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Preface

This study examines the new terrorism debate and is intended to rethink
the root causes of terrorism by examining alternative approaches, in part
provided by conflict theory, to the predominant understanding of
terrorism provided by what it identifies as orthodox terrorism theory.
It presents a critical and discourse analysis approach to explaining and
understanding the roots of terrorism and focuses initially on a descrip-
tion and explanation of the existence of orthodox terrorism discourse,
clarifying how and why it is constructed, what it is used for and the
associated implications it has for understanding terrorism. The study
also aims to explore the range of alternative perspectives of terrorism
created in terrorism and conflict studies by using different levels of
analysis. The purpose is to develop a multi-level and multi-dimensional
framework for rethinking the roots of terrorism based upon the most
sophisticated theoretical approaches provided by terrorism and conflict
studies. This framework, which also provides a reflexive critique of
orthodox terrorism theory, is not intended as a new theory of terrorism
but represents an attempt to provide a broader, more comprehensive
and holistic approach to the problem of terrorism.

In order to test this comprehensive framework for the analysis of
terrorism, this study examines the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and dis-
cusses how orthodox terrorism theory is employed by Israel. It also
demonstrates how Palestinian terrorism can be re-examined through the
application of the alternative framework to reveal a considerably more
comprehensive, multi-dimensional and multi-level understanding of the
root causes of terrorism. The conclusion of this study suggests that
rethinking terrorism will provide an increasingly sophisticated under-
standing of political violence and equip the study of terrorism with more
robust analytical tools with which to create a number of potential chan-
nels to facilitate resolution of the deep underlying problems that cause
terrorism.
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Freeing the great human conflicts from the naïve interpretation of a battle
between good and evil, and understanding them in the light of tragedy is an
enormous feat of mind; it brings forward the unavoidable relativism of human
truths.

Milan Kundera
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1

Introduction

‘Terrorism’ has become the plague of the twenty first century: it is a
concept that has seemingly penetrated all quarters of international
society, especially in the wake of the September 11th attacks in New
York and the subsequent ‘war on terrorism’. Few places on the globe
are now unaffected by the hysteria caused by ‘terrorism’. It has given
new meaning to ongoing ‘domestic conflicts’ and redefined wars in all
continents of the planet. Previously considered indigenous ‘terrorist’
groups involved in local conflicts are now often perceived to be linked
to the worldwide nebulous bin Laden organisation that has truly glob-
alised ‘terrorism’. From Europe and Russia, through the Middle East to
the Philippines, Indonesia, Nepal, South America and Africa multi-
farious new ‘terrorist’ situations are continuously being identified.1

However, despite having its international profile raised immeasurably,
‘terrorism’ is far from a new phenomenon, as the consensus of aca-
demic opinion dates it to the French revolution and the Nihilists of
nineteenth century Russia,2 suggesting that it has been a continuous
part of modern world history.

Nevertheless, despite the historic existence and the apparent global
omnipresence of ‘terrorism’ in wars, politics, the media and society in
general, there is no commonly accepted understanding of what actually
constitutes ‘terrorism’, as no clear and universally acknowledged
definition actually exists. ‘Terrorism’ is essentially a contested concept.
This assumption, which is also disputed, forms the basis for this study,
which is designed to rethink and re-examine how terrorism can be
explained and understood. Terrorism can be seen as a concept that is
defined and understood relative to the legitimacy of state governance
(as an illegal and illegitimate act),3 or as specific methods of political
violence, such as hijack or bombing4 or as acts of violence against a
specific target group, particularly civilians.5 As a result of the apparent
confusion surrounding the understanding and definition of terrorism,
the study of terrorism has become preoccupied with the constant
debate that revolves around explaining what actually constitutes terror-
ism and how to counter it. Instead of perhaps concentrating on why it
actually occurs. This has become increasingly more difficult in the shift-
ing sands of the ‘post-modern’ contemporary world where the defini-
tions and understanding of war and conflict, relatively uncontested
concepts in the Cold War, are now increasingly uncertain.
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These new war/new conflict and new terrorism debates challenge the
traditional understanding of conflict as inter-state war or symmetric
conflict. The crux of the debates suggest that conflict is no longer con-
ducted in a highly organised and ritualised manner between desig-
nated armies with established codes of conduct and comprising of
particular and stylised violence, all of which is intended for the specific
purpose of achieving perceived gains such as political advantage or ter-
ritory. The debates argue that this old type of warfare existed and was
propagated by the perceived existence of the realist state-centric West-
phalian international state system. A system that is based on the gov-
ernmental and territorial legitimacy of the state, one in which the
sovereign state is the principal actor and the standing state army its
policy tool. This was particularly prevalent during the Cold War when
conflict was related to the state-centric and ideologically polarised bi-
polar world. However, in the confusion of the post-Cold War world,
the propensity for inter-state conflict has been replaced by intra-state
conflict. These so called ‘new wars’ take the form of asymmetric war-
fare between groups, movements and organisations often against the
state but predominantly within it. These conflicts are often described
as ethnic identity conflicts, characterised by irredentist and secessionist
movements and multi-party civil war. They are often underwritten by
religious or ethno-nationalist ideas and characterised by hatred, fear
and genocide and have no declarations of war, few battles and are
typified by attrition, terror and violence against civilians.6

The new war debates suggest that recognition of these new forms of
conflict have occurred in the disorder and uncertainty caused by the
end of the Cold War and the realignment of the international system
following the collapse of the Soviet Union. However, the degradation
of an established structure of governance by ethnicity and identity
could have been occurring chronically in recent history, but may have
been obscured by the ideological monochromatic veil of the Cold War.
These new conflicts could also be due to the failure of the state as an
institution and the unsuitability of the Westphalian system as an inter-
national order. The fracturing of the institution of the state and the
growing doubt as to its compatibility with the trends of the contem-
porary world is also personified by the globalisation debate in which
the established borders, populations and governance of the state are
increasingly undermined by social interconnectedness and trans-state
and suprastate forms of global governance.7 This coincides with the
rise of identity and importance of the individual in terms of ethnicity
and security and is typified by the growing value attached to individual
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human rights. This argument suggests that in order to recognise these
contemporary trends and understand this new type of conflict. Con-
flict that relates to nations, communities, groups and individuals, often
within states or irrespective of established state boundaries. It is neces-
sary to move beyond the state into the late or post-Westphalian
system.8 By departing from the rigid state-centric Westphalian system
it will be possible to recognise the roots of contemporary conflict as
existing in areas such as identity, representation and participation.9

Arguably, conflict studies is making this transition into recognising
and dealing with conflict outside of the traditional state-based under-
standing and is moving into employing more sophisticated, and com-
prehensive approaches for resolving it. This is apparent in third and
fourth generation multi-dimensional approaches to conflict, found in
conflict resolution and conflict transformation and peace building
techniques.10

The understanding of terrorism or terrorism theory is at a similar
point of crisis, as it is affected by the same post-Cold War and globalisa-
tion trends and is also in the international spotlight following
September 11th and the war on terrorism. However, the study of terror-
ism it seems has not yet embraced the changes pioneered by conflict
studies and made the transition to a more holistic understanding of the
roots of political violence. This is largely because attempts at under-
standing ‘new terrorism’ are still located in the Cold War state-centric,
realist and positivist perception. This is primarily because the under-
standing and definition of terrorism is contained within a state dis-
course. Terrorism is defined primarily in terms of state legitimacy and is
largely understood to represent a challenge and threat to state authority
by an illegitimate body. This is the conventional or the ‘orthodox
theory’ of terrorism and is based on the legitimacy/illegitimacy dualism
that constructs non-state violence as terrorist while state violence is
deemed to be legitimate. As a result it does not engage in a roots debate
about the causes of terrorism, as this would legitimise non-state vio-
lence. This is a problem not just for approaching and dealing with ter-
rorism by the symptomatic management of the violence, but also for
enacting long-term solutions that attempt to solve the root causes.
More importantly it is also becoming a problem for understanding the
manifestation of ‘new terrorism’, which like new war does not necessar-
ily fit the state-centric parameters employed in the past. In contrast to
the rational political actions of orthodox terrorism, ‘new terrorism’
according to Walter Laqueur is deadly violence perpetrated by uniden-
tified amorphous non-state groups, who often bear no relation to their
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country of origin and who claim no responsibility for their actions.
They intend to kill as many people as possible, predominantly non-
combatants and their blind lethal violence is typified by hate, aggres-
sion and anger.11

The new war/new terrorism debates suggest that those involved in
these types of violence are becoming increasingly hard to separate,
especially as those involved in terrorism often perceive themselves to
be in conflict. This conceivably accounts for the high lethality against
non-combatants and the similarities in the type of violence used in
both new war and new terrorism. This implies that if the symptoms of
these types of violence are becoming increasingly similar then perhaps
the root causes might also share a common ground (see Figure 1.1). 

The problem is that whilst the study of conflict has moved on and
engaged with alternative methods of understanding war and conflict,
the orthodox terrorism understanding is still constrained by the rel-
ative moral legitimacy debate,12 out of which it is presently unable to
break. This definitional situation therefore significantly hinders any
engagement in a ‘roots of terrorism’ debate using alternative multi-
dimensional analytical tools.

The intention of this study is to engage with this problem of explain-
ing terrorism and argue that just as a rethinking has been successfully
applied to conflict, what needs to happen now is a rethinking of terror-
ism in order to provide alternative approaches that can deal with the
root causes. The aim of this is to resolve and end the endemic forms of
atrocious violence currently being experienced worldwide.

4 Rethinking the Roots of Terrorism
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Figure 1.1 The ‘new war’/’new terrorism’ nexus
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Defining the book

This study is an attempt to rethink the roots of terrorism by relocating
the study of terrorism into a conceptual space in which it can gain
access to the tools provided by conflict studies. As a result it addresses a
significant gap in the field of terrorism studies. I argue that the study of
terrorism has not progressed beyond the realist positivist state-centric
approach because it is a discourse created and employed with the
express purpose of providing the state with an understanding of terror-
ism that is based upon a relative legitimacy. This allows the state to
deal with terrorism without engaging in a roots debate, as it perceives
terrorism as a threat to its security. It can therefore employ whatever
means it chooses against whomever it wishes. This is the ‘orthodox ter-
rorism discourse’ and is based on the legitimacy/illegitimacy dualism
that constructs non-state violence as terrorist while state violence is
deemed to be legitimate. It is an understanding supported by an
extensive body of literature based on a ‘conventional’ definition
aligned to the authority and legitimacy of the state. It also forms the
basis of counter terrorism and anti-terrorism policy construction.

This study focuses on:

1. An explanation and clarification of the existence of orthodox terror-
ism discourse. How and why it is constructed, what it is used for,
and the associated problems.

2. The creation of an alternative theoretical framework for rethinking
the roots of terrorism based upon the best theoretical approaches
provided by terrorism and conflict studies.

3. A demonstration of how different approaches to terrorism can
reveal different root causes when applied to the case study of the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

4. A working example of how the application of the alternative frame-
work can provide a comprehensive multi-dimensional understand-
ing of the roots of terrorism.

This book employs a critical approach to orthodox terrorism discourse
and the normative use of the conventional understanding of terrorism.
It seeks to rethink the roots of terrorism by employing two method-
ological approaches; critical theory13 and discourse analysis.14 Critical
theory is used to question all theories and assumptions, where no
theory is the right one and the facts are not independent and objective
but the product of specific theoretical frameworks.15 This method of
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examination is adopted throughout this study in order to rethink ter-
rorism and principally question how, why and for what purpose terror-
ism is understood, ultimately questioning if it can be understood in an
alternative way to the orthodox approach. Critical theory attempts to
find the source of understanding by stepping outside the confines of
existing relationships. It ‘asks how the order came about and calls into
question the nature of the existing structures’.16 Centrally, the critical
method seeks to ask, why is the theory employed? What tasks is it
designed to perform? And, what is the purpose of the particular inter-
pretation of the facts?17 Thus ‘critical theories problematise existing
power relations and try to understand how they have emerged’.18 They
also help to examine boundaries, particularly within the political com-
munity, and question the reason for their existence and nature of their
role.19

Discourse analysis complements this and questions the ‘category of
reality’.20 Discourse, according to Jim George, is a ‘matrix of social
practice that gives meaning to the way people understand themselves
and their behaviour’.21 By engaging in discourse analysis, George built
upon the Foucaultian power-knowledge relationship22 by arguing that,
contrary to the positivist debate,23 knowledge is linked to power and
thus only through power (within a particular discourse) can ‘truth’ be
established.24 Although this is a subjective ‘truth’ or ‘regime of truth’
the critical process can help to identify the root of power, which it can
be argued, is the key to understanding issues, institutions, structures
and relationships. ‘Discourses are a most viable conceptual tool, they
facilitate an exploration of the close linkages that exist between theory
and practice’.25 Thus theory and practice ‘do not exist in some separate
way but are mutually constituted’.26 This implies that discourse and
practice cannot be separated, and is an argument that I apply through-
out this study. As Foucault suggests, ‘Theory does not express, translate
or serve to apply practice: it is practice’.27 This emphasises recognition
of the link between discourse and practice. Hence, ‘empirical theory or
policy analysis should not be isolated arbitrarily from meta-theoretical
and philosophical assumptions that are often drowned out by appeals
to objectivity or reality’.28

Critical theory and discourse analysis attempt to question the nature
of the theory used to interpret ‘facts’ which are seen, not as independ-
ent and objective occurrences, but as a product of the specific social
and historical frameworks.29 This approach is in direct contrast to the
ideas of an established and scientific order to the international world as
provided by positivism. The implications for reassessing the roots of
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terrorism using these methods is particularly useful in respect to the
well established and institutionalised normative understanding of ter-
rorism provided by orthodox terrorism theory. As a result this theory
can be viewed as a specific discourse or ‘just a theory’ instead of the
accepted ‘truth’ to explain the manifestation of lethal political vio-
lence. However, it is important to stress that by employing this
approach any proposed theory for understanding terrorism is subject
to the same critical analysis, thus no single theory for the roots of
terrorism is possible as each is subject to a relative understanding.

The principle aim of this study is to critically examine the different
discourses that relate to how terrorism is understood. These discourses
are provided by international relations theories, which produce their
own specific perspective. In the first two chapters of this study, terror-
ism and conflict are critically examined relative to how they are under-
stood at different levels of analysis. The levels of analysis adopted in
this study are the state level, the non-state level, the structural level
and the individual level. These levels are employed because they corre-
spond to the perspectives provided by mainstream international rela-
tions theory. These theories or lenses create different perspectives, and
thus provide alternative approaches to explaining and understand-
ing,30 and thus form the basis for an ontological and epistemological
examination of the root causes of terrorism. 

The purpose of this project is to provide a wide-ranging and broad
theoretical framework containing as many different perspectives of ter-
rorism as possible. This is achieved on a multi-level basis by highlight-
ing and filling the gaps that exist in the existing literature on the roots
of terrorism and drawing heavily on the debates provided by conflict
studies. It is important to stress however that this is a theoretical study
(a fact that might vex proponents of orthodox terrorism), which
intends to combine different perceptions of terrorism, which by defini-
tion31 are mutually exclusive. The aim of this study therefore is not to
establish a new theory of terrorism but to attempt to provide a broader
and more comprehensive and holistic framework with which to under-
stand the problem. This may provide an increasingly sophisticated
approach to terrorism and equip the study of the problem with more
robust analytical tools. Which can be employed to create a number of
potential channels to facilitate resolution of the violence. 

Chapter 1 is a comprehensive multi-level literature review of terror-
ism studies and explains the current state of research on terrorism
including the definitional debate and seeks to encompass the principal
methods, lens, frameworks and ideas through which terrorism can be
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defined and understood. It will also reveal the existence of orthodox
terrorism discourse and clearly explain how and why it is employed.

Chapter 2 is an extensive literature review of conflict studies encom-
passing the main theories, paradigms, frameworks and ideas through
which the roots of conflict can be defined and understood. This is also
an interdisciplinary and multi-level investigation.

Chapter 3 is a comparative chapter and contains the construction of
an alternative comprehensive framework for rethinking the roots of
terrorism. It provides a comparative analysis of both terrorism and
conflict literature in order to critically compare and contrast what tools
the two approaches can offer as a way of comprehensively understand-
ing terrorism and its root causes. It identifies the apparent gaps in the
terrorism theories used to explain the root causes of terrorism and
shows how conflict studies can provide approaches to violence with
which to successfully fill these spaces. It consists of the composition of
a theoretical multi-level and multi-dimensional framework that essen-
tially combines the various perspectives of terrorism into a single
framework. It also discusses what issues arise from this comparison and
what implications they have for understanding terrorism.

Chapter 4 deals with the historical roots and the evolution of the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict as the chosen case study for this book. It
contains an historical evaluation of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict to
date via a comprehensive review of the literature to establish how the
events and facts of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict are understood in
reference to the two central conflict discourses, Palestinianism and
Zionism. It also shows how the roots of the conflict and of terrorism
are understood relative to these discourses and how they help to
sustain the conflict via the construction of historical narratives.

Chapter 5 is a defence of the central claim of this study, questioning
if it is possible to profitably rethink the root causes of terrorism by
employing an alternative and comprehensive framework. The theoret-
ical framework constructed in Chapter 3 is applied to the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict in this chapter. The application of fieldwork data to this
framework demonstrates the two central claims of this study. First, the
existence of the orthodox terrorism discourse its uses and its limita-
tions. Second, how an alternative understanding that combines the
various perspectives of the roots of terrorism can be revealed and how
useful this is for viewing the existence of multifarious political, social,
economic and psychological causes of violence.

The conclusion is a summary of the study and deals with the impli-
cations for the use or employment of the alternative terrorism
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discourse and what future applications it may or may not have. It sug-
gests the disadvantages and the central problems of employing this
approach in a project to investigate the roots of terrorism and it dis-
cusses how this discourse might be employed alongside more norm-
ative counter and anti-terrorism policies that are employed by states
dealing with terrorism.

Research method and design

This is book is based on a theory-then-research strategy that is intended
to construct a multi-level and multi-dimensional theoretical framework
for rethinking the roots of terrorism. It forms a hybrid, created from
theories drawn from the literature in terrorism and conflict studies, and
then tested by data collection from fieldwork in the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict. The primary intention is to deconstruct the accepted orthodox
theory of terrorism and challenge its understanding of the roots of ter-
rorism with an alternative theoretical framework. 

The research design selected for the collection of data and application
of the central thesis is the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. This is a study of
the contemporary events of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict up to and
including the first two years of the second Intifada and includes the
period January–April 2003 for fieldwork. The Palestinian-Israeli conflict
provides an interesting and suitable example of a contemporary conflict
in which the orthodox understanding of terrorism is a central fea-
ture and a roots debate is contested. Whilst it is accepted that the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict is unique, it does demonstrate extensive sim-
ilarities with other types of contemporary ethno-nationalist and iden-
tity conflicts. This suggests that this selected case study can produce
credible generalisations to support this study of terrorism.

Data collection concentrates on fieldwork in Israel and the Palestin-
ian territories of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank. It focuses on repres-
entatives of the Israeli State, such as the government, military, police
and intelligence services. The principal Palestinian political groups,
namely Fateh, PFLP, Islamic Jihad and Hamas, and their respective
armed wings: Tansim, Abu Ali Mustapha Brigade, al Quds Brigade and
al-Qassim as well as the al-Aqsa martyrs brigade. Also interviewed are
the individuals in the conflict both Palestinian and Israeli, these
include, Israeli Soldiers, settlers, and civilians as well as Palestinian
fighters, refugees and civilians. Also included is a broad representation
of Palestinian and Israeli academics and non-governmental organisa-
tions. Attention is focused primarily on those directly in the conflict
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such as Israeli soldiers and Palestinian fighters and the leaders and
politicians on both sides. However, ‘ordinary’ Israeli and Palestinian
people are also observed and questioned in the belief that even though
they are not perhaps directly involved with violence, they are, as Israeli
or Palestinian people, automatically part of conflict at some level. 

Research was conducted in the main cities of Israel, particularly,
‘new’ Jerusalem, Tel Aviv and Haifa, as well as numerous smaller towns
and villages. The Palestinian research was conducted in the Gaza Strip
and the West Bank, specifically in Gaza city and the refugee camps of
Nuseirat, Khan Younis and Jabalia and in East Jerusalem. Also the Old
City of Jerusalem, Ramallah, Jericho and Nablus.

