Muslims do not apply.



Because U.S. and Western power is based on their economies,
mounting large-scale mass casualty attacks that focus on
economic targets is a primary goal.
Islamic governments that cooperate with the West and do not
adopt strict Islamic law are apostasies and must be violently
overthrown.
Israel is an illegitimate nation and must be destroyed.

These principles have become a rallying ideology for Islamist
extremists who have few, if any, ties to Al-Qa’ida. Thus, the war on
terrorism is not solely a conflict against established organizations but
is also a conflict against an entrenched belief system.
Note
a. Adapted from U.S. Department of State, Bureau of
Counterterrorism and Countering Violent Extremism. Country
Reports on Terrorism 2016. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of
State, 2017.

Terrorism has been a dark feature of human behavior since the dawn of
recorded history. Great leaders have been assassinated, groups and
individuals have committed acts of incredible violence, and entire cities and
nations have been put to the sword—all in the name of defending a greater
good. Terrorism, however defined, has always challenged the stability of
societies and the peace of mind of everyday people. In the modern era, the
impact of terrorism—that is, its ability to terrorize—is not limited to the
specific locales or regions where the terrorists strike. In the age of
television, the Internet, satellite communications, and global news
coverage, graphic images of terrorist incidents are broadcast
instantaneously into the homes of hundreds of millions of people. Terrorist
groups understand the power of these images, and they manipulate them to
their advantage as much as they can. Terrorist states also fully appreciate
the power of instantaneous information, so they try to control the “spin” on
reports of their behavior. In many respects, the 21st century is an era of
globalized terrorism.
Some acts of political violence are clearly acts of terrorism. Most people
would agree that politically motivated planting of bombs in marketplaces,
massacres of enemy civilians, and the routine use of torture by governments
are terrorist acts. As we begin our study of terrorism, we will encounter



many definitional gray areas. Depending on which side of the ideological,
racial, religious, or national fence one sits on, political violence can be
interpreted either as an act of unmitigated terrorist barbarity or as freedom
fighting and national liberation. These gray areas will be explored in the
chapters that follow.
September 11, 2001: The Dawn of a New Era.
The death of Al-Qa’ida leader Osama bin Laden in May 2011 occurred
prior to the 10th commemoration of the September 11, 2001, terrorist
attacks on the U.S. homeland. The attacks were seen by many as a turning
point in the history of political violence. In the aftermath of these attacks,
journalists, scholars, and national leaders repeatedly described the
emergence of a new international terrorist environment. It was argued that
within this new environment, terrorists were now quite capable of using—
and very willing to use—weapons of mass destruction to inflict
unprecedented casualties and destruction on enemy targets. Terrorist
movements also became quite adept at using social networking technologies
and the Internet to recruit and inspire individuals to carry out mass-casualty
attacks against “soft” civilian targets. These attacks seemed to confirm
warnings from experts during the 1990s that a New Terrorism,1 using
“asymmetrical” methods, would characterize the terrorist environment in
the new millennium.2 (Asymmetrical warfare is discussed further in
Chapters 8 and 10.)
Several questions about this new environment have arisen:

How has the new terrorist environment affected traditional terrorist
profiles?
How has traditional terrorism been affected by the collapse of
revolutionary Marxism?
What is the likely impact of “stateless” international terrorism?

Readers will notice that these questions focus on terrorist groups and
movements. However, it is very important to understand that terrorist states
were responsible for untold millions of deaths during the 20th century. In
addition, genocidal fighting between communal groups claimed the lives of
many millions more. Our exploration of terrorism, therefore, requires us to
consider every facet of political violence, from low-intensity campaigns by
terrorist gangs to high-intensity campaigns by terrorist governments and
genocidal paramilitaries.



Photo 1.1 Osama bin Laden. From the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation
most-wanted terrorists website. Bin Laden was killed during a raid by a
U.S. naval special forces unit in Abbottabad, Pakistan, on May 2, 2011.