10 Rethinking the Roots of Terrorism
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11

1
The Root Causes of Terrorism:
Orthodox Terrorism Theory

Introduction

Terrorism has been the subject of a vast amount of research especially
during the last thirty years.1 The production of which has notably
increased since the end of the Cold War and more recently in the
shadow of the events of September 11th 2001, and the ‘War on
Terrorism’. The reason for this growth is two fold; first is the apparent
omnipresence of terrorism, especially in the ambiguous post-Cold War
world or Grey Area Phenomenon.2 Second, is the actual study of terror-
ism, which has become locked in an endless definitional debate, based
around the question of legitimacy. Consequently, no clear and univer-
sally acknowledged definition exists. As a result terrorism studies has
become the source of a constant debate as to what actually constitutes
terrorism. Due to this lack of any universally recognised and accepted
understanding of what the problem is and the preoccupation within
terrorism studies of trying to define and establish what constitutes
Terrorism. It is naturally proving difficult to establish a firm basis of
research with which to investigate why it actually occurs. As Walter
Laqueur has pointed out ‘disputes about a detailed, comprehensive
definition of terrorism will continue for a long time and will make no
noticeable contribution towards the understanding of terrorism’.3

The lack of investigation into the reasons for terrorism is further com-
pounded by the obsessive interest generated within terrorism studies for
the methodology of violence. Although the orthodox study of terrorism
has engaged in a limited roots debate concerning why terrorism occurs,4

the majority of research has been largely preoccupied with how it
occurs. Orthodox approaches to understanding terrorism tend to focus
on the type of violence employed; this is clearly illustrated by the
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United Nations (UN) Conventions on terrorism. These conventions
focus not on why the violence might be occurring but instead seek to
establish what type of violence is it and how can it be countered.5 This
has located the study of terrorism into the study of methods of vio-
lence. As a result, terrorism has become an academic analysis of the
mechanics of the actual violence, dealing with research ranging from
the formation, construction and operation of terrorist groups, to the
type of weapons, tactics and operational methods employed.6 This has
become the central basis for the existence of terrorism studies: how to
respond and deal with terrorism. It represents the core of terrorism liter-
ature7 and relates directly to the formation of governmental policy on
intelligence and security and feeds the construction and implementa-
tion of anti-terrorist and counter-terrorism policies.

The effects of the intuitional development of the study of terrorism
have been to further proliferate the ongoing comparative definitional
debate. This is not helped by growing political pressure to establish an
accepted single definition of terrorism that can be used to institute a
general scientific theory of terrorism, enshrined in law. The purpose of
which is to institute a common governmental and international basis
with which to approach, and deal with terrorism.8 The institutional
study of terrorism has also firmly established within its remit the pro-
duction of in-depth methodological studies of the techniques and
tactics of varying types of terrorist groups. Although these are useful
for understanding and countering terrorist groups in relation to
methods of response and policy formation, they are often of little help
in understanding why the groups are engaging in violence.

In this chapter I intend to review how terrorism studies understands
the roots of terrorism. This will involve a critical theory based inter-
disciplinary and multi-level approach to terrorism literature. It will take
the form an examination of the ways terrorism is perceived and under-
stood through the various lenses provided by mainstream international
relations theory. These perspectives will be represented as levels of
analysis and correspond to the state actor, the non-state actor, the
structural and the individual level; this will comprise Part 2 of this
chapter. However, preceding this, in Part 1 will be a brief examination
of orthodox terrorism theory.

Part 1: Orthodox Terrorism Theory

Legitimacy: the problem with the orthodox definition of terrorism

In a review of current research, Andrew Silke points out the develop-
ment of the study of terrorism is constrained by the supposed emotive
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nature of the subject and the confusion surrounding the conception
and definition of the phenomenon.9 It is not my intention here to add
to the definitional debate but it is an important step in analysing
orthodox terrorism theory to consider why it exists. The debate exists
because the orthodox definition of terrorism is based on legitimacy,
which can be defined as the acceptance and recognition of the author-
ity of the established government by the population. Terrorism can be
viewed as violence generated by the conflict over the contention for
political legitimacy. States believe they have legitimacy and brand any
challenge to their authority as illegitimate. Terrorist groups, by the
orthodox definition, challenge the political authority of the state and
deem themselves and their cause legitimate and view the state as
illegitimate.

Due to the dominance of state power, the ‘relative legitimacy’ expla-
nation has become the widely accepted understanding of terrorism.
As a result, terrorism has become a pejorative term adopted by actors to
make a moral justification of their claim to legitimacy and moral con-
demnation of their opponents. States call groups terrorist, not neces-
sarily because they use lethal violence to attempt to attain political
goals but because they view their challenge as illegitimate. Equally
groups label states terrorist not because they use lethal state violence to
maintain their political position, but because they see it as illegitimate.
Hence, the constant referral in the definition of terrorism debate to the
expression, ‘one man’s freedom fighter is another man’s terrorist’.
Consider therefore the United States Department of Defence definition
of terrorism; ‘unlawful use of force or violence against individuals or
property to coerce and intimidate governments to accept political, reli-
gious or ideological objectives’10 and Sheikh Fadlallah, spiritual leader
of Hizballah who suggests terrorism is ‘fighting with special means
against aggressor nations in religious and lawful warfare against world
imperial powers’.11

The roots of this legal and moral legitimacy debate can be seen to
originate in the western understanding of liberal democracy. Connor
Cruise O’Brien suggests that the terrorist label has been used to describe
and politically condemn groups who use terrorist methods in a liberal
democracy, where the opportunity exists to articulate grievances
through the non-violent political and legal process.12 Thus as Paul
Wilkinson points out, ‘[I]n a liberal democracy aggrieved man enjoys
full protection and rights of participation…violence for political ends
cannot be morally justified’.13 However, for a group to resort to violence
they must have already rejected the legitimacy of the ruling regime, and
so have created their own relative understanding. The existence of
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democracy whilst it promotes the state’s claim to the moral argument
does not necessarily change the relative understanding of legitimacy
held by the actors. This argument implies that the orthodox definition
of terrorism is based on the assumption that the employer of the defini-
tion is liberal and democratic and therefore has legitimate grounds to
judge and morally condemn the user of political violence. However
since many instances of terrorism exist outside the liberal democratic
framework and are even reasons for it, a universal moral definition is
perhaps unhelpful. Furthermore, a minority within a liberal democratic
framework, whose representation is so small that it is denied all parti-
cipation except voting, and is consequently outvoted, will loose the
ability for peaceful representation and participation.14

Legitimacy however, is enshrined in the power of the state and exists
in the orthodox definition of terrorism. This produces a relative under-
standing of terrorism that is locked into an endlessly cyclical moral
debate between relative perceptions of right and wrong. However, the
state as the more powerful actor can enforce its legitimacy with state
violence. The orthodox definition of terrorism is employed in this
agenda to legitimise violence. For example, when terrorism is defined
as, ‘the systematic use of coercive intimidation for political ends and is
used to create and exploit a climate of fear among a wider target group
than the victims to publicise a cause and to coerce a target to acceding
to the terrorists’ aims’.15 States can employ orthodox terrorist theory
and suggest a terrorist attack is a provocative, symbolic act to intimidate
and terrorise, intended to undermine the established and legitimate
political rule. Using this, the state is able to legitimately respond with
the forces of state control, namely the legal and military machinery.
However, groups can similarly use terrorism theory to suggest the state
is attempting to intimidate them by using state violence against their
symbolic targets, such as group leaders and training camps. This allows
the group to respond with whatever means of violence is available,
causing a cycle of violence that can be characterised by a protracted 
and intractable conflict over legitimacy. The cycle of terrorist violence
and recrimination is a common characteristic in so-called terrorist
conflicts and is clearly illustrated in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. The
Israelis view Palestinian attacks as terrorism and respond with military
violence, the Palestinians view this as terrorism and respond with vio-
lence. Both claim legitimacy of action, both view the other as terrorists.

Connected to the problem of legitimacy is the relative understanding
of force and violence. Wilkinson suggests violence is the opposite of
legitimate force, and is defined as ‘the illegitimate use or threatened
use of coercion resulting in death, injury, restraint, and intimidation of
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persons or destruction of property’.16 This argument suggests that ille-
gitimate violence is used in terrorism and legitimate violence is force,
(which is used against it). This serves to obscure the causes of terrorism
because it perpetuates the relative understandings in which both sides
claim moral legitimacy. It also increasingly polarises the actors within
their own comprehensions and further exacerbates and in some cases
can justify the underlying problems that initially generated the polit-
ical violence in the first instance.

The inherent contradictions and ambiguity of legitimacy also exist in
the ‘process of legitimisation’. This is a practice whereby the orthodox
definition of terrorism is manipulated to serve political ends. In this
process, a number of groups and individuals are labelled, relative to
state legitimacy, as terrorist. As a result they are outlawed and tackled
with state measures, such as the rule of law and military force. How-
ever, in reaction to changing political situations, some individuals and
groups will begin to become legitimised. Group members will be
released from prison or return from exile into accepted society, and in
some cases become recognised politicians.17 This is reflective of the his-
torical events of the French Revolution and the historic precedent of
reversing accepted legitimacy by violence. However, it makes a mock-
ery not only of the moral legitimacy inherent in the definition and
understanding of terrorism but more importantly of the rule of law
and the principle of justice.

The problems and inherent relative contradictions of the concept of
legitimate violence that are built into the orthodox definition and
understanding of terrorism, can also be found in two other important
concepts that are associated with the causes of terrorism. These are
tyrannicide and just war theory, and both clearly illustrate the confu-
sion and disarray that accompanies the legitimacy debate. Tyrannicide
is the legitimate use of violence by non-state actors against a ‘tyrann-
ical’ regime and is often cited as the justification for terrorism. How-
ever, the obvious problem with this is how to establish what exactly
constitutes a ‘tyrannical regime’, and when to decide that terrorism, as
‘legitimate violence’, is permitted. Actors engaged in terrorism believe
they are acting legitimately; this is the contradiction of the definition
of terrorism and the basis of the morally relative argument. Thus by
the subjective definition of a cruel dictatorship any group could
morally justify terrorism against the incumbent regime if disaffected by
it. Laqueur suggests tyrannicide is legitimate if it is the only feasible
means of overthrowing a cruel dictatorship, as ‘the last resort of free
men and women facing intolerable persecution’. However, he is then
forced to question if terrorism is always morally wrong.18
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Just war theory is similarly problematic, associated with the work of
Aquinas and Grotius, it offers actors a similar justification for terrorism
and is also open to relative interpretations. According to Aquinas in
Summa Theologica, just war requires jus ad bellum (justice of war). This
is war for a just cause with no other alternative, which incorporates the
correct authority and right intentions.19 Kennedy suggests that modern
just war theory also incorporates jus in bello (justice in war), which is
proportionality and discrimination.20 The problem, which is also inher-
ent in the definition of terrorism, is that the claim to a just cause can be
made as a legitimate claim relative from almost any perspective and
authorised by any source of perceived political grievance. In addition,
the just war theory implies that only one of the belligerents is waging a
just war, which immediately invites subjective interpretations.

The concept of just war theory can also be undermined and manipu-
lated by relative interpretations of the justice of war and also the
concept of justice in war. Both have little normative orientation as dif-
ferent actors view proportionality and discrimination differently.
Whilst the method of terrorism can be considered by some as not satis-
fying justice in war and so violating the modern embodiment of just
war theory (embodied in the Geneva Convention of 1929 and 1949).
Terrorist actors can cite the ‘end justifies the means’ to validate what-
ever means employed as acceptable in war to achieve the just cause.

Terrorism is also often associated with violence against non-
combatants as a violation of the most basic human right, the right to
life.21 However the relative comparison is often made between the con-
sidered illegality of groups detonating improvised explosive devices
(IEDs) against innocent civilians and the perceived legality of military
bombardment of non-combatants by the armies of the state. This
perhaps implies that in conflict and war there are no innocents. Omar
Malik deals with this issue by pointing out the relative nature of the
concept of innocent. He suggests, ‘[A]t any time the boundary between
guilty and innocent is set primarily by the killers’ current view on their
own necessity, capability, and the victims accessibility, they kill whom
they can kill’.22

Contested legitimacy also questions the nature of war in relation 
to terrorism because uniformed soldiers, armies and war relate solely to
states for whom the declaration and conduct of war is considered their
preserve. The reason for medieval just war theories and latter day con-
ventions on the ‘rules of war’ is an attempt by states to control and
restrict the use of warfare. Non-state actors without the military
strength of the state, use whatever means of violence they have avail-
able in order to conduct what they perceive as a war or conflict.
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However, by virtue of the terrorist method of violence they employ,
which maybe the only one available, they are outlawed and deemed
illegal. Not only by the legitimacy of the state definition of terrorism
but also under international law. This is illustrated by the international
conventions on terrorism and the law of armed conflict. Once again
this implies that the term terrorist exists, as a label for ‘illegal’ war or
conflict conducted by a non-state actor from the relative perception of
the state.

Towards a working definition

The understanding of Terrorism needs to be deconstructed and decou-
pled from the imposed relative legitimacy debate and recognised as
neither legitimate nor illegal but simply as conflict. As Stohl argues,
‘force is warfare and war is the power to inflict hurt and damage’.23

Terrorism in my understanding has two main definitional com-
ponents, lethal violence and a political agenda. Many researchers agree
that terrorism can be seen as the expression of a particular type of
lethal violence and can be defined methodologically as a ‘special
method’ of armed struggle or as a ‘weapons-system’.24 That incorpor-
ates recognised techniques such as assassinations and bombing,25 and
is characteristically directed against people or property. These acts are
differentiated from similar forms of violence by the existence of a
political motive. This Hoffman argues is the key characteristic of terror-
ism. He suggests, ‘in the most widely accepted contemporary usage of
the term [of terrorism] it is fundamentally and inherently political’.26

A political motive implies an agenda that involves some violent inter-
action by, with or against the established power centres in order to
affect the nature of the power centre. So in its most basic manifestation
terrorism can be seen as lethal violence for a political agenda. I would
argue that this basic definition of terrorism provides a useful point of
departure from which to begin an examination of the roots of terror-
ism as it is a value neutral expression and focuses on an approach to
terrorism based on the simplicity of the act of violence for a political
purpose. It also provides a level of clarity in which it will be possible to
investigate the reason or root cause for terrorism unencumbered by the
problems of the moral legitimacy debate found in the orthodox
definition.

Orthodox terrorism theory: a discourse for understanding terrorism 

Normative or orthodox terrorism definitions should be viewed as part
of the wider orthodox terrorism discourse. This is the principal para-
digm that is used to explain, understand and deal with terrorism.
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‘[T]errorism is a doctrine about the efficacy of unexpected and life-
threatening violence for political change and a strategy of political
action which embodies that doctrine’.27 Orthodox terrorism theory is a
discourse built upon the act of terrorism in order to understand its
logic. Although this is intended to explain the act from the perspective
of both the instigator and recipient, be it a terrorist group against a
state or indeed vice versa. Orthodox terrorism theory concentrates
mainly on acts of terrorism as violence against the established author-
ity or state, not necessarily by it. Whilst it does expound state ter-
rorism, orthodox terrorism theory is essentially a western model of
understanding rooted in western freedoms, the rule of law and the
liberal democratic state.28 This is due to the necessity for a requirement
to deal with acts of terrorism, which according to orthodox terrorism
theory, are seen as threats to the state.

Orthodox terrorism theory is based on a number of common themes
that reoccur throughout terrorism literature. These can be grouped into
three areas, functional, symbolic29 and tactical.30 By using each of these
types as a guide it is possible to expound the orthodox theory of terror-
ism. Functional relates to the orthodox belief that terrorism is intended
to ‘provoke a response to further the cause by strategic manipula-
tion’.31 This is a central concept and suggests that the aim of the act of
terrorism is to force a reaction, hopefully an over-reaction by the estab-
lished power centre, governing authority or state against the instig-
ators, their supporters and even the population in general. Rubenstein
calls this ‘heroic terrorism’ and suggests that the aim is to ‘provoke
intense indiscriminate state repression in order to deprive the govern-
ment of legitimacy and radicalise the masses’.32 Laqueur calls this
‘the terrorist theory of provocation’ and suggests that it is intended to
produce (state) repression, draconian measures and thus ultimately
undermine the ‘liberal’ façade.33 Alongside this attempt to demonstrate
the unsuitability of the incumbent authority to govern and by expos-
ing its ‘true’ nature, orthodox terrorism theory suggests that the terror-
ists endeavour to wrest legitimacy from the state and bestow it upon
their own cause. The intention of terrorists is to undermine the secur-
ity of the population by demonstrating that the state is unable to
provide adequate protection and therefore force them to turn to altern-
ative sources such as the instigators of the terrorist violence to negoti-
ate a settlement or provide alternative governance. This is illustrated in
the post-World War Two anti-colonial conflicts in Cyprus and Algeria,
in Northern Ireland and Spain and present day situations in Chechnya,
Nepal and Iraq. 
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A second theme is symbolic. This is arguably the basis of orthodox
terrorism theory, which according to Hoffman has its origins in the
earliest forms of nineteenth century terrorism and is encapsulated in
Carlo Pisacane’s ‘theory of propaganda by deed’.34 Orthodox terrorism
theory uses this concept of symbolism to explain an act of terrorist vio-
lence as being highly symbolic and an attempt to terrorise, intimidate
and strike fear into the those against whom the violence is directed,
(even if they are not the actual physical recipients of the violence).
Obviously the actual targets of the act and the wider audience who
witness it are directly affected by it. The orthodox explanation of the
symbolic value of terrorism is as ‘coercive intimidation’ or ‘pure terror-
ism’ which is ‘the systematic use of murder and destruction or the
threat of, to terrorise individuals, groups, communities and govern-
ments into conceding to terrorists demands’.35 Classically, the conven-
tional philosophy of terrorism is as a symbolic act, intended to affect
more than just the target of the violence. In the writing of Sun Tzu,
orthodox terrorism theory suggests the aim of terrorist violence is to
‘kill one and frighten ten thousand’.36

Whilst much of the literature on orthodox terrorism theory supports
these psychological implications it also emphasises the communica-
tions value aspect of symbolic violence. The orthodox discourse sug-
gests that acts of terrorism are committed in order to publicise and
internationalise the political aim, thereby demonstrating the high pro-
paganda and publicity value that can be gained from acts of terrorist
violence. Jenkins encapsulates this concept by describing ‘terrorism as
theatre’.37 This understanding of terrorism applies equally to the state.
Which is known to generate the symbolic terrorism of fear and intimi-
dation against its own domestic population in order to ensure political
loyalty and compliance to authority.38 Moreover, some terrorism theor-
ists argue that the symbolic nature of terrorism theory allows an act of
terrorism to be categorised into domestic or international depending
where it occurred.39 Both the psychology of fear and the role of public-
ity contained in the symbolic nature of orthodox terrorism theory
demonstrate quite graphically the significance of the role of media in
propagating the psychological implications of the terrorist message to
an even wider audience.40 This understanding for example, is used by
the Israeli State to explain the reason for a Hamas suicide attack on a
school bus.

The third component of orthodox terrorism theory is tactical. This
can be understood in two ways, first as a limited means to achieve
short-term gain, such as the exchange of hijack hostages for prisoners
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or a bank robbery to fund arms procurement. This was a common
understanding during the hijacks in the 1970s by Palestinian groups.
The second is as a tactical part of a wider strategic initiative; this has its
roots in the theories of revolution and guerrilla warfare41 by propon-
ents such as Mao Tse-Tung42 and Carlos Marighela.43 They suggested
that acts of terrorism should be part of the wider struggle for revolu-
tion or an initial stage preceding popular revolt. Schmid and Jongman
define this phenomenon as ‘the insurgency context of terrorism’.44

This understanding is applied to the current situation in Nepal, where
the incumbent government have labelled the Maoist insurgents as
terrorists.

Orthodox terrorism theory is employed to understand acts of terror-
ist violence and is based upon the assumptions I have discussed above.
It is interesting to note however that by adopting this terrorism theory,
assumptions are made about the nature of the terrorist actor. Crenshaw
investigates this and develops ‘strategic choice theory’ which she
argues is a representation of the perpetrator of the act of violence as a
rational actor, who has calculated the implications and made a rational
choice among alternatives as part of strategic reasoning.45 This suggests
that acts of terrorist violence whilst appearing to be indiscriminate and
random, and the behaviour of mad and crazed individuals, are in fact
tactical parts of a carefully planned and calculated strategy to influence
decision-making and effect political change.

Orthodox terrorism theory is based on normative definitions that
incorporate the above components and thus help to provide an under-
standing, especially for governments and agencies involved in dealing
with terrorism. The US Department of Defence defines terrorism as,
‘the unlawful use of – or threatened use of – force or violence against
individuals or property in order to coerce or intimidate governments or
societies, often to achieve political, religious, or ideological object-
ives’.46 Schmid and Jongman suggest terrorism is ‘a method of combat
in which random or symbolic victims serve as instrumental targets of
violence. These instrumental victims share group or class characteris-
tics, which form the basis for the victimisation. Other members of that
group or class are put in a chronic state of fear (terror)…. the purpose
of which is to change attitudes or behaviour favouring the interests of
the user of method of combat’.47 This particular definition of terrorism
was produced after an exhaustive survey of academics and practitioners
in the field, and has consequently had a profound influence on the
general understanding of terrorism.
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Orthodox terrorism theory however is a discourse; it does not neces-
sarily represent the ‘truth’ about terrorism but exists to provide an
explanation of the violence. Unsurprisingly not all actors accept the
orthodox understanding of terrorism. This is due primarily to the moral
problems inherent in the relative legitimacy definition, which allows
terrorism discourse to be employed (a purpose for which it is perhaps
designed) to legitimise state violence whilst simultaneously delegitimis-
ing the use of political violence by opposition movements.

The definitions and the theory of orthodox terrorism discourse
whilst comprehensively explaining how terrorism works and what it is
intended to achieve, does little to explain why it occurs. Once again,
this is perhaps the designed purpose of terrorism discourse. It provides
an explanation of political violence that can be employed against it
without any recourse to a roots debate. As any form of roots debate
might affect the political legitimacy of the dominant power centre.
This is because investigation into why terrorism occurs could poten-
tially result in the legitimisation of the terrorist group and the delegit-
imisation of the state. Orthodox terrorism theory has a particular and
important purpose. It is a discourse employed by the state to tackle
terrorism without undermining its legitimacy. Terrorism however is an
endemic problem worldwide and despite the continued use of ortho-
dox terrorism theory terrorism remains so. Is orthodox terrorism
theory therefore really the best approach?

Terrorism theory in crisis

Orthodox terrorism theory it seems appears to be in a state of crisis.
Although the theory I have expounded above is still very relevant and
instrumental in the understanding of terrorism, a number of new
trends identified by terrorism theorists are becoming increasingly
apparent and bring into question its very foundations. Hoffman
identifies what he terms as ‘new terrorism’ which he suggests is charac-
terised by less comprehensible motives and an unwillingness to claim
or credit responsibility. He also highlights the increased lethality of
acts of terrorism.48 Wilkinson calls this trend ‘mass terror’ and links it
to the large number of people killed in ethnic conflict.49 This obviously
problematises the orthodox understanding of terrorism as symbolic –
which suggests the intention is low lethality and high publicity.

Walter Lacquer in The New Terrorism reiterates these themes and
adds that new terrorism is motivated by hate, blind violence and
aggression and therefore questions the role of ideology in terrorism.50
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This argument causes difficulty in supporting the functional under-
standing of terrorism, which is further compounded by the actions of
millennial groups, or extremist sects whose sole purpose is to kill and
therefore lack any obvious political objective.51 This brings into ques-
tion whether they actually constitute a terrorist organisation. These
themes are increasingly apparent in the contemporary literature on
terrorism theory, especially in the aftermath of the destruction of the
World Trade Centre and the implications of the high death toll. It is
also particularly relevant in the debate over the terrorist use of
weapons of mass destruction (WMDs).52 The understanding of ‘new
terrorism’ may therefore require new theories as it certainly brings
into question the psychological foundations of traditional terrorism
theory, as Jenkins makes clear when he stated that ‘killing a lot of
people has seldom been the terrorist objective’.53

Part 2: Theories of terrorism

The roots of terrorism at the state level

By applying a critical approach to examining the relationship between
the state and terrorism, it is possible to investigate from the literature
in terrorism studies, if the roots of terrorism can be located at the state
level. The state is defined in international law as a permanent popula-
tion within a distinct territory under the authority of an established
government.54 This implies the existence of legitimacy55 and sover-
eignty.56 These two concepts are instrumental in the state-based under-
standing of the root causes of terrorism because they imply that the
state is the embodiment of centralised power over a population and
that a relationship exists between other states. The ‘state system’
according to realism in international relations theory is maintained by
the existence of a political relationship between the governing machin-
ery and the governed population of the state, and the recognition and
acceptance of these concepts in other sovereign states. These are
mutual relationships and terrorism can be located in the conflict gener-
ated between the actors in these political interactions. These can be
found internally between the state (governing authority) and governed
population as conflict over legitimacy, and externally between states as
conflict over sovereignty.

Internal state terrorism

Internal state terrorism can be seen as acts of terrorism by the state
within its own borders. This is a common theme in terrorism liter-
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ature57 and is often associated with the reign of terror, perpetrated by
the Jacobins during the French revolution. Calvert in his ‘Theory of
Revolution’ suggests that terror is ‘the consolidation of revolution’ and
argues that the reign of terror of the Jacobins was directed as much at
the established aristocracy as it was against other revolutionaries, as it
was used to maintain, consolidate and stabilise revolution. He also
cites War Communism in Russia in 1917 as a further example of this
theory.58 Eugene Walter in Terror and Resistance understands all acts of
terrorism to signify violence designed for political control. This is
‘regime terror theory’, and is state rule by violence and fear.59 Hannah
Arendt points to the Russian Revolution and suggests that this
heralded the use of ‘terror as an institutional device’.60 Terrorism can
be employed as a potent instrument of the state or established author-
ity to subjugate a population and enforce political compliance. As the
state, according to Leon Trotsky, is much richer in the means of phys-
ical destruction and mechanical repression than terrorist groups are.61

It seems to be part of the natural condition of the state to generate and
employ terrorism in order to create and maintain political power. This is
illustrated by the existence of the social contract, which Rousseau iden-
tified as the implied relationship between the government and the
citizen. He suggested this contract allows for the monopoly on the use of
violence by the state, in return for the protection of the rights of the
individual citizen.62 Alexis de Tocqueville identified this concept and
termed it ‘containment’ and concluded that terror is a consequence of
maintaining social peace and personal safety.63 States have a category of
assets, which include armies, money and police in which to protect
power, repress rebellion, impose order and reinforce legitimacy.64 Hoff-
man points to extreme examples of this theory, such as Nazi Germany
and Soviet Russia, which he calls the ‘abuse of power by governments’.65

However with the legitimacy bestowed on established states this could
equally be called the legitimate exercise of political power.

This concept has been termed the ‘discipline of terrorology’ or ‘the
science of terrorism’. This theory suggests the ability of the state to
employ terrorism. Not only directly against its own population to keep
them in-line, but also indirectly, as a means to develop, by propa-
ganda, a fear of terrorism as a threat to the state within the population.
The maintenance of a type of public paranoia effectively sanctions the
legitimate use of state terrorism against a perceived threat.66 This is
demonstrated in Israel, where despite the human losses and questions
about its effectiveness, the majority of the Israeli public maintain
support for the use of state violence against the Palestinians.67
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However, the use or indeed misuse of terrorism has been recognised
and scepticism has been voiced. Miller suggests, ‘[T]he agencies of gov-
ernment to which we entrust our security and who devote themselves
to the eradication of terrorism, maybe more a part of the problem itself
than we wish to acknowledge’.68 Moreover, Chomsky identifies the
existence of ‘image’ and ‘reality’ concepts of terrorism. ‘Reality’ he
argues, is ‘literal terrorism’, which is an identifiable and real threat to
the state. ‘Image’ however, is ‘propagandist terrorism’, which he sees as
the ‘construction of the concept as a weapon to be exploited in the
service of systems of power’.69 These ideas relating to internal state ter-
rorism can also be seen as counter or anti-terrorism, as both advantages
and disadvantages. Thus ‘the domestic or internal threat of terrorism
can strengthen the modern state to the detriment however of the rule
of law and security of civil liberties’.70 This argument is particularly rel-
evant in the approach of many post-September 11 states that have
introduced national emergency anti-terrorism laws that blatantly con-
travene individual human rights.

Internally, terrorism can be regarded as endemic to the existence of
the modern state as whenever political power is in contention it is a
method that can be used to establish and then maintain political
power or purely to strengthen an existing position. This implies that
the relationship between political power and governance makes terror-
ism practically synonymous with the institution of the state.

External state terrorism

External state terrorism is also a common theme in terrorism literature
and can be defined as an act of terrorism sanctioned by states outside
of its own borders. It is also referred to as state-sponsored, surrogate,
state directed, or proxy terrorism. By employing this approach the state
can be regarded as the primary source of terrorism since the Second
World War. As it has been employed by the state as an instrument of
propaganda and control in order to preserve the international status
quo by maintaining the respective position of power of the state by the
domination of others.71 For this reason state terrorism can be regarded
as immeasurably more destructive and indiscriminate than small-group
violence.72 Thus the state can be regarded as a root cause of terrorism
due to the perceived utility of terrorism when employed as a tool of
foreign policy for assisting the maintenance of state security or the pro-
jection of power and influence abroad.

The concept of state-sponsored terrorism permeates virtually every
aspect of the study of terrorism. For this reason Stohl divides state ter-
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rorist behaviour into three types; coercive diplomacy, covert behaviour
and surrogate terrorism.73 This typology can be enhanced by adding
direct military action. States can perpetrate acts of terrorism outside of
their borders to enact what can be termed low-cost, low-risk, high yield
foreign policy. This can take the form of acts of overt violence by one
state carried out in another state, or as covert violence by agents of the
perpetrator state (or ‘third party’ ‘proxy’ state) in the form of direct
military action or secret financial, technical or logistical and support.
Covert state terrorism is also often practiced because it avoids direct
military confrontation between states and considerably reduces the
danger of inter-state war, especially if the states concerned have
nuclear weapons. This type of confrontation was prevalent during the
Cold War, as indigenous terrorist groups would often be supported by
the superpowers in ‘proxy conflicts’, depending upon their ideological
perspective. During this period, Clare Sterling produced a thesis enti-
tled ‘the network theory’, in which she argued that the cause of world
terrorism was state-sponsorship of terrorism by the Soviet Union.74

Whilst this serves to highlight the importance of state sponsored ter-
rorism, it overlooks the role of other states, especially western, in state
terrorism and can also obscure other reasons for the manifestation of
terrorism. This ‘network’ thesis whilst largely discredited now appears
to be re-emerging as an Islamisist terrorist network theory.75

Seemingly, from the perspective of a neutral understanding of terror-
ism as lethal political violence, I suggest that the most contentious acts
of terrorism are overt acts by states, such as retaliatory and pre-emptive
strikes.76 State terrorism is a method by which states can project mil-
itary and political power and can be brought into action whenever a
state wishes to project its power without accepting responsibility.77

State sponsored terrorism however, is not just the preserve of the
powerful states as all states fear for their security and employ a pro-
active foreign policy to attain their goals. Other factors that might
cause state sponsored terrorism include, the weakness of some states to
field comparative military strength, religious or ideological causes and
endemic socio-economic problems.78

Examination of the causes of terrorism at the state level produce a
perspective of terrorism inextricably rooted within the modern state
and realist state system. The manifestation of terrorism therefore can
be attributed directly to the existence of the state, which is ‘as an
instrument of internal repression and control and a weapon of exter-
nal aggression and subjugation’.79 This perspective is linked closely 
to orthodox terrorism theory and employs a positivist approach to
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understanding acts of terrorism as illegal and illegitimate violence
against the state. From this respect it is an invaluable level of analysis
for the examination of the roots of terrorism.

However because of the state-centric orientation produced by the state
level perspective, a serious flaw exists for a holistic understanding terror-
ism. The state level approach only sees terrorism as originating from
established states and therefore does not recognise the importance of the
non-state actor. Acts of terrorism against states are perceived as instigated
only from other states. For example, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is
understood at the state level as a conflict between the established Arab
states in the region. The Palestinians as a non-state group are viewed as
either the proxy agents of the Arab states or as an Israeli internal security
issue. They are certainly not seen as politically and socio-economically
marginalised or oppressed actors in their own right. Furthermore, the
cause of the September 11th attacks in New York were seen as state spon-
sored terrorism emanating from the Taliban in Afghanistan. This is an
obvious gap in the understanding of terrorism, one that needs to be
addressed by employing other, alternative levels of analysis. 

The non-state actor and the roots of terrorism

To compensate for the shortcomings of the state approach to terrorism
it is useful to examine how terrorism is understood, within the existing
literature, at the non-state level. Examination of the perceptions pro-
vided at this level enable the roots of terrorism to be investigated by
focusing attention on the role of the non-state actors as a cause of ter-
rorism. This can be achieved by examining the nature of the terrorist
challenge to the state and why it occurs. Bowyer Bell calls this concept
‘the dream’, and suggests that it is apparent in all actors seeking pol-
itical change. The opposition and resistance that the institution of the
established state produces to this dream is a major determinant of 
the nature of the armed struggle and of terrorism.80

Opposition to the state as the accepted source of political power can
be recognised in two principal forms. Reactionary, which is violence,
intended to instigate change and reform of the existing system. And
revolutionary which is violence that seeks the complete destruction of
the state and the established authority. Terrorism therefore exists ‘in
the state and non-state contest between the forces of order and change,
power holders and challengers and forces of social control and
dissent’.81 Before examining these two catalysts for terrorism, it is
important to investigate why the state as an institution is such a light-
ning rod for political violence.
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Terrorism against the state

Terrorism against the state is arguably the most commonly accepted
and widely understood cause of terrorism within terrorism literature.
This is primarily because the state is considered to be the accepted 
and established source of political power, in the form of a national and
internationally recognised ruling authority. The institution of the state
is therefore the obvious and natural target for those seeking political
influence. Consequently, the state and its legal, security and defence
machinery is orientated to oppose any form of political change, espe-
cially violent, that attempts to affect the state monopoly of political
and socio-economic control. The roots of terrorism exist in this
dynamic. This is clearly illustrated by movements for national libera-
tion or socio-economic reform that harbour a political claim to some
or all of the power of the state.

To explain the roots of terrorism it is crucial to investigate the root
causes of terrorist challenges by various groups against the established
authority of the state. This is particularly important when some states
employ a form of parliamentary democracy or at least provide the facil-
ity to potentially obtain political power through peaceful means.82

Aside from the obvious violent opposition that can be generated by an
illiberal state, it can be argued that the Liberal state is in fact a major
cause of terrorism. This relates to the ideological inception of the mod-
ern state in the French Revolution.83 Paradoxically, whilst the French
Revolution is held in the highest traditions of western thought as the
example of gaining freedom and liberty, it was actually achieved and
consolidated by the use of terrorism. For this reason terrorism is
located in modern western political thought originating from the
French Revolution. As ‘[I]t led men to believe that it was within their
power to remake society from top to bottom’.84

This implies that a revolution of thought occurred, triggered by the
example of the French Revolution. Thus it was demonstratively no
longer necessary to accept without question the ruling elite or estab-
lished political and indeed socio-economic situation. Liberal political
change could be facilitated by violence. Chaliand suggests that the ideas
of the enlightenment also helped generate the concepts behind rights
and freedoms and supports his argument with quotes from the work of
Rousseau and Burke.85 Individuals and nations, he continues, developed
an understanding and belief in ‘natural rights’ especially for the creation
of a representative state. These beliefs, enshrined in the concept of the
state, have been instrumental in the cause of terrorism since the French
Revolution. They reoccur in the concepts of European nationalism,
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ethno-nationalism, self-determination and de-colonisation.86 These
types of asymmetric power challenges from non-state actors are widely
regarded as some of the main causes of terrorism, especially in orthodox
terrorism theory. The irony is however, that these expressions of vio-
lence are enshrined in the western value systems of freedom and liberty
that helped establish the state in the first instance.

A further cause of terrorism is the arbitrary nature of the state itself.
States, especially liberal democratic ones, are arguably created as repres-
entative, yet it is very unlikely that they will represent the entire popu-
lation. Political grievances are therefore very likely to materialise.
Laqueur argues that because of this, terrorism is endemic to the state
and he is doubtful if a peaceful settlement to all the demands of all ter-
rorists could ever be met.87 States are also territorially arbitrary. Their
borders do not necessarily reflect social, ethnic or religious divisions.
States are a ‘model’ and often reflect the will of the majority therefore
marginalising minorities into terrorism.88 States are also artificially
created political ‘products’, characterised by a population who may be
socially, economically, ethnically and religiously diverse but who are
forced together into a bounded territory and governed by an estab-
lished authority under an enforced political system. Whilst this may be
acceptable to some, especially the ethnic majority or the ruling elite,
the nature of the relationship of violence between the governing and
the governed and the diversity of people in a state might suggest other-
wise. An interesting argument to complement this is by Cassese. He
suggests that terrorism exists in the fragmentation of state, not its
forcible creation. Terrorism, he argues, should be seen as occurring in
the ‘framework of the progressive decline of the nation-state and the
disintegration of communities into smaller groups, sub-groups and
minorities’.89

A further cause of terrorism by non-state groups is the reaction and
response of the state itself. The ability of the state to employ violence
to maintain its security is well documented. The roots of terrorism can
therefore be attributed to the repressive nature of the state. In detailed
studies of ideological terrorist groups Donatella della Porta argues that
the strategy chosen by the state is often instrumental in the develop-
ment of anti-state terrorism. She suggests the existence of the ‘radical-
isation of protest’. This happens to political demonstrations that start
peacefully and culminate in violence, and result in the creation of
potential terrorist groups that are driven underground by harsh state
oppression.90 Rubenstein suggests that it is the violence perpetrated by
the state that causes acts of terrorism, he argues that terrorists gain
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respect for violence from the state.91 Moreover, Carlos Marighela in his
‘mini-manual of terrorism’ stated that, ‘the tactic of revolutionary terror-
ism must be used to combat the terrorism used by the dictatorship
against the people of Brazil’.92 An example of the socialisation of vio-
lence or the inheritance of violence from the state by non-state groups
is provided by Sayyid Fedlallah, the spiritual leader of Hizballah. He
was quoted as saying, ‘the extraordinary and unconventional methods
of waging war are necessary to redress the imbalance of power and as
an obligation for self-defence’.93

The state can exist for many as a passive faceless and oppressive
monolith that obstructs and frustrates the political and social goals of
weaker opponents. It exists as the symbol against which the violence
created by frustration and anger is often vented. It is also an insensitive
and hostile leviathan that dispenses its own brand of arbitrary vio-
lence. It is interesting to note however, that groups often perpetrate
terrorism against the state with the intention of forming their own
version of a state, in which they hope to realise their own political
power and accomplish their own particular goals. This Orwellian
nightmare continually propagates terrorism, as the ‘new incumbent
state’ dispenses its own violence whilst being the recipient of violence
from new opposition groups. Prior to the formation of the State of
Israel in 1948 Menachem Begin, representing the Irgun, (a terrorist
group opposing British rule in Palestine) proclaimed that ‘a fighting
underground is a veritable state in miniature: a state at war’.94 This
statement could now equally apply to the Palestinians. The state is an
institution built on violence and the majority of states were formed
through it. Terrorism is therefore synonymous with the state.

Revolutionary terrorism

Revolutionary terrorism is terrorism conducted by a sub-state group in
order to overthrow the state, completely destroy the existing political
system and replace it with a new political framework. Ironically a
primary cause of terrorism is the desire for state formation located in
liberal ideas, which support the rights of individuals and the attainment
of freedoms. Terrorism employed by groups engaged in anti-colonial
conflict is triggered by the perceived need to achieve some form of legit-
imacy and sovereignty through self-government and political auto-
nomy. These concepts are enshrined in the political institution of the
state and form the basis upon which individuals, communities and
nations gain, exercise and more importantly protect their individual
rights and freedoms. These liberal principles however, especially the
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concept of the right to self-determination and independent state rule,
are instrumental in causing terrorism. UN Resolution 1514 states,
‘All peoples have the right to self-determination’.95 It is controversial
argument to suggest that a UN resolution approves the use of terrorism
to achieve statehood, but it certainly exists as a justification for seeking
an independent state through violence. Yasser Arafat in his address to
the United Nations General Assembly in 1974 argued, ‘A revolutionary
is one who stands by a just cause and fights for the freedom and libera-
tion of his land’.96

The existence of the institution of the state, the power it holds, the
access it permits to the international society and the protection under
international law it provides, is a clear incentive for groups to seek
their own state. ‘The state is the tool-box containing the instruments
for access to the West’s power and superiority’ and that access to this is
a ‘natural right’.97 Groups and communities that exist as minorities in
states due to race, ethnicity, religion or culture actively seek this goal
and often resort to terrorism to achieve it. This is supported by the
typologies of terrorism widely adopted in the terrorism literature; such
as anti-colonial, irredentist, separatist, nationalist, ethno-nationalist,
insurgent and revolutionary. Hence, the struggle for a state by the
‘submerged nation’ is a very serious problem for modern societies.98

Terrorism literature and the orthodox theory of terrorism suggest
that it is possible to achieve revolutionary change and the formation of
an independent state through the use of terrorism. This is due to the
constant reference to the ‘success’ of the terrorist campaigns mounted
in the ‘anti-colonial conflicts’, such as Algeria, Palestine, Cyprus and
Aden. All of which culminated in political autonomy and state forma-
tion. This graphically illustrates the apparent benefits of terrorism.
Although this argument suggests that terrorism causes terrorism, it
does appear nevertheless to be a successful way or method of achieving
statehood to all potential terrorist groups who desire political change
and state formation. Whilst the central purpose of orthodox terrorism
literature is to condemn terrorism, it is forced to concede that anti-
colonial terrorism was ‘successful’ albeit due to a number of ‘special
conditions’, and the apparent success of terrorist tactics employed dur-
ing the anti-colonial period were very influential in facilitating the
emergence of modern terrorism.99

Reactionary terrorism

Reactionary terrorism is terrorism employed by non-state groups
attempting to reform the political system within the existing state
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structure. The objective of this violence is not to overthrow the state,
but to reform it, in order to redress for example, perceived political
grievances or socio-economic inequality. It is important to stress that
this classification is adopted for ease of examination and does not
necessarily suggest a formal demarcation between groups who seek
state formation and those who do not. Reactionary intentions may
lead inadvertently to revolution and conversely revolutionary groups
may only succeed in reactionary reform. Furthermore, although I have
argued that the desire for state formation is the cause of revolutionary
terrorism, it is possible to suggest that some of the causes of reaction-
ary terrorism may also be secondary underlying causes of revolutionary
terrorism. For example, government repression, economic deprivation,
political opposition, ethnic persecution and class cleavage could all
trigger more fundamental political change.100 Also non-state groups do
not necessarily follow state borders and therefore can and do exist
inside, outside and across the borders of established states.