U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation
This chapter is a general introduction to the subject of terrorism. It is an
overview—a first glance—of basic concepts that will be developed in later
discussions. The following themes are introduced here and will be explored
in much greater detail in subsequent chapters:

First Considerations
Conceptual Considerations: Understanding Political Violence
The Past as Prologue: Historical Perspectives on Terrorism
Terrorism and Criminal Skill: Three Cases From the Modern Era

First Considerations
At the outset, readers must develop a basic understanding of several issues
underlying the study of terrorism. These issues are ongoing topics of
research and debate among scholars, government officials, the media, and
social activists, and all of them will be explored in detail in later chapters.
The discussion here introduces the following:

An Overview of Extremism and Terrorism
Terrorism at First Glance
Sources of Extremism and Terrorism



An Overview of Extremism and Terrorism
Extremism is a quality that is “radical in opinion, especially in political
matters; ultra; advanced.”3 It is characterized by intolerance toward
opposing interests and divergent opinions, and it is the primary catalyst and
motivation for terrorist behavior. Extremists who cross the line to become
terrorists always develop noble arguments to rationalize and justify acts of
violence directed against enemy nations, people, religions, or other
interests.
Extremism is a radical expression of one’s political values. Both the content
of one’s beliefs and the style in which one expresses those beliefs are basic
elements for defining extremism. Laird Wilcox summed up this quality as
follows:

Extremism is more an issue of style than of content. . . . Most people
can hold radical or unorthodox views and still entertain them in a more
or less reasonable, rational, and nondogmatic manner. On the other
hand, I have met people whose views are fairly close to the political
mainstream but were presented in a shrill, uncompromising, bullying,
and distinctly authoritarian manner.4

Thus, a fundamental definitional issue for extremism is how one expresses
an idea, in addition to the question of which belief one acts upon. Both
elements—style and content—are important for our investigation of fringe
beliefs and terrorist behavior.
Extremism is a precursor to terrorism—it is an overarching belief system
terrorists use to justify their violent behavior. Extremism is characterized by
what a person’s beliefs are as well as how a person expresses his or her
beliefs. Thus, no matter how offensive or reprehensible one’s thoughts or
words are, they are not by themselves acts of terrorism. Only those who
violently act out their extremist beliefs are terrorists.
Terrorism would not, from a layperson’s point of view, seem to be a
difficult concept to define. Most people likely hold an instinctive
understanding that terrorism is

politically motivated violence,
usually directed against soft targets (i.e., civilian and administrative
government targets), and
with an intention to affect (terrorize) a target audience.



This instinctive understanding would also hold that terrorism is a criminal,
unfair, or otherwise illegitimate use of force. Laypersons might presume
that this is an easily understood concept, but defining terrorism is not such a
simple process. Experts have for some time grappled with designing (and
agreeing on) clear definitions of terrorism; the issue has, in fact, been at the
center of an ongoing debate. The result of this debate is a remarkable
variety of approaches and definitions. Walter Laqueur noted that “more than
a hundred definitions have been offered,” including several of his own.5
Even within the U.S. government, different agencies apply several
definitions. These definitional problems are explored further in the next
chapter.
Terrorism at First Glance
The modern era of terrorism is primarily (though not exclusively) a conflict
between adversaries who on one side are waging a self-described war on
terrorism and on the other side are waging a self-described holy war in
defense of their religion. It is an active confrontation, as evidenced by the
fact that the incidence of significant terrorist attacks often spikes to serious
levels. For example, the number of terrorist incidents worldwide has
annually been documented as consistently robust, as reported by the U.S.
Department of State’s Bureau of Counterterrorism and Countering Violent
Extremism:6

11,023 in 2005
14,443 in 2006
14,415 in 2007
11,663 in 2008
10,968 in 2009
11,641 in 2010
10,283 in 2011
6,771 in 2012
9,707 in 2013
13,463 in 2014
11,774 in 2015
11,072 in 2016

Photo 1.2 Hijacked United Airlines Flight 175 from Boston crashes into the
south tower of the World Trade Center and explodes at 9:03 a.m. on
September 11, 2001, in New York City.



Spencer Platt/Getty Images News/Getty Images
Although such trends are disturbing, it is critical for one to keep these facts
in perspective because the modern terrorist environment is in no manner a
unique circumstance in human history.
It will become clear in the following pages that the history of terrorist
behavior extends into antiquity and that common themes and concepts span
the ages. State terrorism, dissident terrorism, and other types of political
violence are found in all periods of human civilization. It will also become
clear to readers that many common justifications—rooted in basic beliefs—
have been used to rationalize terrorist violence throughout history. For
example, the following concepts hold true regardless of the contexts of
history, culture, or region:

Those who practice revolutionary violence and state repression always
claim to champion noble causes and values.
Policies that advocate extreme violence always cite righteous goals to
justify their behavior, such as the need to defend a religious faith or
defend the human rights of a people.
The perpetrators of violent acts uniformly maintain that they are
freedom fighters (in the case of revolutionaries) or the champions of
law and social order (in the case of governments).