Reform of the existing political system by terrorism is a common
theme in terrorism literature. The causes of terrorism are commonly
seen as political or socio-economic grievances expressed by groups or
communities. In 1972 the United Nations Secretariat produced a docu-
ment on the causes of international terrorism, it suggested that the
roots of terrorism were in ‘genuine frustration and despair with
national and international policy in the political, economic and social
situations’.101 The concept of grievance is also a reoccurring theme as a
‘real grievance’, such as ‘hunger, misery, disease and humiliation’.102

Or more ethereal concept such as ‘hope and desperation (hope for
profound political change and desperation in political defeat and eco-
nomic decline)’.103 This has been termed ‘anomie violence’, and is an
expression of social and cultural dislocation.104 It also draws attention
to social conflict and suggests that terrorism is located in decaying and
unstable social systems. These are structures that trigger the disadvant-
aged in ‘blocked societies’ to seek to reassert their rights.105

Terrorism caused by the need for reform was also an argument
articulated by the former US president, Bill Clinton, who suggested
‘terrorism is the last desperate pitch of the humiliated and hungry and
is a raw message of those neither heard nor understood’.106 Crenshaw
argues that causes of terrorism can be divided into ‘preconditions and
precipitants’. Preconditions are factors that set the stage such as mod-
ernisation, urbanisation and the development of social habits and his-
torical traditions. Precipitants are specific events that trigger a violent
reaction.107 Donatella della Porta explains this build-up to violence as
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‘a protest cycle’ in which claims or demands gather momentum within
specific social groups and can radicalise into violence unless addressed
by the government.108 This has also been referred to as ‘a crisis of
confidence’ and suggests that protest movements begin, not necessarily
because of fundamental faults in the system but because of rulers mis-
leading behaviour and misguided policies.109

The outcome of these frequently occurring causational arguments 
in terrorism literature is to conclude that the roots of terrorism are in
social conflict. Groups and communities engaged in terrorism often
refer to concepts such as order and justice. They demand the redress of
the perceived social imbalance due to social inequality, injustice, dis-
crimination, marginalisation and the lack of political representation.
Two important theories of terrorism emerge from this line of argu-
ment; the first is relative deprivation. This theory expounded by Ted
Gurr in Why Men Rebel, suggests that the perceived discrepancy
between what the group expect to have and what they actually have is
a source of violence.110 The second is functionalism or utility theory;
this has its roots in the work of Coser on social conflict theory,111 but is
developed and applied to explaining terrorism by Crenshaw. She sug-
gests that terrorism has a positive social function to ease social tension
by creating and maintaining necessary social change.112 Further to this
is change theory, which sees terrorism as a purposeful safety valve for
dangerous social pressures and serves to raise awareness and help gov-
ernments make timely reforms in order to avoid a potentially violent
situation from worsening. This ultimately implies that terrorism has a
purpose, and the means of violence, no matter how abhorrent, leads 
to an important end, which justifies it. ‘Armed struggle is a means to
change history and not an end in itself’.113 This theme is also explored
by Albert Camus in The Rebel. He suggests that revolt is a spontaneous
response to injustice and a chance to achieve change without giving up
personal and collective freedom. Rebellion, he argues, ‘is the basis for
human progression and freedom’.114

The existence in society of ideas of grievances, demands and prob-
lems that can act as potential and indeed actual causes of terrorism, are
identified as ‘corrigible terrorism’. This is terrorism in which the causes,
such as desires and grievances can be addressed.115 Reform of grievances
is not however a panacea for terrorism despite Lacquer’s optimism that,
‘rarely do happy and contented people throw bombs’.116 It occurs not
only for many other reasons but also grievances and especially the con-
cept of relative deprivation can by definition prove to be both endemic
and unsolvable.
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Structural causes of terrorism

An examination of the causes of terrorism at the structural level of ana-
lysis is essentially an investigation into the actions of the actors in rela-
tion to each other and the perceived structure that causes this or is
created by it. Crenshaw believes that ‘terrorism cannot be adequately
explained without situating it in its particular social, political and
economic situation’.117 Structural causes of terrorism can manifest them-
selves in many forms. These range from material concepts such as global
economic disparity, territorial disputes and colonialism,118 to wider eth-
ereal concepts such as subjugation and oppression. Terrorists, according
Rubenstein, are normal people driven to extremes by situations.119 In the
following section I have chosen to examine the structural causes of
terrorism by exploring ideology, culture and socialisation. 

Ideology

Classic examples of terrorism ideology are provided by Mao, Guevara,
and Marighella and were directed primarily at conducting revolution-
ary and guerrilla warfare. As the basis of a theory used to justify actions
these ideas were widely adopted by terrorist groups. However, perhaps
the most influential ideology for terrorism is Marxism, this relates to
employing violence to break the structural constraints of political,
social and or economic oppression. The Manifesto of the Communist
Party states, ‘Their ends can be attained only by the forcible overthrow
of all existing social conditions…the proletariat have nothing to lose
but their chains. They have the world to win’.120

Marxism is a common feature in the ideology of many terrorist
groups as it justifies the use of violence to achieve political goals.
Examples include, PIRA and ETA in Northern Ireland and Spain, the
PFLP in the Middle East, FARC in Columbia and the MPLA in Africa.
Also, the Palestinian Intifada or ‘shaking off’ can be seen a reaction to
the structural oppression of Israeli occupation. Marxism is an antidote
to the illegitimacy of violence of orthodox terrorism theory. It serves to
legitimise violence against oppression. George Sorel in Reflections on
Violence121 suggested that the function of violence was as ‘the weapon
of the proletariat… to be used as the supreme act of resistance’.122

Resistance, struggle, oppression and freedom are words in the common
lexicon for both Marxism and terrorism.

Franz Fanon and Jean-Paul Sartre also developed powerful ideas of
violence and resistance as a response to structural oppression and
made significant and influential contributions to the development of
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terrorist thought.123 Fanon and Sartre constructed their ideas in
response to anti-colonial conflicts and suggested the existence of
structural violence, which in itself had become a cause of terrorism.
Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth saw violence as an omnipresent
structural force. He advocated an even greater violent response to the
violence of colonial oppression, and implied that only through vio-
lence could true individual and group expression be found. Violence
he believed was a unifying force and a way to gain self-respect and
vent frustration. He argued, ‘Violence alone, violence committed by
people, organised and educated by its leaders makes it possible for the
masses to understand social truths and gives the key to them’.124

Sartre developed a similar understanding of violence in Critique de la
raison dialectique. Like Fanon he saw violence as the cohesion to all
social and political relationships and advocated violence as self-
expression and ultimately an end in itself. ‘Violence, like Achilles’
lance, can heal the wounds that it has inflicted’.125

Culture

Culture can be defined as a structural influence on the actions of
society developed through history, behavioural habits and institutions.
Culture is an ‘arena or ecosystem in which the armed struggle is gener-
ated and comprises of a combination of history, culture, vulnerability
and possibility’.126 Terrorism can be created and propagated by the
structural characteristics inherent in culture. Violence, according to
Carlos the Jackal, is the only language the Western democracies can
understand.127

Violence can be enshrined in the history and culture of society and
is apparent from the level of occurrence or propensity for violence in a
society, community or region in both historical and contemporary
events. A culture of violence can be propagated and prolonged by the
continuity provided by historical and cultural memory.128 Societies can
be sensitised to accept different levels of violence depending on their
history and experience. Some environments are therefore more con-
ducive than others in generating terrorism. This is as apparent in the
Basque region and Northern Ireland, as it is in the Middle East, Africa
and South America where ‘a culture of violence has developed that
tends to perpetuate itself’.129

Della Porta argues however that the expression of terrorism is not
necessarily representative of society as a whole and suggests the exist-
ence of a ‘sub-culture of violence’. This is terrorism instigated by differ-
ent social groups who by definition and action consider themselves
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outside accepted society.130 This can be regarded as ‘the underground’
and is a subjective reality created by history, habits, customs, institu-
tions and assumptions and is not understood by those outside it.131

This implies that terrorism is caused by the structural effect of culture
and suggests that in order to understand the origins of terrorism an
investigation of history and cultural institutions of a society is required
if the root causes are to be understood. The problem however is that
this is based on the assumption that the acts of terrorism are perpe-
trated within a single society, suggesting that the entire society is rep-
resentative of the violence. 

Socialisation

Socialisation is an attempt to investigate the structural causes of terror-
ism from a socio-economic perspective. It is an approach that is
intended to understand the structural nature of the relationship
between the individual, group and socio-economic environment.
A relationship that is responsible for causing people to behave in a cer-
tain way. Reoccurring socialisation themes in the causes of terrorism are
poverty, low standards of living and limited socio-economic opportun-
ity. Terrorism is often seen as a product of social dislocation and a
symptom of political instability, class struggle and economic dispar-
ity.132 Social and political trends are also seen ahead of religious reasons
to explain the root causes of violence. Walter Laqueur cites a tradition
and culture of violence coupled with poverty, unemployment and
unfulfilled political promises.133 However, it is important to point out
that the socio-economic structure is not always seen as a cause of terror-
ism. A study entitled ‘Does poverty cause terrorism?’ concluded that any
direct connection between poverty and terrorism is probably weak and
a more accurate cause is in response to political conditions and long-
standing feelings of indignity and frustration.134

Socialisation issues exist as a structure that is not initially apparent
and are significantly more deep-rooted and underlying in society. As a
result the problems produced by it are not necessarily solvable by
quick-fix solutions that deal only with the symptoms. Crenshaw cites
issues such as divided societies, long-standing protracted conflict and
instutionalised discrimination and inequality as the structural con-
text. She links these to specific events that provoke despair, rage 
and vengeance.135 This implies that terrorism can be generated by a
self-perpetuating dynamic created by the socialisation between the
long-term structural issues, such as economic inequality, political mar-
ginalisation and social discrimination and immediate trigger events
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such as election results, price rises or racial violence. These structural
problems can be identified in the relationship between environment
and sub-culture and suggest regional and global factors such as the
international system, colonialism and revolution, coupled with urban-
isation and modernisation as structural causes of terrorism within
socialisation.136

A further socialisation theory that examines psychological issues in
the causes of terrorism is the ‘social construction of reality’. This is the
idea that terrorism cannot be understood unless the interaction
between the structural conditions and the objective or subjective
reality is acknowledged.137 This implies terrorism can be caused by the
construction of a subjective reality that is unintelligible to those
outside the group. Hence, the causes are situationally dependant upon
the social construction of reality and are dependant upon the uniquely
human involvement in the construction of social order.138 This subject-
ive reality is ‘the rebel dream’ and suggests that the structure or ‘arena
is in the mind of those involved’.139 This implies that only by examin-
ing the psychological structure inherent in the mind of the terrorist
will it be possible to understand the subjective reality and thus accu-
rately comprehend the context in which the reasons for the violence
exist.

Socialisation provides an insight into the construction of the pol-
itical and socio-economic environment, as the interaction of this
environment with the actors can generate acts of terrorism. It also
stimulates a useful recognition of the subjective realities that exist
within the mind of the terrorist actor and which comprise the mental
structure through which they operate. However, it should be pointed
out that this is a theoretical approach to understanding terrorism.
Difficult socio-economic environments are not automatically synony-
mous with the generation of terrorism, nor is it possible to predict the
construction of an actor’s subjective reality. It is perhaps enough to
appreciate that they exist as components in a potential structure that
can cause terrorism.

The roots of terrorism at the individual level

The role of the individual in the root causes of terrorism should not be
underestimated. Ultimately it is the individual who carries out a lethal
act by detonating a bomb or pulling a trigger. This level of analysis
focuses on an examination of the individual root causes of terrorism by
considering the influence of ideology, religion, psychology and single
issues.
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Ideology

Ideology is examined in this section because of the importance of 
the ideas and belief systems that are employed by the individual in the
generation of terrorism. Ideology provides the individual terrorist with
the cognitive reasoning with which to justify the use of violence. From
a definitional perspective a political cause or ideology is a pre-requisite
for acts of terrorism. Ideology can therefore be regarded as fulfilling an
instrumental role in generating; executing and sustaining acts of ter-
rorism as any political ideology held by an individual can lead poten-
tially to violence.

The ideological motivation of the individual terrorist has been com-
pared to that of a ‘dream’. The rebel ‘dream’ is both the source and
determinant of the armed struggle and is pursued by the faithful who
believe that the only way of transforming it into reality is through the
use of violence.140 The ‘dream’ is the ideology that provides the sub-
jective reality to the terrorist. ‘The rebel is driven by a vision only the
faithful can see and this determines his world’.141 This subjective vision
is the source of the perceived legitimacy of the political claim of the
individual and provides the justification for the use of violence in
order to achieve it.

The roots of terrorism exist within the beliefs of the individual. This
is a concept Dostoevsky explores in Demons. In this novel he suggested
that terrorists are individuals who had become possessed by ideas.142

Terrorism is seemingly a product of thinking people and is produced
by a ‘social and moral crisis in the intelligentsia’.143 Individuals not the
masses generate terrorism as Lenin suggested, ‘terrorism is the violence
of the intelligentsia not the proletariat’.144 Rubenstein in Alchemists of
Revolution argues that acts of terrorism are generated by the intelli-
gentsia within a society. They are subject to the forces of political,
socio-economic and structural change and are forced to resort to vio-
lence to create the impression of a mass movement in order to cope
with this fundamental transformation.145 Hence the terrorist is funda-
mentally a violent intellectual prepared to use force in the attainment
of goals.146

It is also apparent from the literature on terrorism that ideology,
when regarded as a specific political system, is seen as the cause of a
certain type of terrorism. In a basic typology of terrorism, Wilkinson
suggests the existence of ‘ideological terrorists…who seek to change the
entire political and social system either to an extreme left or extreme
right model’.147 Although I would argue that terrorists, by definition
require some form of ideology. The typology of ideological terrorism is
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useful as it illuminates causes of terrorism that are left or right of the
existing regime. Porta argues that the foundation of the term ‘terrorism’
originates from the nature of the challenge to the existing regime; she
identifies the appearance of both right and left wing groups, who use
terrorism in opposition or support of the existing regime depending on
their respective ideological perspectives.148

Religion

Religion is arguably the most widely assumed cause of terrorism within
orthodox literature and it is often portrayed as the major driving force
behind international terrorism. Bruce Hoffman states that religious
motivation accounted for half of all active international terrorist
organisations in 1995. It also generated the most serious terrorist
attacks of the decade.149 Although the apparent influence of religion in
terrorism is a well-established assumption, what really requires investi-
gation is the actual role of religion as a cause of terrorism. Religion,
using a critical approach can be seen as purely an ideology that pro-
vides the reality, legitimacy and justification for terrorist acts. This is
the basis of the argument of Juergensmeyer, who suggests that violence
by religious groups is an expression of political power mandated by
God, an attempt to express the legitimacy of religious rule against the
state. He suggests religious violence occurs because of the nature of reli-
gion, the nature of secular politics and the nature of violence itself.150

Religion, using this argument can be regarded as just another political
ideology, which is vying with other secular ideologies for political
power.

Conversely, religion can be seen as more than just a political ideo-
logy. Arguably it is inextricably linked to the identity and culture of a
socio-economic community and exists in the very roots of the terror-
ism. Wilkinson argues that religious terrorism has arisen out of the dis-
illusionment with secular ideology and also points to the fact that
some religious groups have moved beyond the political by establishing
socio-economic community structures.151 Furthermore, Berman argues
that religious terrorism has developed within the understanding of lib-
eralism, as a response to the freedom of action and thought provided
by liberalism in society.152

Religious terrorism can also arise as a direct political challenge to the
established political authority, in a similar way to secular terrorism.
It can be a socio-economic and cultural counter reaction to perceived
threats to the religious cultural fabric or it can exist simply as an
expression of religious principles. The different meanings associated

38 Rethinking the Roots of Terrorism

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


with the concept of ‘Jihad’ illustrate this diversity. ‘Jihad’ can represent
the effort to lead a good religious life or to attempt to purify society.
It can also mean the desire to spread Islam through preaching, teach-
ing and or armed struggle.153 Rapoport suggests that the roots of reli-
gious terrorism are cultural, and points out that compared to secular
terrorism it has established precedents and determinants, enshrined in
sacred texts, which are unalterable. Religious terrorists, he argues, take
their example from history and culture.154 Kramer calls this ‘the incal-
culated sense of sacred mission’ and suggests that far from restricting
the actions of terrorists it allows them the justification to deviate from
the fundamental teaching of their religion. This argument refers to acts
of violence that take the lives of others as well as their own and applies
particularly to suicide bombing.155

The ambiguity of the role of religion as a cause of terrorism centres
on whether religion is a motivation for it own sake, as a purely theo-
logical inspiration, or if it is actually overtly a political discourse. This
can be illustrated by examining the development of Islamic extrem-
ism,156 which is widely recognised as a cause of terrorism. According to
Esposito, the architect of radical Islam was Sayyid Qutb who through
his writing, the most notable of which was the book Signposts, estab-
lished the radicalisation of Islam. Qutb was a dedicated Muslim but the
orientation of his understanding of religion was in relation to the pol-
itics of state. In Signposts, Qutb identified and literalised the basics of
Islam from the Koran and ancient texts in relation to the secular
(Egyptian) state. Although religious in principle these text gained fun-
damental political implications. The most important of which are, the
division of the world into those for Islam and those against it and 
the theological clarification that state and society is controlled by God
and not man. This concept implies that authority and sovereignty over
man must come directly from God and puts the secular state in direct
conflict with extremist Islam. He also presented a reinterpretation and
development of the understanding of jihad. According to Qutb, Jihad
is the coordinated, legitimised and authorised use of violence in order
to overthrow the secular state and oppose any non-Islamic entity,
including uncommitted Muslims.157 This implies that religion whilst it
has theological overtones can exist as a political ideology and belief
system and therefore act as a discourse for justifying terrorism.

This does not just apply to established world religions, as the
seemingly theological texts of some more marginal religions, which
includes all manner of religious cults, sects and millenarian organisa-
tions, can suggest a moral and ethical justification for violence. These
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groups are unrestrained by the moral or political considerations often
applicable to secular groups. ‘Terrorist groups motivated by religion
contemplate massive acts of death as a reflection of belief and as a
sacramental act of divine duty’.158 Thus Laqueur’s New Terrorism is
rooted not in individuals, demands or concessions but in the destruc-
tion of society and elimination of large sections of the population.159

This returns the roots debate back to the nature of the religion itself
and turns on its head the argument that religion may obscure the real
socio-economic and political reasons for acts of terrorism. This is aptly
summed up by a Hamas commander, who stated, ‘We are not fighting
so the enemy recognises us and offers us something. We are fighting to
wipe out the enemy’.160

Identifying the roots of religious terrorism is very complicated and
can at best be misleading. Principle arguments suggest a quick-fix
solution implying that terrorism is synonymous with religion and is
used to attempt to enforce the propagation of the religion. The justi-
fication of which can be found in increasingly militant and extreme
interpretations of religious texts that are used to relate directly to
ideology or a political belief system. However, others argue that it
occurs for various other deeper underlying socio-economic, national-
istic or ethnic reasons, which are often obscured by the influence of
religion and politics in a similar way to the effect of the Cold War on
the understanding of the cause of regional conflict. Rubenstein argues
that religious terrorists are fundamentally nationalist, he suggests,
‘Religious fundamentalism expresses widely felt longings for national
redemption, national power, self-purification and revenge’.161 How-
ever, in millennial cults and extremist groups religious terrorism can
also occur as violence for an end in itself, violence for no other
purpose than to kill. This obviously makes a roots debate highly prob-
lematic and thus locates the causes of this form of terrorism deep in
the psychology of violence.

Psychology

An examination of the psychological causes of terrorism is an investi-
gation into the nature of the individual and involves exploring beha-
viour, attitudes and group dynamics. Arguably, the most important
causes of terrorism are in the mind of the individual and the creation
and existence of a subjective reality. Although acts of terrorism can be
committed for any number of different reasons it is within the particu-
lar mindset and subjective reality of the individual that acts of terror-
ism occur. The cause of this thought matrix and subsequent reasoning
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to resort to violence can be seen as the psychological root cause of ter-
rorism. This perceived reality is a vision created and reinforced by faith
in the terrorist goal. It is a shared reality as all rebels assume their truth
is universal and produces an arrogant intractable belief in the group
and results in ‘killing for a world others cannot see’.162 Sprinzak calls
this phenomena ‘transformational delegitimation’, he suggests it is the
complete separation of a group from reality and is preceded by increas-
ing radicalisation as the collective group identity takes over.163

Arguably the most important development for understanding the
causes of terrorism are within group dynamics. In this area terrorism is
generated by like-minded individuals who join together to create a sub-
jective world, made by their own rules to support their own subjective
feelings and reinforced by their own collective understanding. This
ultimately serves to justify their actions. This underground or altern-
ative society can become even more insular and self-perpetuating as
the terrorist actions can increasingly cut the group off from exposure
to alternative ‘realties’. Whittaker believes that the mindset of terrorists
in the underground is such that they see themselves as reluctant war-
riors driven by desperation and lack of alternatives. He suggests self-
denial and an altruistic desire to serve a good cause are primary
psychological characteristics of terrorists.164 The separation of the
group from wider society is also an important development. This ‘split-
ting’ produces polarisation and a Manichean black and white, them
and us attitude which not only accounts for acts of terrorism but also
triggers further psychological consequences such as stereotyping and
dehumanisation. Ulrike Meinhof is reputed to have said in response to
a challenge about killing policemen; ‘the person wearing a uniform is a
pig and not a human being’.165

Internal group dynamics can also produce an increasingly intractable
situation where the only action is violence. Groups can become exclus-
ively orientated towards violence, as it becomes their sole mode of
communication. Crenshaw suggests that indoctrination of group
members is such that they are forced to commit acts of violence. This
is a prerequisite for acceptance into the group and also ensures group
cohesion, as members can no longer return to wider orthodox society.
Moreover it serves to accustom them to violence as a form of social
conditioning.166 In a further study she suggests that small group
dynamics produced by conditions of isolation lead to galvanised feel-
ings of self-righteousness, trust, identity and loyalty.167 This can also be
accompanied by ‘organisational violence’ within the group to ensure
discipline and loyalty. Recognising this, Lustick suggests the existence
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of ‘solipsistic violence’. This, he argues, is the expression of symbolic
violence, which is violence directed at the ‘enemy’, but intended 
for the group, as a means to develop group psychology in order to
strengthen group needs of identity and purpose.168

Other psychological causes of terrorism within group dynamics can
be attributed to leadership. Strong dominant leaders or persuasive
entrepreneurial types can generate group directed violence, such as the
influence of Ulrike Meinhof in the Red Army Faction or Dighenis
Grivas of EOKA in Cyprus. This was identified by Max Weber, who sug-
gested three types of leadership authority that provided motivation for
obedience. These are rational; based on legal standing. Traditional,
relating to established authority and charismatic, indicative of the per-
sonal qualities of the leadership.169 Group members can also commit
violence for group leaders and therefore absolve themselves from the
blame by transferring responsibility for it to the leaders. Stern calls this
‘displacement of responsibility’.170 Bandura also identifies ‘diffusion of
responsibility’ in which acts of terrorism are committed by group deci-
sion, thus when everyone is responsible no one is responsible.171 Miller
suggests that individuals and groups commit act of violence against
symbolic targets, such as political or religious leaders or emblematic
buildings as a substitute for the more complicated actual cause of the
social, political or economic distress.172 This cathartic cause of terror-
ism can also be termed ‘displacement violence’. 

Group dynamics can also be maintained and given purpose by vio-
lence. This can cause a cult of violence, which can rule the group and
establish their existence solely for the sake of violence. This justifies
their existence and makes the recourse to acts of terrorism the natural
choice. The Israeli terrorist group leader Menachem Begin famously
stated ‘we fight therefore we are!’173 Post calls this phenomenon ‘group
think’ and suggests it provides an illusion of invulnerability, builds
confidence and risk taking. It also presumes group morality polarises
the opposition and produces intolerance to challenges by group
members to key beliefs.174 An indicator of group dynamics as a cause of
terrorism is the question: why do groups continue violence even after a
form of political settlement has been reached or the position is no
longer tenable? This could be due to the strength of the terrorist group
dynamics and the belief that if members of the group died for the
cause then it must be continued at all costs. This can also be seen as a
form of survivor guilt.

The arguments discussed above have been correlated in paper on
psychology and terrorism by Jacob Rabbie who suggests a behavioural
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interaction model that can provide a social-psychological framework
for examining terrorist behaviour. He bases his model on the assump-
tion that behaviour is a function of the interaction of the actor with
the environment. For environment, he includes a social environment,
which he sees as the behaviour of people within and outside the
boundaries of the group. He combines this with psychological orienta-
tions distinguished as cognitive, emotional, motivational and norm-
ative. Rabbie suggests that the interaction of these psychological
orientations with the environment provided by group dynamics can
cause terrorist behaviour.175

Single-issue

Thus far I have considered causes of terrorism that are accountable to
wider issues and have implications beyond the immediate terrorist
group, suggesting that the causes of the violence are open to a roots
debate. However, it can be argued that terrorism can be generated by
causes that are not subject to a roots debate. This is primarily because
they are related directly to single issues. These are specific and localised
individual or small group problems, and are the direct cause of the vio-
lence. Single-issue terrorism can be defined as violence committed with
the desire to change a specific policy or practice within a target soci-
ety.176 These might include employment or financial disputes, racial or
homosexual hatred, socio-religious extremism or in fact any act of
lethal violence with a localised political agenda. It also includes
extremist factions of peaceful protest groups such as animal rights and
ecological movements. Whilst it is possible to identify the cause of this
type of terrorism, it is perhaps not so easy to solve it. Often their
demands are so intractable, extreme and fanatical that it is totally
unrealistic and virtually impossible to offer a workable solution.
Wilkinson calls this type of terrorism ‘incorrigible’.177

A further cause of single-issue terrorism identified within terrorism lit-
erature is initiated by organised crime and the drugs trade. This is a con-
tentious area in the roots debate, as organised crime and the drugs trade
is often perceived to be inextricably linked to terrorist groups, not only
as justification for violence but also to mask criminal activity and nar-
cotics trafficking. However, an important study by Miller and Damask
decries the myth of narco-terrorism and argues that the term was estab-
lished during the Cold War by the United States to suggest a Soviet
sponsored conspiracy to undermine the west and therefore justify
American foreign policy, especially in Latin America.178 In addition, pio-
neering work by Wardlaw suggested that so-called ‘narco-terrorism’
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served only to group together disparate terrorist and guerrilla groups
with different motives, divergent agendas and diverse links into an asso-
ciation with the drugs trade. This had the effect of implying that the
relationship between terrorism and the drugs trade is very simple, as 
the term narco-terrorism suggests.179

The link between political violence and crime and the dugs trade as
a cause of terrorism, according to Miller and Damsak, is more to do
with greed than political agendas. Although they do suggest linkages
between groups over a common opposition to the government, they
point out that the agendas of insurgents and narcotics traffickers are
virtually incompatible as they are diametrically opposed over the
nature of the governing power structure. Insurgents operate outside
the political structure in an attempt to overthrow it, whilst the drugs
trade profits from it and seek to maintain it.180 Despite these argu-
ments crime and drug trafficking are still seen as a serious cause of ter-
rorism. Richard Clutterbuck suggests that the cultivation, processing
and distribution of narcotics are probably the greatest single generator
of political violence and crime.181

Examination of single issues as causes of terrorism within the indi-
vidual can provide a useful understanding into why particular violence
is occurring. Despite the belief that it negates a roots debate, as single-
issue terrorism assumes that if the issue is solved then terrorism will
stop. But if the issue is so radical it cannot be solved then the terrorism
will continue indefinitely. This discourse causes problems for attempts
at solving so-called issue terrorism, as actors cannot be placated except
with recourse to remedying the particular issue, which might be a
political impossibility.

The individual level of analysis is also vital in examining the place of
the individual in the generation of acts of terrorism. However it is a
framework that focuses on the individual and assumes that the indi-
vidual terrorist is a rational actor who acts in accordance with an ideo-
logically created psychological mindset that is constructed from a
reasoned and cognitive understanding of the political situation. But as
Joseph Conrad suggests in The Secret Agent, individuals who commit
acts of terrorism can equally be the unwitting violent end product of a
chain of events caused by complicated political relationships and
socio-economic situations of which they are completely unaware.182

Perspectives of terrorism

I have constructed the above survey of the roots of terrorism, according
to the literature in terrorism studies, from a multi-level perspective.
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Although each level of analysis has its own strengths and weaknesses,
it is important to note that the causes of terrorism are often viewed
using only one of these perspectives. This is particularly relevant at the
state level, where orthodox terrorism theory is the dominant discourse.
My survey of terrorism literature implies that if a comprehensive and
holistic understanding of terrorism is to be achieved then it is vital to
apply a multi-level analytical approach to the causes of terrorism,
incorporating all these perspectives. This will allow an explanation of
terrorism at all the levels and will be far more useful in attempting to
understand the root causes and conceivably resolve them. 

Consider, for example, that an act of terrorism occurs. It is viewed at
the state level, (through orthodox terrorism theory), as an illegitimate
and unlawful attack against the legitimacy of the state. This represents
a direct and illegal challenge to the established authority, and therefore
warrants a legal and military response. The non-state level perspective
however sees an actor requiring the formation of a state in order to
satisfy the need for self-determination or the requirement for socio-
political change. Yet, from a structural perspective the violence can be
seen as a product of a culture of violence caused by systemic socio-
economic and political problems. Whereas at the individual level the
violence is explained as individual grievances enshrined in ideology or
religion through the creation of a subjective reality. I am not suggest-
ing that one or any of these approaches is the right one. Instead I am
merely illustrating that by recognition of the existence of different
ontological comprehensions, discourses, theories or perceptions, all of
which relate to different levels of approach, it is possible, if all these
perspectives are recognised, to combine them into one single holistic
approach.

Nevertheless, orthodox terrorism theory is still the primary and
normative discourse for explaining, understanding and dealing with ter-
rorism. It dominates the literature and is recognised by the state-centric
and positivist understanding of terrorism as illegitimate and unlawful
violence. It is based on the assumption that the terrorist is a rational
actor and suggests that terrorism is a carefully planned and calculated
strategy directed against the state in order to influence decision-making
and effect political change by the use of functional, symbolic and tac-
tical violence. Its exists as a pejorative term adopted by actors, predom-
inantly state actors, to create a moral justification for their claim to
legitimacy.

However, orthodox terrorism theory is just a discourse. It does not
necessarily represent the ‘truth’ about terrorism. It is created and
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employed as a paradigm by the state for the purpose of providing a the-
oretical interpretation of facts and events and providing an accepted
explanation of the political violence, thus allowing the legitimisation of
state violence through moral and legal justifications.

The obvious key result of this survey is the importance of a multi-
level approach that examines the multitude of different causational
factors depending on which model or perspective is employed. This sug-
gests that for a comprehensive and holistic understanding of the roots
of terrorism a combination of these different perceptions is required.
Second, the survey of terrorism literature suggests a general differenti-
ation between approaches to explaining the roots of terrorism.

These are, 

1. Orthodox terrorism theory, this is the predominant explanation and
understanding of terrorism. It does not engage in a roots debate as it
favours the illegal and illegitimate approach to explaining terrorism
that mirrors the realist, state-centric understanding. It is the basis
for governmental anti-terror and counter terrorism policies. It is
supported by a well-known school of terrorism academics particu-
larly Wilkinson, Hoffman, Alexander, Schmid and Jongman.

2. Radical terrorism theory, this is occasionally apparent in the liter-
ature and explains and understands terrorism largely from the per-
spective of the terrorist. It is a justification for violence and a
defence of the root causes that exist predominantly in the structure.
It is expressed by writers such as Fanon, Sartre, Camus, Qutb and
Marx.

3. Moderate terrorism theory, this is a limited approach in terrorism
studies that deals with a roots debate. It is a trend that attempts to
explain and understand the roots of terrorism in relation to socio-
economic and structural as well as political causes. Examples of this
are Gurr, Bowyer Bell, Crenshaw, Della Porta and Berman.

Although these different approaches suggest a wide understanding of
the roots of terrorism, alternatives to orthodox terrorism theory are
marginal. The discipline is dominated by orthodox terrorism discourse.
In order to develop a more sophisticated and advanced understanding
of the root causes of terrorism I have three recommendations. The first
is to adopt a definition of terrorism that is outside of the moral legitim-
acy debate. One that will free the understanding of terrorism from
pejorative, moral and legal judgements that continually obscure the
reasons for the violence and are unhelpful in understanding the root
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causes. The simple definition I suggest is, terrorism as ‘lethal political
violence’. Although this definition is an attempt at neutrality it loses
the understanding of terror. Which it can be argued, is integral to the
understanding of terrorism. However, terror is linked with orthodox
theory, which suggests that the perpetrators of the violence are
attempting to illegally and illegitimately coerce and terrorise a political
group into complying with their demands. Acts of violence, in both
conventional war and unconventional conflict all serve to terrorise,
which I would argue is the nature of political violence. A neutral
definition of terrorism helps to move the understanding of terrorism
closer to the realm of conflict. The second recommendation is draw
upon thinkers outside of the terrorism studies. These I suggest could be
found in the work of conflict theorists. This will be examined in the
next chapter on root causes of conflict. The third is to apply a multi-
level holistic approach. 

Terrorism studies is a largely dormant academic discipline, it
focuses on examining and justifying an already established discourse
which only serves to promote the positivist understanding of terror-
ism. This is the design and purpose of a discourse, thereby reinforc-
ing its own reality. The study of terrorism needs to break out of the
mono-dimensional and pejorative moral legitimacy definition. It
needs to move beyond the state-centric understanding of terrorism
provided by the orthodox discourse and into a wider and more hol-
istic approach to political violence. One that will provide access into
the deep roots of the violence and facilitate movement towards a
resolution of terrorism.
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48

2
Approaches to Conflict: The Root
Causes

Introduction

Conflict is an issue that is said to have occupied the thinking of
humankind more than any other, save only god and love.1 This is
probably because conflict and violence have not only been a ubiqui-
tous phenomenon in the progress of human history but have often
been the reason for the creation of history itself. The events of the
Trojan Wars, catalogued in the Iliad of Homer, exist as an example of
the first written primary source record of the history of mankind and
was inspired by conflict. This is also true of primary source histories of
medieval warfare, modern accounts of the first and second world wars
and also contemporary wars in the Arabian Gulf. Some would argue
that this is to be expected, as in a Hobbsean world, war and conflict is a
state of nature. Although this is debatable, few philosophers neglect
the study of conflict when examining the composition of human kind.
The study of conflict represents not only an effort to comprehend the
nature of human kind, without which it would not exist, but also
shows an attempt to understand why it occurs, and then produces
measures to try and prevent it. This is no more apparent than in the
periods immediately after the first and second world wars, when 
the shock of over 20 and 50 million deaths respectively2 prompted the
international community to actively seek the avoidance of conflict by
creating institutions such as the League of Nations and the United
Nations. Nevertheless, the prevention of conflict has always been a
process fraught with difficulty. Despite the fact that the UN was
created to end war (it claims in the preamble to the UN charter that it
intends ‘to save succeeding generations from the scourge of war’3),
it actually fails to support an absolute ban and in fact, somewhat para-
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doxically, explicitly sanctions the use of force in defence of the
Charter.4

Attempts at creating systems to prevent war are not new. The realist
state-centric international system based on the governmental and
territorial legitimacy of the state was created in the peace of Westphalia
in 1648, in order to promote international stability and peace.
However, although this so-called Westphalian system was created to
establish order, its foundations are paradoxically in conflict. The
Westphalian system creates a structure in which the use or threat of
violence, as war, represents the accepted method by which sovereign
states maintain their international and territorial integrity. This is the
reason for the continual recourse to security and the reoccurring prob-
lems of the security dilemma. Moreover, it also represents the attain-
ment of the international status of a state with all the associated
benefits, by the use or threat of violence. This is clearly illustrated by
the number of states in the international systems that are created
through violence, and implies that the Westphalian system exists as
the instigator and propagator of institutional violence. As a result there
are a number of important implications for understanding conflict by
employing the Westphalian system and the associated state-centric
perspective. The first is the reliance on the highly stylised warfare of
the state involving established armies and symmetric conflict. The
second is the employment of an international system that is not only
founded on conflict, but which also creates an inherent conflict based
structure that recreates and propagates inter-state violence. However,
the most important implication is the inability of this system to per-
ceive intra-state conflict. This is identified by Richmond who suggests
the central problem is ‘the psychosis of Westphalian imagery and its
inability to understand or address issues outside the rigid state-centric
organisation’.5

The Westphalian system, nonetheless, has been the accepted way to
understand conflict, especially during the state-centric and ideolo-
gically polarised bi-polar Cold War world. However, in the uncertainty
after the fall of the Berlin wall, the focus on inter-state conflict has
been replaced by intra-state conflict. These ‘new wars’ are predomin-
ately in the form of ethnic identity conflict, characterised by irredentist
and secessionist movements and civil war.6 This shift suggests that in
order to understand the new type of conflict, which relates to nations,
communities, groups and individuals often within states and or irres-
pective of, established state boundaries. It is necessary to move beyond
the Westphalian system and employ a discourse that deals with issues
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such as non-state identity, representation and participation. Conflict in
the post-Cold War period, referred to from this point on as contempor-
ary conflict,7 is a complex and inconsistent phenomenon. As a result,
the state-centric Westphalian system of understanding conflict can be
seen to be in crisis. In order to explain and understand this ‘new’ phe-
nomenon, alternative approaches need to be applied, if paths into
dealing with the roots of contemporary conflict are to be established. 

By employing different theories and discourses, understanding con-
flict becomes an ontological and epistemological problem. In this
chapter I intend to consider the potential root causes of conflict by
employing a critical approach to investigating and examining the main
theoretical approaches provided by the conflict literature. To achieve
this I intend, as I did in the first chapter on the causes of terrorism, to
examine the roots of conflict at different levels of analysis. These levels
of analysis correspond to different perspectives created by international
relations theory. As with Chapter 1, they will be state, non-state, struc-
tural and individual levels of analysis. It is important to stress that the
theoretical levels of analysis constructed in this chapter are an aid to
examination and are not mutually exclusive. Prior to the theoretical
survey of conflict literature I will discuss an overview of how conflict
can be defined and understood with particular reference to typologies
of conflict. This will comprise Part 1 of this chapter. Part 2 will then
deal with a survey of conflict literature, comprising of an investigation
of the roots of conflict viewed through levels of analysis.

Part 1: Conflict theories

Approaching and understanding conflict

Attempting to deal with conflict, which is the assumed aim of conflict
studies, requires an understanding of conflict. This is in itself prob-
lematic, as no normative definition exists because definitions are
enshrined in the theoretical frameworks used to understand them.
Nevertheless, a broad working definition would be useful at this junc-
ture in order to facilitate a point of departure for this study. An initial
definition of conflict is ‘a serious disagreement or argument; an incom-
patibility between opinions’.8 This definition is useful in highlighting
the incompatibility of goals, a central concept in the understanding of
conflict. However it is very broad and fails to distinguish between
violent and non-violent conflict. A lack of violence does not neces-
sarily mean an absence of conflict; this concept is explored in the
literature on peace research, which problematise the accepted under-
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standing of peace and conflict by examining the concepts of ‘positive’
and ‘negative’ peace. Boulding suggests, ‘Negative peace is to pacify,
manage and appease the existence of conflict’.9 Galtung calls this ‘the
absence of direct violence’,10 implying that conflict exists in peace.
Boulding also argues in his pioneering study, ‘[P]ositive peace is resolu-
tion and is the absence of conflict’.11 Galtung, who developed research
on structural causes of conflict, complements this by suggesting posi-
tive peace, is the removal of the root causes of structural and cultural
violence.12 This argument suggests peace without conflict. Boulding
succinctly illustrates the ambiguity of this argument by suggesting,
‘all non-conflict is peace but conflict is war and peace’.13

Conflict as an incompatibility of goals that is represented by both
sides using force is often termed armed conflict. Wallensteen and Sollen-
burg define ‘armed conflict’ as a ‘contested incompatibility which con-
cerns governments or territory where the use of armed force between
two parties (of which at least one is a government state) results in at
least twenty-five battle related deaths’.14 Although this definition helps
to orientate an understanding centred on the manifestation of violent
conflict, it incorporates problematic terminology such as ‘battle
related’ and ‘government state’, both of which suggest a specific type
of conflict, which in the context of this study might prove too con-
straining. I intend to adopt a classification of conflict for the purpose
of this study from the approach of Miall et al to ‘actual or potential
violent conflicts’. These they suggest range from ‘domestic conflict sit-
uations that threaten to become militarised beyond the capacity of
domestic civil police to control, through to full-scale interstate war’.15

Although this provides the most useful focus for the study of conflict it
does introduce the concept of war, which has traditionally been under-
stood to signify symmetrical inter-state conflict, whereas conflict is an
attempt to delineate non-state or intra-state violence. Nevertheless,
current conflict researchers are widening the traditional criteria even
further in line with the current trends in contemporary conflict. For
example Jabri broadly defines war as ‘a contest or conflict over valued
resources and belief systems carried out through the use of violence by
one group against another’.16

The reason for the adoption of this broad definition of conflict and
indeed war is to incorporate the present thinking currently surrounding
the understanding of contemporary conflict. This is because historically,
conflict and war have had a narrow definition and specific application,
due primarily to the understanding of war in the ‘the modern period’,
(from 1648 and the Peace of Westphalia) as the preserve of sovereign
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states. This is illustrated by the highly stylised conduct of war and is
represented in the writing of Machiavelli and latterly Von Clausewitz,
who classically believed in war as the continuation of state politics by
other means.17 Holsti suggests that warfare during this period was a
highly organised and ritual affair between designated armies with estab-
lished codes of conduct and comprised of particular violence between
armies in order to achieve perceived gains, such as political advantage
or territory.18 Hence the sovereign state was the principal actor in these
situations and an established army was its policy tool, involved pre-
dominantly in inter-state conflict.