Sources of Extremism and Terrorism
The underlying causes of terrorism have also been the subject of extensive
discussion, debate, and research. This is perhaps because the study of the



sources of terrorism spans many disciplines—including sociology,
psychology, criminology, and political science. The causes of terrorism will
be explored in detail in Chapter 3. For now, a general model will serve as a
starting point for developing our understanding of which factors lead to
terrorist violence. To begin, we must understand that “political violence,
including terrorism, has systemic origins that can be ameliorated. Social
and economic pressures, frustrated political aspirations, and in a more
proximate sense, the personal experiences of terrorists and their relations,
all contribute to the terrorist reservoir.”7

Nehemia Friedland designed “a convenient framework for the analysis of
the antecedents of political terrorism,” outlined as follows: “First, terrorism
is a group phenomenon . . . perpetrated by organized groups whose
members have a clear group identity—national, religious or ideological. . . .
Second, political terrorism has its roots in intergroup conflict. . . . Third,
‘insurgent terrorism,’ unlike ‘state terrorism,’ . . . is a ‘strategy of the
weak.’”8

One should appreciate that these issues continue to be a source of intensive
debate. Nevertheless, working definitions have been adopted as a matter of
logical necessity. Let us presume for now that terrorist acts are grounded in
extremist beliefs that arise from group identity, intergroup conflict, and a
chosen strategy.9

Conceptual Considerations: Understanding
Political Violence
The term terrorism has acquired a decidedly pejorative meaning in the
modern era, so that few if any states or groups who espouse political
violence ever refer to themselves as terrorists. Nevertheless, these same
states and groups can be unabashedly extremist in their beliefs or violent in
their behavior. They often invoke—and manipulate—images of a
malevolent threat or unjust conditions to justify their actions. The question
is whether these justifications are morally satisfactory (and thereby validate
extremist violence) or whether terrorism is inherently wrong.
The Significance of Symbolism
Symbolism is a central feature of terrorism. Most terrorist targets at some
level symbolize the righteousness of the terrorists’ cause and the evil of the
opponent they are fighting. Symbolism can be used to rationalize acts of



extreme violence and can be manipulated to fit any number of targets into
the category of an enemy interest. Terrorists are also very mindful of their
image and skillfully conduct public relations and propaganda campaigns to
“package” themselves. Modern terrorists and their supporters have become
quite adept at crafting symbolic meaning from acts of violence.
Symbolism can create abstract ideological linkages between terrorists and
their victims. This process was seen during the wave of kidnappings by
Latin American leftists during the 1970s, when terrorists seized civilian
business executives and diplomats who the kidnappers said symbolized
capitalism and exploitation. Symbolic targets can also represent enemy
social or political establishments, as in the Irish Republican Army’s (IRA’s)
assassination of Lord Louis Mountbatten (the uncle of Prince Philip
Mountbatten, husband of Queen Elizabeth II) in 1979 and the IRA’s
attempted assassination of Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in 1984. In
some cases, entire groups of people can be symbolically labeled and
slaughtered, as during the genocides of the Nazi Holocaust (pseudo-racial),
in the killing fields of Cambodia (social and political), in Rwanda (ethnic
and social), and in the Darfur region of Sudan (racial).
Political Violence: Mala Prohibita or Mala in Se?
It is helpful to use two concepts from the field of criminal justice
administration. In criminal law, the terms mala prohibita and mala in se10

are applied to behaviors that society defines as deviant acts. They represent
concepts that are very useful for the study of terrorism.

Mala prohibita acts are “crimes that are made illegal by legislation.”11

These acts are illegal because society has declared them to be wrong;
they are not inherently immoral, wicked, or evil. Examples include
laws prohibiting gambling and prostitution, which are considered to be
moral prohibitions against socially unacceptable behaviors rather than
prohibitions of fundamental evils.
Mala in se acts are crimes “that are immoral or wrong in
themselves.”12 These acts cannot be justified in civilized society, and
they have no acceptable qualities. For example, premeditated murder
and rape are mala in se crimes. They will never be legalized.

Are terrorist methods fundamentally evil? Perhaps so, because terrorism
commonly evokes images of maximum violence against innocent victims
carried out in the name of a higher cause. However, is terrorist violence