According to Kaldor this type of conflict reached an apex in the first
part of the twentieth century, culminating in 1945.19 During the subse-
quent Cold War, but more apparent after 1989, was the appearance of
what has been termed a ‘new type of conflict’. This is typically intra-
state and classically involves asymmetric conflict between groups,
movements and organisations against the state for succession, irredent-
ism or self-determination. It can also exist between groups in multi-
party civil wars, all of which are often underwritten by religious or
ethno-nationalist ideas and characterised by hatred, fear and potential
genocide. Holsti labels these conflicts ‘wars of the third kind’ and sug-
gests, in direct contrast to traditional conflict, that they are typified by
‘no declaration of war, few battles, attrition, terror, psychology and
violence against civilians’.20 This contemporary trend is empirically
illustrated by Wallensteen and Sollenberg who show by statistics that
94 out of 110 armed conflicts between 1989–1999 were intrastate.21

The traits in this trend of contemporary conflict have been attributed
to the role of the state, which, it can be argued, has been shifted from
its central role in driving inter-state conflict and can now be seen as a
cause of conflict. Kaldor argues that ‘new wars’ as she calls them, are
attributed to the erosion and in some cases disintegration of the state.22

Within this argument are questions relating to the state system and the
suggestion that in order to understand and deal with contemporary
conflict, such as those illustrated in new wars, it is necessary to move
beyond the Westphalian system. Richmond calls this post- or late-
Westphalia and suggests that traditional concepts such as sovereignty
are losing primacy and that only by moving away from the rigid state-
centric Westphalian system will it be possible to recognise the roots of
contemporary conflict or new wars. He suggests the state-system is
inadequate in dealing with certain forms of conflict such as insur-
gency, belligerency, secessionism, irredentism, revolt and other forms
of political violence.23 This argument is also identified by Jabri who
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suggests that ‘our understanding of war cannot be limited to inter-state
conflict or to the definition of world politics as external relations of
states as behavioural entities’.24

The appearance of this contemporary type of conflict is the reason
for the current difficulty experienced in explaining the roots of con-
flict. It is now necessary to try and discern differences between
conflicts in order to establish routes into attempting to understand
them. This is because the pre- and Cold War causes of war and conflict
were easily understood in the mechanics of state. But now the realist
tradition has problems explaining intractable conflicts over identity
and representation as they are beyond the Westphalian system.25 This
crisis in trying to understand and locate contemporary conflict in
conflict studies has produced extensive typologies of conflict that
attempt to catalogue various forms and types of conflict. For example,
the interdisciplinary Research Programme on Causes of Human Rights
Violations (PIOOM) have established five stages of conflict:

(1) Peaceful stable situations.
(2) Political tension situations.
(3) Violent Political Conflict (not more that 100 killed in a year).
(4) Low Intensity Conflict, open hostility and armed conflict

(100–999 people killed per year).
(5) High Intensity Conflict, open warfare, civilian displacement

(1,000 or more killed each year).26

This new approach is also illustrated by Miall et al, who present a
very useful working conflict typology formed by a synthesis of the
typologies of conflict provided by Holsti and Singer. They suggest con-
flict can be divided into 4 types:

1. Interstate conflict.
2. Non-interstate: revolutionary/ideological (which is defined as con-

flict attempting to changing the nature of government).
3. Non-interstate: identity/secession (which is conflict generated by

the relative status of communities within states).
4. Non-interstate: factional (which is conflict arising from attempts to

control the state).27

These examples of typologies of conflict are by no means exhaustive
and merely represent an example of how contemporary conflict can be
approached. They are also useful primarily for highlighting different

Approaches to Conflict: The Root Causes 53

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


forms or types of conflict. However this can be problematic as non-
interstate conflicts are particularly difficult to understand especially
from a causational perspective and could conceivably exist as all the
above types. Azar points this out in reference to protracted social
conflict, he suggests, ‘conflict is an inseparable part of social inter-
actions and relates to multifarious mutually incompatible goals among
parties’.28 The existence of different typologies of conflict illustrates the
need to comprehensively examine the root causes of conflict in a
multi-dimensional and multi-level examination. This is the purpose of
Part 2 of this study, which investigates the roots of conflict by embark-
ing on a survey of conflict literature viewed through multi-levels and
critiqued by critical theory and discourse analysis.

Part 2: The roots of conflict

Conflict at the state level

Conflict studies and indeed international relations theory have been
dominated by state level approach or theory of realism for most of the
latter part of the twentieth century. In fact some scholars point to as
far back as the writing of Thucydides in the fifth century BC to argue
that the politics of state is the way to understand international rela-
tions and conflict.29 The state-centric approach to conflict focuses on
political elites within the state, as well as the established state authority
that exists within an international state system.30 This approach is
based on a number of concepts or assumptions that are common
themes in conflict studies and the understanding of the causes of
conflict. By critically examining these assumptions it should be possi-
ble to establish routes into explaining and understanding the reasons
for conflict. In this section I aim to examine how the concepts of
inherency, sovereignty, power, and security can be seen as the root
causes of conflict according to literature contained in conflict studies.

Inherency

The principal assumption that endorses the state level approach to
conflict is inherency theory. This is an ontological claim that attempts
to explain the very nature of mankind and the existence of a common
set of primordial and intrinsic characteristics. Not only is it the starting
point for the majority of academic debate concerned with the epistemo-
logical nature of human existence but it is also identified by Thucydides
in one of the earliest text on war, The History of the Peloponnesian War,
as a root cause of conflict. Thucydides central claim is that the endless
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struggle for power is firmly rooted in human nature.31 Inherency theory
is centred on the assumptions of human aggression especially selfish-
ness, greed, malevolence, and immorality. Doyle calls this ‘fundament-
alism’ and suggests, ‘[A]ll social interaction is rooted in mankind’s
psychological and material need for power’.32

The most important implication of the human inherency debate for
understanding conflict is in relation to the state. The state is assumed
to be a selfish, aggressive and a unitary rational actor that interacts
cynically with other states based on the assumption that they are also
power hungry, self-centred and self-interested actors. This is the basis
of the Hobbesian world represented in Leviathan, and the understand-
ing of international anarchy in which all actors relate to each other in
a natural condition based on a constant state of war. Hobbes stated,
‘Out of civil states, there is always war of every one against everyone’.33

In testament to the strength of the inherency debate as a cause of
conflict, three hundred years after Hobbes, it was reiterated by Kenneth
Waltz in Man the State and War, who stated, ‘[W]ars would not exist
were human nature not what it is’.34

The inherent conflictual nature of state relationships was also
identified by Rousseau in The State of War. Although he did not neces-
sarily believe aggression was in human nature, he saw instead the
inherency of war in a number of areas relating to the state. The first
was the construction of the state. He argued, ‘It is only when man
enters society that he decides to attack another man’.35 He also
identified the structural effect of the state on the individual by suggest-
ing, ‘man becomes a soldier after he becomes a citizen’.36 Furthermore,
he saw war as a result of state interaction within an artificially con-
structed state system; thus he considered war, ‘of an accidental and
exceptional nature which can arise between two or more individuals’.37

The approach of inherency theory to conflict firmly locates the root
causes within the institution of the state, as it suggests that the cre-
ation of the state and its subsequent interaction with other states is an
inherent cause of conflict.

The most significant outcome of inherency is that it makes conflict
not only endemic but also an established norm in human activity.
Although this is a useful starting point for understanding the causes of
conflict, the disadvantage with the inherency debate is that it makes
state conflict very difficult to explore with an aim to resolving it,
because it will always be seen as existing naturally in human activity.
Any approach to conflict which is based upon inherency will fail to
epistemologically question the human element in conflict, and instead
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will merely accept and even dismiss the existence of conflict as ‘human
nature’. Reasons for conflict explained through inherency theory are
liable to criticism, as Waltz points out by suggesting, ‘they blame a
small number of behaviour traits for conflict, ignoring more benign
aspects of human nature that point in the other direction’.38 This is the
central criticism that is levelled at inherency as a cause of conflict. It is
a very bleak and pessimistic portrayal of human nature and ultimately
the state, which by accepting its very nature is impossible to change.
Nevertheless, inherency exists as a potent cause of conflict, particularly
in the state, as it regards conflict as a natural, unquestioned and
accepted part of state activity.

Sovereignty

A state, under the normative understanding provided by international
law; is defined in the Montevideo Convention on the Rights and
Duties of States, Article 1, 1933, in relation to four criteria. These are, a
defined territory, a permanent population, independent government
and the capacity to engage in international relations (with other
states).39 The institution of the state is constructed on two conceptual
pillars. The first is sovereignty, this enshrines the existence of the state
as a unitary, rational actor, and by definition, implies that the state has
sole authority over its internal population and is free from outside
interference. The other is legitimacy, this is achieved through sover-
eignty, and implies that the government has accepted and recognised
political authority over the population. This effectively means that the
state has the legitimate use of violence both inside and outside of its
borders in order to protect the rights of its population and the institu-
tion of the state against perceived threats.

This is the basis of the social contract, identified by Rousseau,40 which
legitimises violence by the state in the name of self-interest. If the state
perceives an internal challenge to its authority from within the state ter-
ritory, which is perceived as a direct challenge to state legitimacy, it can
validate the use of violence. Similarly, if the state perceives a challenge
to the core values of territory, population or government from outside
the state, this is seen as a direct threat to its sovereignty. In a response
similar to a challenge to legitimacy, the state will embark on conflict or
war with other states. Suganami suggests that sovereignty provides state
leaders with a discourse with which to use war as a tool. He points to
‘key decision-makers’ within states as ‘instigators of war’.41 Buzan
however, recognises the underling potency of conflict in the composi-
tion of the state and argues that the concepts of war and state are syn-
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onymous. He suggests, ‘states make war and wars make states’.42 This
argument is illustrated empirically by Wallensteen and Sollenberg, who
show that out of 110-armed conflicts between 1989–1999 all involved
the institution of the sovereign state in some capacity.43

Sovereignty is also a central concept in the existence of the realist
Westphalian international system. This can also be seen as a cause of
conflict because acceptance of the idea of sovereignty also implies a
lack of recognition of any form of global governance or ‘higher than
state authority’. This causes, as Suganami points out, the rationale that
makes states constantly prepared for war and indeed embark upon it at
any time.44 Richmond argues, that it is the artificial territorial and
identity based construction of the individual states, coupled with the
Westphalian framework in which they operate, that exist as continu-
ally replicating causes of conflict. He lists a number of reasons in his
critique of the Westphalian system that relate directly to sovereignty as
a cause of conflict. These are,

(1) Failure of the state to provide constitutional arrangements in rep-
resentation and territory for diverse identities.

(2) Coercive and oppressive majority regime as a false representation
of unity of state.

(3) Desire for impermeable borders representing an artificially con-
structed territory.45

Power

Power is a commonly reoccurring concept in the causes of conflict.
Keohane suggests that power can be defined in two ways, ‘power as a
resource, and power as the ability to influence others’ behaviour’.46

Morgenthau, in Politics Among Nations, suggested that power is instru-
mental in deciding international relations. He argues, ‘statesmen think
and act in terms of interest defined as power’.47 Power, from the state
perspective, is considered to be an inherent human aspiration and is
focused within the state and the state-centric world. Morgenthau
argues that the intrinsic struggle for power between nations shows 
the limitless character of the lust for power revealing the quality of the
human mind.48 He also suggests that this insatiable human desire for
power is not just a way to influence other states but is an end in itself
because it is located in human nature. This he suggests is the reason for
international conflict.49

Power is concentrated in the institution of the state and is substanti-
ated by military strength and capability. This provides the state with
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the credibility for both aggressive and defensive policies. Individual
states can be regarded as vying for power, relative to each other.
Morgenthau convincingly argued that power underwrites the whole
international process or interaction between states and that the inces-
sant struggle for power was not only the force behind the actions of
states but that it also provided a means of stabilising the international
system by a balancing of relative power.50 Dunne suggests that other
sources of power can be found through non-violent authority or inter-
national status and economic or ideological influence.51 However, it is
more than apparent that the competitive and conflictual nature of the
assumed power relationship between states, which is underwritten by
the existence of standing armies and the availability of weapons of
both low and high technology, supports assumptions that conflict is
inevitable. This can be seen not only as a way to understand conflict
but also as a root cause of it.

This functional instrumentalist approach to understanding conflict,
which has echoes of Von Clausewitz, is supported by Quincy Wright.
He suggests that power, generated by conflict and war, is used to effect
policy change, redress power imbalances and maintain the status of
nations and the established international order.52 Vasquez returns to
the power argument and proposes that the main cause of war is the
foreign policy practice of power politics. He believes that war is state
organised violence.53 This is also the basis for understanding the hege-
monic power concept, which suggests that the most powerful state
builds an international system to reflect and protect its own interests.
It is apparent that power is concentrated in the hands of the state and
as I have argued above, can be seen as a root cause of conflict. This is
primarily because the state sees conflict or war as rational behaviour,
especially in regard to the distribution of power and the importance of
state self-interest.

Security

Security is a concept that can be defined as protection of, or freedom
from threats to core values.54 At the state level, this is state security,
which is essentially protection of sovereignty and is enshrined in the
norms of international law. The realist state system by virtue of its
inherent distrust of other states will be based on its own security and
the protection of the state from the impending or actual conflict,
which according to inherency theory is inevitable. This system, accord-
ing to Susan Strange, is based on the domination of prime political
authority by state governance, which has a monopoly on violence
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within a recognised territory and is based upon non-intervention and
mutual recognition of sovereignty.55

The obsession with state security causes the state preoccupation with
the pursuit of power. Power that is both resources related to military
capability and hardware, and influence related to political and eco-
nomic strength. Security is therefore directly related to power, which is
clearly a problem for weak states. The state level analysis implies that
states are preoccupied with state security which self-generate an inter-
national state security system. This system, paradoxically known by
the misnomer ‘security’, is really an ‘insecurity system’ based on para-
noia and fear, and consequently often exists as a principal cause of
conflict. Although an example of this is the tenuous and precarious
relationship between India and Pakistan, whose deep mistrust of each
other is institutionalised in their preoccupation with security. There
are very few states that do not regard security as one of their core
value.

The international security system is based on the concepts of
Hobbesian anarchy and relates to the unitary state, which is in direct
relation to all the other states that also all fear for their own security.
This suggests an obvious inequality in power between individual states
and is believed to cause constant movement and realignment in order
to establish a balance of power56 and an international status quo that
provides security for all states. The problem is that whilst this system is
intended to provide state security, it does not necessarily mean ‘posi-
tive peace’. The state ‘security’ system actually exists in a constant state
of conflict or ‘negative peace’. This implies that the state international
system is not only underwritten by conflict but also generates it, as any
large or even small power change, especially in relation to arms pro-
curement, particularly regarding nuclear, biological and chemical
weapons, could result in conflict to redress the balance. This is the
logic of the security dilemma and the rationale behind preventative
and pre-emptive war.

The state security system also benefits from a hegemon or a number
of powerful states that can actively enforce international law or at least
the version of it that benefits their own international (state) security.
This argument is aptly illustrated by Thucydides who wrote in the fifth
century BCE and pointed out via the Melian dialogue, that ‘the strong
do what they want and the weak do what they can’.57 The interna-
tional security system is undoubtedly and quite paradoxically a cause
of conflict. Waltz identified this by pointing out that in international
anarchy there is nothing to prevent war. He termed this structural
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realism.58 Suganami continues this structural argument and calls the
international system a ‘causal mechanism’ and suggests that states do
not choose to enter into conflict but have it imposed upon them by
the system.59 This line of argument has its roots in the work of
Rousseau who believed in the structural causes of conflict. He argued
that the individual was not inherently conflictual but was made that
way by the nature of the system.60 The concept of security is therefore
somewhat of a misnomer. Security paradoxically, is provided by
conflict, which is in itself a threat to security. 

Robert Keohane in his critique of realism, Neorealism and its Critics,
suggested, ‘realism helps us determined the strength of the trap but
does not give us much assistance in seeking to escape’.61 The state level
approach to understanding conflict therefore provides a useful expla-
nation of how the root causes of conflict can be explained in relation
to the state and associated state system. It does not however recognise
conflicts outside of the state matrix and due to its understanding of
conflict as inherent to human nature and the state, makes no attempt
to understand its roots from any other source. This makes it difficult 
to solve outside of conflict management approaches that relate only to
state activity.62

The roots of conflict at the non-state level

The non-state level approach to conflict is a much wider theoretical
approach than the state level. Its purpose is to help examine the role of
all actors and not just states. This is becoming increasingly necessary in
the light of the growing importance of the non-state conflict actors.
This is also true of the influence of both subnational non-state actors
such as Non Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and International
Corporations (ICs) and Regional Corporations (RCs) such as the
European Union (EU), North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) and
Multi-National Companies (MNC). In this section I intend to discuss
how the concepts of idealism, functionalism and human needs theory
as theoretical approaches help to explain the roots of conflict relative
to the non-state actor. It is important to stress that these theoretical
sections are purely for ease of access and as an aid for examination and
should not be considered a definitive categorisation.

Idealism

Idealism as a State perspective is motivated by the desire to prevent
war, and focuses on the concepts of interdependence, collective secur-
ity and the establishment of international institutions. Idealism as a
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normative approach to international relations also advocates the prin-
ciples of self-determination and Human Rights.63 These principles were
perhaps first identified by Kant who argued that by creating a secure
environment of international cooperation and interdependence among
states, conflict could be eradicated. This was his theory of ‘perpetual
peace’ and was based on the principle that liberal democracies do not
fight each other.64 This theme is continued by David Held, who iden-
tifies the cause of conflict as the lack of democratisation and individual
autonomy and argues for the creation of a secure world order based
upon cosmopolitan liberal democracy.65

However these approaches to ending conflict can also be seen a cause
of conflict. Aiming to impose or instigate a world order of what ‘ought
to be’ is highly problematic. It suggests the existence of a universal
political norm that will be accepted by all cultures, if not voluntarily,
then forcibly. Not only is this a direct cause of conflict and highly
questionable in the context of the concept of sovereignty66 but poten-
tially a future source of violence as suggested by the arguments of the
‘new colonialism’ debate.67 Attempting to end violence through 
the imposition of an order causes conflict by waging war to end war.
Many of these problems and difficulties have been illustrated by the
war with Iraq in 2003. The arguments used to criticise this action; in
particular the neo-colonialist debate and the paradox of using violence
to make peace are accompanied by the continual growth in both milit-
ary and civilian casualty figures. However, the counter argument is to
suggest that to fail to deal with potential conflicts early will cause
greater problems in the future. This was illustrated by E H Carr sug-
gested in The Twenty Year Crisis. As a critique of idealism, he suggested
that the conciliatory idealist thinking of the inter-war years caused the
Second World War, because it not only obscured the growing threat of
war but also failed to deal with it until it was too late.68

Idealism can also be seen as a root cause of conflict at non-state level.
This is primarily due to the ideological tools that idealism gives the
non-state actor. For example, a common cause of conflict in the non-
state actor is nationalism and the desire for state formation. This is
brought about by the need for representation, participation and in
many cases protection, of a nation, ethnic group or identity. As Igna-
tieff suggests, ‘no human difference matters until it becomes a privi-
lege’.69 It is also a product of the international state system and the
international guarantees and benefits that becoming a member of 
the exclusive state ‘club’ provides notably, sovereignty, legitimacy and
international recognition. This is especially evident in the post-colonial
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era in Algeria, Palestine and Cyprus and in the post-Cold War period
especially in Central Asia and the Balkans. It is also applicable to the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict, where the desire by the Palestinian non-state
actor to achieve a recognised state (a principle of self-determination
enshrined by the UN70) is conceivably generating a severe and intract-
able conflict with Israel.

From this perspective it can be argued that idealism is an institution-
alised cause of conflict. The post-World War One ideas of Woodrow
Wilson, especially the concept of national self-determination, inspires
groups and communities to seek self-rule by state formation, primarily
through violence. Wilson believed that the way to peace was by state
formation and the creation of a state system. Indeed his fourteenth
point stated the need for ‘a general association of nations to be formed
to afford mutual guarantees of political independence and territorial
integrity to all states’.71 This encourages communities to exercise their
rights and establish states if not politically then by recourse to ‘legitim-
ate’ violence. So whilst the state and the state system became an insti-
tution created for peace it inadvertently became enshrined as an
idealist cause of conflict.

Although the League of Nations was unsuccessful in preventing
further conflict, it was the first attempt at creating an international
body and it provided the blue print for the United Nations (UN).
However, the UN has problems, it is a state-centric body, so it serves to
reinforce the importance of the state in international relations, which
is a cause of conflict. Contemporary conflict is also increasingly intra-
state and frequently exists inside states or between communities along
ethnic geographical boundaries that do not reflect the often arbitrarily
created state borders. Whilst the UN represents a global organisation
for world peace and purports an aim to end the ‘scourge of war’,
it paradoxically recreates conflict by institutionalising the importance
of the state, a proven cause of conflict.

The UN also fails, more importantly, to officially recognise the impor-
tance of non-state conflict. Despite the right to self-determination,
enshrined in United Nations resolution 1514, which states, ‘all peoples
have the right to self-determination and membership of international
society…and colonialism is a crime, which constitutes a violation of the
charter of the United Nations’.72 This implies that all non-state actors
who claim to represent ‘a people’ have the legitimate right, sanctioned
by the UN, to self-determination and state formation. This is an under-
standing that maintains conflicts in areas such as Palestine, Kosovo,
Kashmir and Chechnya because the internationally recognised state is
able to engage in conflict in order to protect rights to self-determination,
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sovereignty and territorial integrity. This is the basis of Chapters 6 and 7
of the UN charter73 but it brings into question the relationship between
established states and the rights of nations within them for autonomy.
It also illustrates a difficult contradiction in the guarantee of the rights
of peoples by the UN between the protection of peoples and their indi-
vidual human rights and the maintenance of the political and geogra-
phical integrity of the established state under international law.

The principal contradiction with this situation is between the rights
of the state enshrined in self-determination, legitimacy and sover-
eignty and the rights of the individual non-state groups who seek rep-
resentation and participation and protection of their identity. There is
clearly a cause of conflict between the rights of states in respect to sov-
ereignty and the rights of the non-state group to self-determination.
This is often seen in the debate over the legitimacy of conflicts in
which nations struggle for independence, self-rule and the rights
enjoyed by sovereign states against established states. This is clearly
demonstrated by the conflict between the Palestinians and the Israelis,
and is particularly problematic when institutions such as the United
Nations favour established states even though they state in their
charter that nations should have independence as a right.74 Who
therefore decides who can have self-rule and independence and 
who cannot? Idealism produces conflict because it exists in the nexus
between the rights of the state and the rights of the non-state group,
both of which are paradoxically and perhaps incompatibly enshrined
in the UN charter.

Functionalism

By examining the location of the actor within the framework of society
it is possible to view the causes of conflict within a social context. Jabri
suggests that conflict is a social condition and is located in the rela-
tionship between self and society as an inevitable form of human
conduct.75 Conflict studies provide a useful and enlightening approach
to explaining this form of conflict through social conflict theory and
the theory of functionalism. Functionalism is a utilitarian approach to
conflict and suggests that it is a purposeful and necessary procedure 
to enact or stimulate social change. George Simmel, who pioneered
research in this field, argues that conflict is functional. He believes in
an a priori fighting instinct of man towards man76 and suggests that
conflict has a positive social purpose in resolving tension and disputes.
He suggests, ‘Conflict resolves the tension between contrasts, and con-
tains something positive’.77 In a continuation of this argument Coser
in The Functions of Social Conflict, explores the basic communicative
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purpose of conflict. He suggests that it is ‘ranked among the few basic
forms of human action’ and provides an invaluable role as a form of
social ‘safety value’ that provides a political, social and economic
tension release for actors within society.78 Coser divides conflict into
two social types. The first is realistic; this is conflict directed at the
source of the frustration and is stable. Second is non-realistic; this is
tension release and is unstable.79 This implies that conflict has a vital
social function and is instrumental in establishing boundaries relative
to identity in groups and communities. It also formulates and con-
serves social divisions and provides a communications channel for
necessary and positive social change. This theory is also known as
‘instrumentalism’ and is the function of violence and conflict as soci-
etal change. Vayryen argues that whilst violence produces human suf-
fering it is useful for providing a channel through which to express
grievances. He sees violence as an inherent part of the dynamism of
society and suggests that by examining the function of the violence
the cause may be found.80

This approach can also be termed ‘constructivist’ and is expounded
by Angell who suggests that conflict is a catalyst for the necessary pro-
gression of society, as it generates institutional political and socio-
economic change and technological development. He illustrates this
argument with reference to Marx’s The Communist Manifesto, which he
suggests is ‘the most influential theory of social conflict’ because it
demonstrates the necessary social upheaval caused by the overthrow of
the capitalist class.81 He also applies the theory of Social Darwinism to
the function of conflict and suggests that societies and groups are
engaged in conflict as a struggle for the survival of the fittest.82

There are however a number of problems with functional theories
of conflict, perhaps the most important is suggested by Burton, who
argues that these theories assume that the developing society is
homogeneous and coherent. He quotes Hobbes’ ‘Coercion Theory’83

and Weber’s ‘Value Theory’84 to illustrate the assumption of an inte-
grated social system upon which the justification for functional,
instrumentalist and constructive conflict is based. Interestingly,
Burton differentiates between conflict within an established value
system (rebellion) and conflict against it (revolution).85 Both of these
generate social conflict, but have different orientations to the exist-
ing social system. This implies that whilst conflict can have a func-
tion for society as a whole, it might have conflicting agendas within
it. For example, some actors might foresee the violence as useful to
enable social change within the established framework of society,
whereas others may want to destroy the existing social framework.
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A further criticism is that functional theories of conflict assume that
violent conflict is an inherent function of society. Deutsch, identifies
this and suggests that conflict has a perceived utility and that the
root of conflict depends on the type of social relationship, either con-
structive (non-violent) or destructive (violent) and the issue is not 
to prevent conflict but to understand what conditions cause it to
become violent.86

Social conflict theory is also a very useful approach for attempting to
understand the actual manifestation of conflict. In a groundbreaking
study on violence, Dollard developed a theory in which he considered
violence to be the end result of a biological human tendency that links
frustration to aggression.87 He argues that an individual or group has a
goal or objective, but if attainment of this goal suffers interference
then frustration occurs. This leads to aggression, which is direct phys-
ical violence against the source or believed source of the interference.88

In a critique of this hypothesis, Yates points out that this theory
assumes aggression is always a consequence of frustration and the
occurrence of aggression always presupposes frustration.89 Neverthe-
less, frustration-aggression does serve as a constructive tool for expos-
ing the potential roots of violent conflict and provides a useful basis on
which to construct further theories of conflict. For example, Ted Gurr
based his integrated theory of political violence on the manifestation
of human aggression. He suggests that political discontent develops,
becomes politicised and eventually turns violent due to the perceived
discrepancy between what the individual or group expect to have (per-
ceived value) and what they actually have (value capability). Gurr
terms this ‘relative deprivation’.90 Although the theory of relative
deprivation is an excellent tool for examining the generation of con-
flict, it is not an exact science and cannot predict instances of violence
in comparison to suggested high levels of deprivation. It could also be
argued that relative depravation can be an infinite cause of conflict. For
example, an individual or group, regardless of their political, economic
or social condition, may never be totally satisfied and will always per-
ceive some form of deprivation, which will cause frustration and
potentially, aggression. Relative deprivity is a relative perception and
can serve as a discourse to justify violence, so the employment of a
deprivation discourse by the actor could itself create a sense of depriva-
tion resulting in violence.

Human needs theory

Human needs theory is further example of an approach that explains
conflict from the perspective of the non-state actor. The foundations of
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this approach are in the work of Maslow who suggested the existence of
a universal set of socio-biological basic human needs that required satis-
faction on a hierarchical basis. Maslow argued that all human action
and motivation was based upon the fulfilment of these (unconscious)
needs of which he considered members of society to be in a constant
state of partial satisfaction.91 John Burton adopted this human needs
theory and applied it to explaining conflict. He suggested the existence
of a knowable set of human needs that although individual, were
enshrined in the context of society. Burton argued that the roots of
conflict existed as unsatisfied human needs, which were often sup-
planted by the power requirements of the state and society. He sug-
gested individuals in society would pursue their needs within the
confines and norms of society. If however, these needs become frus-
trated they will resort to methods outside of these norms.92

There are problems with this approach. Although it demonstrates
that society has to take individual needs into account in order to avoid
violence, it also reveals the potential conflictual disparities between the
individuals and society. For example, the thesis of human needs and
violence suggests that if individual values are subordinate to societal
values and do not reflect them, then violence can occur. This implies
that it is not possible to enforce values on society that do not represent
individual needs. However, individual needs (as the name suggests)
relate directly to the individual and are not necessarily reflective of
society as a whole. Is it possible therefore for society as an expression
of the collective to provide satisfaction of the needs of every indi-
vidual? No society it would seem can satisfy every individual’s needs.
Human needs theory presupposes the existence and significance of an
arbitrary list of needs, which implies a universal human application,
but which takes no account of the influence of culture or history and
more importantly gives no indication which needs are more influential
than others. It also does not suggest how often these needs change in
accordance with changing human values and requirements. In a cri-
tique of Burton’s work, Hoffman questions if the human needs
approach is applicable at the international level of states and if they are
indeed common needs. Hoffman suggests, ‘that whilst commonality
might exist at the cultural level, it is at the level of values and interests
that differences occur’.93 He also adds that if they are actually universal
needs in regards to culture, then this raises questions relating to
human needs imbued with western-centric values, which problema-
tises the actual notion of needs themselves.94
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Human needs theory does however provide the point of departure
for a very revealing approach to understanding conflict, and as
Richmond points out ‘helps to uncover the many levels of conflict
through a human-needs spectrum and provides alternative tools to
understand the basis for social conflict’.95 Testament to this fact is the
number of human needs related theories that have subsequently devel-
oped. In conjunction with Burton, Azar developed the theory of pro-
tracted social conflict (PSC)96 in which he attempted to explain the
manifestation of violent conflict, especially prolonged intra-state war.
Azar built on Burton’s work and identified that the cause of conflict
was often located not necessarily in the needs of individuals but in the
relationship between individuals in identity groups and the state. Azar
called this ‘disarticulation between the state and society’. Crucially,
Azar identified that individual needs and values where represented by
social groups and it is the needs of these groups in society that have to
be fulfilled. He suggested, ‘Protracted social conflict arose due to com-
munities deprived of satisfaction of basic needs on the basis of
communal identity’. To tackle this he developed a framework that
comprised of four areas of investigation designed to expose all the pos-
sible causes of the conflict. The first area, ‘communal’, is an analysis of
the identity groups involved in the conflict to establish racial, reli-
gious, ethnic and cultural influences and relationships. The second is
based on the depravation of human needs, the most important of
which Azar considers to be the ‘safety needs’. These include security,
identity, representation and equality. The third area scrutinises the role
of the state and governance in order to examine how human needs are
satisfied by the state. Finally, Azar included international linkages; an
area intended to ascertain the nature of the socio-economic relation-
ship with other states, particularly stronger ones.97 This approach to
understanding the causes of armed conflict by identifying the relation-
ship between the needs of identity groups and (state) governance is
increasingly becoming accepted into mainstream approaches to con-
flict. It is illustrated by the construction of a comprehensive and multi-
level model for identifying the sources of contemporary conflict,
recognised as ‘international social conflicts’ by Miall et al, which seeks
to demonstrate the complexity of contemporary conflict.98

Structural approaches to conflict

The structural level of analysis of conflict is an investigation into
whether structure is the reason why and how actors (depending on
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their agency99) behave in conflict, particularly in relation to each other
and or the perceived system they are in. A useful starting point for
structural theory is Marx; he argued that the worker must break the
structural system of capitalist exploitation causing oppression and
servitude by instigating violent revolution.100 This theory provides a
clear understanding of the influence of structure as well as a blueprint
and justification for conflict by individuals and groups that perceive
themselves as oppressed and subjugated because it legitimises their
violent behaviour against a dominating structure. Wallerstein devel-
oped this argument into a theory of international relations by applying
structural theory to the international system. He argued that a system
of global capitalism exists in which the strong core states economically
exploit a weak semi-periphery and even weaker periphery of states.101

He suggested, ‘the world system is a social system, its boundaries are
strong member groups, rules of legitimisation and coercion and its life
is conflicting forces which create the tensions that hold it together’.102

Structuralists argue that violence is generated by the structural con-
straints imposed by a perceived system. This is developed by Wendt,
whose constructivist arguments suggested that individuals, in this case,
states, act in their own interests and develop a structure that protects
their own identity and interests in direct relation to other states. Thus
individual states exist in their own intersubjective and history based
structures.103 Hence the roots of conflict are in the construction of
these systems and conflict is caused by the interaction between systems
and actors and between actors themselves over the existence of incom-
patible goals. In this section I aim to investigate how the root causes of
conflict can be understood using structural theories by examining the
structural concepts of system, situation and culture.

System

Key structural approaches for understanding conflict have been devel-
oped by peace researchers and applied to theories of social conflict. The
principal contributor in this field is Johan Galtung who has examined
conflict from a human social perspective and created the conflict tri-
angle. This is an attempt to delineate conflict, both symmetric and
asymmetric, into direct, cultural and structural violence. One compon-
ent or side of Galtung’s conflict triangle is ‘conflict behaviour’ and
relates to how the actors behave in relation to the perceived system
and to each other.104 In respect to this Mitchell suggests conflict beha-
viour can be characterised as overt actions in conflict situations
intended to force the opposition to abandon or modify their goals.
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This suggests that the behaviour of actors in relation to each other, and
or the perceived conflict structure, can create a conflict system.
Mitchell illustrates his argument by proposing different strategies of
conflict behaviour; these are ‘coercion, reward and settlement’.105 All of
which can produce different conflict systems.

Systems of conflict also exist due to the friction between actor and
structure. Mitchell develops this structural argument and suggests that
the source of incompatibility is a mismatch between social values and
social structure, where the pursuit of goals as values or resources is ren-
dered incompatible with the existing value system or structure.106 This
also suggests a correlation between how actors behave and the creation
of a conflict system. Giddens identifies this and formulated ‘structura-
tion theory’ in which he suggests that violent conflict is due to struc-
tural reasons inherent in every social system and although the system
may change the structural causes remain.107 This implies that conflict is
inherent in social systems as the natural interaction of human action
with social structure. Giddens calls this ‘the institutionalisation of war
as human practice’.108 Jabri develops this theme and argues that violent
conflict is a human activity, which is caused by the interaction of
human action (agency) and the incumbent social system (structure).109

This is the primary claim of her book Discourses on Violence, in which
she locates violence in the relationship between self and society. She
suggests that, ‘War or violent conflict are social phenomenon emerging
through social practices, rendering war an inevitable and acceptable
form of human conduct’.110

This implies that in order to understand the roots of conflict it is
necessary to examine the structural relationship created by the beha-
viour of actors in their natural interaction with society. Banks suggests
that human behaviour can be explained by two factors: actor and
environment. He argues that ‘mental selves are constructed largely by
what we have experienced and learned in our human-made environ-
ments’.111 This argument is also apparent in the influential work of
Fanon who identified the existence of colonialism as a structural cause
of conflict, which generated the behaviour of actors. He argued that
although decolonisation was a change of system, the structural vio-
lence would remain. In an Orwellian twist, Fanon stated, ‘the native is
an oppressed person whose permanent dream is to become the perse-
cutor’.112 This suggests that the roots of conflict are a reaction or inter-
reaction of the behaviour of the actor with the structure and with one
another, which can recreate the conflict structure in the form of sys-
temic violence.
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Situation

It is apparent from these arguments that the structural roots of conflict
are in the interaction between actors. This is typified by conflict beha-
viour in the form of the pursuit of incompatible goals within the
incumbent social structure or system and is created by human activity.
However, is it also possible to suggest that the roots of conflict also
exist in the relationship between actor and perceived goal. At the apex
of Galtung’s conflict triangle is ‘contradiction’ (conflict situation),
which is the actual or perceived incompatibility of actors and is
defined by Galtung as ‘incompatible goal-states in a goal seeking
system’.113 Galtung argues that this is a structural cause of the conflict.
He suggests, ‘[D]eep inside every conflict lies a contradiction – a prob-
lem that requires a solution’.114 Bercovitch combines these ideas in
‘situationalist theory’ and although he recognises the importance of
human involvement he stresses that it is the situation that generates
incompatible goals or values among different parties.115 In a similar
theory, Boulding argues for a more general understanding. He suggests
that conflict arises as a result of the stress and strain of social relation-
ships. He lists structural variables that together with dynamic variables
comprise the ‘strain (war) functions’, which in times of conflict out-
weigh the ‘strength (peace) functions’.116

The structural roots of conflict also exist within the conflict situation
provided by the mutually incompatible goals of the parties. Mitchell
develops a theory on conflict situation and suggests that it is created by
the pursuit of goals and from goal incompatibilities. He argues that the
source of the goal incompatibility is located in the social structure and
value system, and the goals exist as ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ types. By
identifying the type of goals he argues that the source of the conflict
will become apparent.117 Conflict situations or the roots of conflict can
exist in a structural form created from the aims and goals of the
conflicting parties in relation to the structure of the society in which
they are located. Although this argument suggests, perhaps too simply,
that if the goals of the conflicting parties are achieved then the conflict
will be solved. It does however provide a useful lens with which to
scrutinise the subjective aims of the conflict actors and the nature of
the social system against which they believe they are incompatible.

Culture

This structural framework suggests that in order to understand the roots
of conflict it is necessary to examine the cultural reasons behind the
conflict actions. This represents the nature of the socio-cultural environ-
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ment and the individual, and is an attempt to locate the role of violence
and conflict in the relationship between the individual and the history
and culture of society. The philosophical tradition of this approach to
conflict revisits the debate that deals with whether the individual is a
product of society or society a product of the individual. If a society is
considered anarchic, it is possible to argue that the ‘normal’ and
accepted situation for individuals is a constant state of conflict as it is
apparent that all individuals in a society are subject to some form 
of moral and ethical authority. As Plato argued, ‘even among a band of
robbers there must be a principle for justice to permit them to share the
spoils’.118 Society creates its own structural behavioural system based on
the socio-political environment and shared history and culture.
Rousseau argued that society influences the behaviour of individuals119

and Marx suggested that environment determines consciousness.120

However, is it possible to discern the actions of individuals from an
evaluation of a society as a whole? It is perhaps idealistic and unreal-
istic to assume that all individuals within a society share all the same
norms in values, beliefs and behaviour. I suggest that in order to gain
access to the behaviour of individuals the focus is not on the actual
group or society but on the influences that generate its existence, the
element for consideration is culture. By this I mean the particular
influences, reasons and environment that create the behaviour of indi-
viduals, which in turn have an effect on both individual and group
characteristics. Cultural influences on behaviour can originate from the
immediate family, to tribal, group, community, nation, state, contin-
ent and even global. This incorporates the arguments of social anthro-
pology and the need for cultural analysis121 to attempt to establish and
then differentiate between cultural frameworks in societies. Mead and
Metraux believe the existence and interactions of cultural society
contain the roots of human conflict and suggest a six-point framework
for cultural analysis, which is intended to identify cultural struc-
tures.122 They argue that culture equals the social environment and this
is shared by all members of a given culture and regulates their relation-
ships with one another.123 Nordstrom and Robben argue that an exam-
ination of the anthropology and ethnography of violence is an attempt
to locate conflict firmly in the realm of human society. They suggest
‘violence is culturally constructed, like all cultural products it is only a
potential – one that gives shape and content to specific people within
the context of particular histories’.124 Conflict can therefore be a cul-
tural construct, which is the point Margaret Mead suggests by stating,
‘warfare is only an invention’.125
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Cultural analysis can help to identify the causes of conflict within a
particular society, for example, Fanon examined the culture of colo-
nialism and concluded that within this cultural framework violence
was a natural state. He suggested that the constant atmosphere of vio-
lence inspired only greater violence, which then became a cultural
norm.126 This can also be seen when investigating the culture of a
society that appears to exist only by violence, whether instigated by
state ideology, ethnic groups, religion, crime or the drugs trade. Con-
flict and violence exist and propagate wherever it is considered cultur-
ally acceptable. This can be considered a culture of violence, so
ingrained that it becomes accepted. Bourdieu calls this phenomenon
‘habitus’ and argues that fear, insecurity, and violence of death, tor-
ture, disappearances and rape become ‘normal’ and ‘natural’.127 This
implies desensitivity and the socialisation of violence within conflict
cultures, which culturally normalises violent behaviour.

Cultural analysis however relies upon a number of assumptions and
generalisations from which it can provide a broad insight into society.
It is based on a principal assumption that the behaviour of an indi-
vidual in society is a product of cultural influences. This serves to
provide access to the culture and the location of conflict within it, by
reference to the behaviour of the individual. This is helpful in provid-
ing a useful culturally sensitive approach to conflict through which the
causes of violence can be addressed. Cultural analysis may explain 
the permanent presence of violence in society, as a culture of violence
that can be explained in relation to a particular society and exists as a
structural cause of conflict. But it is not a uniform method as it fails to
explain the presence of violence in peaceful societies without a history
of violence and conversely cannot account for the lack of violence in
cultures with a long history of violence. It also suggests that societies
are insular and impervious to influences from other regions or cultures
that might trigger violence. 

Nevertheless, it is equally as important to avoid the trap of cultural
relativism, by which I mean the explanation and acceptance of human
behaviour placed in the socio-cultural institutions of a society.128 The
manifestation of conflict should still be viewed relative to a normative
understanding.129 Even in so-called civilised cosmopolitan cultures
where extreme levels of open violence are culturally unacceptable, the
recourse to state sponsored violence can easily regenerate conflict as
socially acceptable. This is demonstrated by public support for war,
illustrated by the support for the ‘war on Terrorism’ instigated in 2001
which effectively sanctioned conflict against ‘terrorism’ throughout the
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globe, and led directly to wars in Afghanistan in 2002 and Iraq in
2003. Fanon demonstrates this societal paradox by pointing out that
double standards exist between societies that extol the virtues of peace
yet still engage in conflict outside of their own society. He states in
response to his understanding of colonialism; ‘this Europe where they
are never done talking of man, yet murder men everywhere they find
them’.130

The problem is that cultural norms are difficult to identify, as cul-
tural analysis gives only a general understanding on a broad scale. The
application to multi-ethnic or multi-religious societies needs to be
questioned, as it is misleading to impose a generic culture on a region
that contains a myriad of small groups and communities. Cultural
analysis is also problematic when considering the single individual
because it is ultimately the individual cultural construction and
subjective opinion of the human being who commits violence that will
determine the appearance of conflict in a society, regardless of appar-
ent norms and values. This suggests that the roots of conflict might
exist in the behaviour of an individual who commits violence for no
other reason than just for enjoyment. Nevertheless cultural analysis is
very useful tool for examining the location of violence in the relation-
ship between the individual and society and in helping to provide an
understanding of the manifestation of conflict. Thus understanding
will come from ‘situating war and violent conflict in the constitution
of the human self and human society’.131

The roots of conflict and the individual

According to Jabri, ‘war is a consequence of human actions and human
decisions’.132 The central theme of this level of analysis is designed to
locate the individual human element firmly into the roots of conflict.
This theoretical approach is closely linked to the perceived rights and
freedoms of individuals. The existence and protection of which can be
seen as a cause of conflict, not only from inside as individuals struggle
to establish their rights, but also from outside in the form of human-
itarian intervention and the use of violence to enforce or protect indi-
vidual human rights. The universal declaration of Human Rights
adopted by the UN in 1948 is a ‘[D]eclaration that recognizes funda-
mental rights towards which every human being aspires, namely the
right to life, liberty and security of person; the right to an adequate
standard of living; the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries
asylum from persecution; the right to own property; the right to
freedom of opinion and expression; the right to education, freedom of
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thought, conscience and religion; and the right to freedom from tor-
ture and degrading treatment, among others’.133 These established
human rights present a considerable justification for conflict by indi-
vidual actors who do not have them or by third party actors who seek
to protect them. They clearly form the basis for conflict, paradoxically
legitimised by the UN, as is claimed by many non-state actors.

This next section will concentrate on examining the nature and role
of the human individual in the root causes of conflict and represents
the lowest level of analysis of conflict according to conflict studies.
This is in line with the new thinking on contemporary conflict and so-
called ‘new wars’, whose common feature is protracted social conflict,
centred on the individual, and relates to a whole range of contempor-
ary issues, encompassing questions concerning ethnic identity, indi-
vidual autonomy, sovereignty and human rights. This approach also
parallels attempts to understand and resolve contemporary conflict in
peace research, as Lederach argues by suggesting that the key to this
new type of conflict is in its uniquely human dimensions.134 In this
next section I aim to investigate the location of the individual in
conflict by examining the concepts of identity and ethnicity, ideology,
issues and agendas, and social psychology.

Identity and ethnicity

At the individual level, human identity can be regarded as a principal
cause of contemporary conflict. This is especially true since the end of
the Cold War as regional conflicts can no longer be regarded as the by-
product of the east-west ideological struggle or viewed through the
state-centric positivist Westphalian prism. This argument is consistent
with the apparent brutal nature of contemporary conflict typified by
ethnic identity violence directed against communities and groups,
some of which has developed into genocide. This horrific trend has led
contemporary conflict researchers to investigate the role of individual
and group identity and the ensuing rivalry as a root cause of conflict.
Kaldor illustrates this gap in the understanding of contemporary
conflict by pointing out that before closer scrutiny, it was assumed that
violence against civilians, in particular ethnic cleansing, was a side
effect of conflict and not the actual goal.135

Individual identity can be defined as a secure sense of self, developed
from childhood, that incorporates Maslow’s needs136 into a deep rooted
psychological ‘identity card’ consisting of values, motives, emotions
and attitudes. Identity theory can be combined with theories relating to
the construction of social identity via group membership and social
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interaction and is known as social identity theory.137 This represents an
important link as it identifies social or group interaction as an area
prone to conflict. Anthony Smith develops ‘group identity theory’ and
suggests the existence of the ‘ethnic group’ or ‘ethnie’ as a type of com-
munity with a shared sense of origin, values, individuality and history,
all of which equate to culture. This is frequently supported by a sense of
a shared homeland; a common language and often religion and can
also include the physiological concept of race and the socio-economic
definition of class.138 Eriksen believes that the categorisation of people
into ethnic groups is a classification that comes not only from inside
the group or community but also from outside.139 This is an important
point as it suggests that ethnicity is not just a product of how people
view themselves but how they view each other. This supports the classic
identity mantra; ‘we know who we are by who we are not’.

The existence of the ethnic group is based on identity, which is a
concept established by group interaction or conflict. This is the argu-
ment of the Copenhagen school,140 who suggest that identity is soci-
ally constructed and is susceptible to social change. However, the need
for identity often presupposes the existence of the ethnic group, yet
without the existence of the ethnic group there would be no identity.
Although a very effective way to establish identity is through conflict it
is only possible if a group identity already exists. Thus if a community
is engaged in conflict either aggressively or defensively, the effect will
be to galvanise group identity. This can act as a catalyst for cultural
cohesion and ethnic bonding which in turn can develop into the for-
mation of an ethnic group. The relationship between identity and
ethnic group is therefore symbiotic, as neither can exist without the
other and the catalyst for this relationship is conflict.

The importance of this concept is also apparent at an individual
identity level. Enloe suggests ‘the basic function of ethnicity is to bind
individuals to a group, it informs a person where he belongs and
whom he can trust’.141 This understanding is exacerbated if the indi-
vidual feels threatened, suffers relative deprivation or the suppression
of individual needs. The existence of the ethnic group for protection of
identity and satisfaction of needs is particularly observable in failed
states as Ignatieff argues by suggesting ‘it is the disintegration of states
and the Hobbesian fear that results, that produces ethnic fragmenta-
tion and war’.142 This identity phenomenon is also recognised by
Eriksen who calls this ‘the reflex of self-identification’.143 The ethnic
group exists as a cause of conflict because its existence is centred on
identity, which can be both a by-product of, and catalyst for conflict.
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The existence of the ethnic group, established to represent individual
and community identity is also a cause of conflict in itself. The group
will assume the persona of an individual and reminiscent of human
needs theory will be as a cohesive community, sensitive and demand-
ing to its own particular ethnic group needs. These needs could span
the whole spectrum, from identity related political representation and
participation, through demands for territory and economic equality, to
social and cultural recognition and acceptance. Any one of these could
result in conflict. As Fanon argued, the only recourse of a subjugated
community was to violence, ‘The last shall be first only after a murder-
ous and decisive struggle’.144 Whilst it is perhaps inaccurate to suggest
that the existence of an ethnic group presupposes conflict, it is possible
to suggest that it represents a useful indicator of the potential.

This argument however fails to take into account the role of the
sovereign state. As the state level analysis above suggests the indi-
vidual, group and community that exists within the state has a social
contract of legitimacy, in which the needs of the people are met by
the state in return for allegiance and protection. Hence it could be the
nature of this relationship that can be a cause of conflict, especially if
the state fails to provide for the individual, group or community.
Smith suggests that the ethnic community has a number of strategies
available to it in its relationship with the state, although these include
the non-violent accommodation, communalism and autonomism; he
names perhaps the two most important violent triggers to conflict,
separatism and irredentism.145 This stimulation of ethnic groups into
political violence against the state can also be termed ‘mobilisation
theory’.146 Richmond, in a study of ethnic conflict, identifies a ‘meta-
phorical and physical no man’s land’ in which the ethnic group is
trapped between the realist security fears of the state and the ethno-
nationalist demands of the ethnic leadership.147 The nature of the pre-
carious and symbiotic relationship that exists between the identity
driven ethnic group and the sovereign nation-state is therefore a
potent cause of conflict.

The ethnic group also grows in importance when the state (central
government) is perceived to be, or actually is, no longer in a position
to impose sovereignty and guarantee the security of the identity of the
individual or community. At this point society can fracture as its
members default from the state and transfer allegiance to the security
of ethnic groups. This reversion to tribalism is known as ‘Balkanisa-
tion’. Barry Posen argues that as ethnic groups polarise along ethnic,
religious and cultural lines and central state authority gives way to
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anarchy, the outbreak of conflict can be explained by the manifesta-
tion of the intra-state security dilemma.148 This can be seen as a form
of civil war and can explain conflict between ethnic identity groups,
within an existing state, in a failed state or across established state
borders. Richmond points out that state sovereignty is not only becom-
ing increasingly challenged by ethnic security demands but also more
importantly by individual human sovereignty and the concept of
human security. These he suggests are beyond the remit of the tradi-
tional state-centric perspective.149 This introduces arguments that relate
not only to the needs of the ethnic group as a cause of conflict but also
to the needs and autonomy of the individual in a contemporary liberal
democratic world where human rights, freedoms and security for the
individual is gaining in importance.

Individual and group identity is buried deep in the roots of ethnic
conflict, as individual identity either under threat from the state or
unprotected by it, gravitates towards the ethnic group for protection
and security. The ethnic group then becomes the representative of the
needs and security of the individual and the group as a whole. The sat-
isfaction of these needs and the ensuing dynamics between other
ethnic groups and the state or surrounding states will dictate the
appearance of conflict. This implies that until an international body
exists that can guarantee the basic rights of individuals beyond both
the state and the ethnic group, ethnic conflict will remain a persistent
problem.

Ideology

Ideology is perhaps the most easily understandable cause of conflict
within the individual as it provides the political agenda and the motiv-
ation for conflict. The two most important examples of ideology as
proven causes of conflict are nationalism and religion. Nationalism has
similarities to the concept of ethnicity, as the basis for individual and
group identity. However, instead of ethnic identity, nationalism is
based on national identity and is centred on an affinity to the concept
of the nation, which is underwritten by the existence of the sovereign
state. The conflict caused by identity politics, which I examined above
in relation to the ethnic group, is just as relevant to nationalism,
although Connor argues that it can be even more conflictual. He sug-
gests that whilst an ethnic group may be other-defined, the nation
must be self-defined.150 This often presupposes the manifestation of
identity conflict and is reinforced by the argument that most states
were created out of conflict.
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Nationalism can be seen as an overtly political concept that seeks to
unite all individuals, factions, ethnic groups and cultural communities
inside an established territory into one single recognisable entity.
Smith points out that to achieve this the identity of the individual is
recast into that of the citizen.151 He also suggests that nationalism
exploits the existence of ethnic conflict, ‘[I]t endows ethnicity with a
new self-consciousness and legitimacy as well as a fighting sprit and
political direction’.152 Nationalism is the removal of power from the
ethnic group into the hands of the state for both the creation and
preservation of the elites and the political. Just as so-called ‘ethnic
entrepreneurs’ exploit and direct the power provided by ethnicity to
serve their own agendas, so the state harnesses the grassroots human
power generated by ethnic groups to serve the political needs of the
nation. Identifying with this debate Giddens calls the nation ‘a bor-
dered power container’.153 Viewing the state as an expression of polit-
ical power can therefore be regarded as a potent cause of conflict as the
nation exhibits similar characteristics to the ethnic group when under
threat. Conflict can be generated not only to create a state but also to
prevent its disintegration by forging internal coherence and staving off
decent into ethnic fractionalisation.

Nationalism, alongside the Westphalian system can be seen as a
mythical construct, a discourse or regime of truth that is essentially,
artificially created to provide political power and legitimacy over a
population within a defined territory. This is supported by the para-
phernalia of nations, such as flags, anthems, and heroes that serve to
inspire the cohesion of the people to the nation. This is especially
evident during conflict and can be regarded as patriotism. Withey and
Katz argue that nationalism succeeds, as does ethnicity, because it
exploits an inherent identity need in the individual. They suggest
nationalism is ‘a compensatory feeling of security, superiority and
power for psychologically weak people’.154 This is supported by Max
Weber who suggests that nationalism is the establishment of a ‘prestige
community’.155 However, by inverting this argument it is possible to
recognise a major cause of conflict, as nationalism aims to pull to-
gether all manner of ethnic groups into a single cohesive multi-ethnic
state. Tanja Ellingsen argues that multiethnicity increases the propens-
ity of domestic violence and links it to the condition of the state’s
political regime and socio-economic situation.156 Conflict is an ever-
present threat in an unstable or even stable state, as it could erupt
internally due to ethnonationalism or externally as a way to provide
internal cohesion and stability.
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A similar argument can be applied to the second provider of conflict
ideology, religion. This is a similar discourse to nationalism as it creates
an ideology that can harness power for the pursuit of political agendas.
Juergensmeyer sees religion as a form of political loyalty, which he
terms ‘ideologies of order’.157 Samuel Huntington attributes the cause
of ethnic conflict and ‘identity wars’ to the religious divisions or ‘fault
lines’ that occur between different civilisations.158 Although this is an
attractive argument, it over simplifies religion and assumes a level of
homogeneity within a civilisation, which is often not even present in a
community. It is perhaps misleading and inadvisable therefore to view
conflict as solely caused by religion as this can serve to hide other
political and socio-economic triggers. Esposito cites the threat to iden-
tity and socio-cultural values from economic change and the subse-
quent social dislocation as the reason for the emergence of religious
fervour and conflict.159

Nevertheless, religion can certainly play a major role in the genera-
tion of conflict. It can, if exploited correctly by the political elites,
legitimise conflict, by establishing a ‘just cause’ in the form of a holy
war. It provides both the theological motivation for individuals to
enter into conflict and is a concept that can easily generate mass sup-
port. Religion, like nationalism is also linked to identity. Jeffrey Seul
suggests religion is at the core of individual and group identity. His
argument centres on ‘identity competition’ as a cause of intergroup
conflict, which he suggests, that it is a product of the high level of
commitment required by religious groups coupled with the ease by
which group boundaries can be established through religious self-
identification.160 Religion is a key issue in conflict as it can be seen as
the fuel, catalyst and spark to protracted violence.

Ideology is a central factor in the generation of armed conflict within
the individual not only because it supplies a political agenda for the
motivation and justification for violence but more simply because it
provides something to recognise, identify with, believe in, and ulti-
mately to fight for. The problems with nationalism and religion are
their overtly political connotations, which might serve to obscure
other more influential socio-economic causes of conflict. It is very easy
and attractive to suggest that the cause of a conflict is nationalism 
or religion, but whilst this may be an important contributory factor or
provide the rallying cry for the fighters, it may not necessarily be the
actual root cause of the conflict. Ideology needs to be examined in
context with all the other possible root causes of conflict in order to
put its contribution to the generation of violence into perspective.
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Issues and agendas 

The examination of issues and agendas is an attempt to highlight the
existence of the causes of conflict that relate directly to the individual.
Although many of these have already been examined especially at the
structural level, it is important to stress the emphasis conflict studies
places on the issues that cause conflict, especially ethnic conflict. The
central reason for this approach is because conflict studies seeks to
examine the root causes of conflict and demonstrate that when conflict
occurs, it is due to multifarious issues and subjective agendas, which
are often underwritten by deeper root causes. Mitchell suggests that
conflict issues originate as ‘positive goals’, such as establishing a state
or economic gain and ‘negative goals’ which implies the avoidance of a
situation.161 Similarly, Jabri suggests a typology of conflict issues by
dividing them into: ‘consensual’, which are values actively sought such
as territory and resources, and ‘disensual’ which are belief systems 
such as religion and ideology.162

This approach to conflict at the individual level provides the study of
conflict with a natural scepticism of broad quick fix solutions and causa-
tional assumptions, and promotes a multi-level and multi-dimensional
approach to the root causes that adequately reflect the multi-level com-
plexity of contemporary conflict. Carment and Jones point out that the
term ethnic conflict reveals little about the underlying intercommunial
tensions and issues that may become ethnic because that is the basis for
exclusion and repression.163 This problem has been tackled by conflict
studies, which has provided a number of multi-dimensional approaches
to ethnic conflict. Woodhouse and Ramsbotham suggest ethnic conflict
is caused by six factors these are ‘historical, religious, demographic, polit-
ical, economic and psychological’.164 Gurr and Harff suggest a framework
theory for explaining conflict, which has a number of variables; these are
‘discrimination, group identity, leadership, political environment, state
violence, external support, economic status and international factors’.165

The employment of a comprehensive examination of all the possible
issue and agenda contributory factors for conflict relate directly to the
grassroots generation of conflict. It represents an attempt to interpret
and understand the aims and goals of individuals. So whilst religion or
territory might provide the issue for conflict it is the existence of other
possible issue root causes, such as unemployment or loss of property
that might actually generate the conflict in the individual. At the struc-
tural level I argued that conflict was caused by the structure created by
the interaction of the incompatibility of these goals, this level however
suggests that by examining the issues it is possible to investigate why
they have become agendas for conflict. Conflict issues and agendas are
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related to the concept of power, not state power that was discussed
above but the notion of human power, by which I mean the motiva-
tional force behind human action. Coser from the functionalist school
argues that conflict is essentially a positive test of power and relative
strength between antagonistic parties.166 Foucault suggests that the
mechanism of power combined with perceived knowledge is instru-
mental in establishing ‘regimes of truth’.167 This concept suggests that
individual or group behaviour is affected by power, which conse-
quently influences how truth is perceived. Thus by becoming aware of
the source and generation of power, issues that lead to conflict can be
identified. This is supported by Fetherston who suggests that the key to
understanding social issues, institutions, structures and relationships is
provided by understanding power relations.168 The investigation of 
the issues in a conflict suggests the existence of multi-dimensional
issues as root causes in conflict, which need to be addressed from
multi-dimensional perspectives if the conflict is to be understood.

Social psychology

Social-psychological conflict is an examination of the psychological
root causes of violence within the individual. A central element in
social psychology is attitude. This is also a component of Galtung’s
conflict triangle,169 and correlates to the construction of the mental
condition of those in conflict. It relates particularly to how they view
both the conflict and ultimately the opposition. Miall et al divides atti-
tude into a number of components; these are emotive (feeling), cognit-
ive (belief) and conative (will).170 Similarly, Mitchell defines conflict
attitudes as ‘a set of psychological processes and conditions that
accompany involvement in conflict’. He separates attitude into ‘affect-
ive’ (emotional, judgemental) and ‘perceptual’ (cognitive).171 This
implies that the roots of conflict can be exposed via an investigation of
the highly subjective and relative psychological construction of the
individual in conflict. Whilst this is useful in helping to theorise as to
the mindset of the individual in conflict, it is difficult to actually fully
understand the psychological construction of such subjective concepts.
Furthermore, this theory presupposes a link between the occurrence of
violence and the psychological attitude of the combatant.

In a continuation of the frustration-aggression and inherency argu-
ments, many psychologists have argued that the roots of aggression
and violence are an innate emotion. Lorenz suggested, ‘aggression is
psychic energy, a drive that is the basis for all human violence’.172

He argues that it is located in a territorial and hunter based killer
instinct.173 Simmel suggested the existence, deep in the human psyche
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of an a priori fighting instinct that causes a need for hostility. He points
to the ease with which it is possible to inspire distrust, suspicion, over
confidence and sympathy and believes that it is this ‘hostility drive’ of
feelings, emotions and impulses that sustains a conflict around object-
ive causes.174 Freud also argued for the existence of ‘thanatos’ or the
‘death instinct’, which he believed became destructive when directed
outwards as aggression.175 These arguments imply that conflict atti-
tude, whilst it remains a potent cause of conflict, is actually an inher-
ent human characteristic that just requires the right conditions to turn
it to violence. Tidwell suggests that inherent conflict attitudes are
beneficial to the individual as a self-preservation or survival instinct.176

According to these arguments conflict attitudes existing in the emo-
tional make-up of the individual are potent cause of conflict under the
right conditions. Thus Mitchell suggests ‘conflict attitudes are common
patterns of expectation, emotional orientation and perception which
accompany involvement in conflict situations’.177

The existence and construction of subjective beliefs can be seen as
not only a major cause of conflict but also a factor that can sustain pro-
tracted conflict by often prolonging the violence after the original
objective reasons for it have long since disappeared. A very helpful
study into the underlying process and psychological construction of
conflict attitudes is Christopher Mitchell’s Structure of International
Conflict. Mitchell’s central argument is that conflict attitudes arise from
the common human tendency to develop ways of dealing with stress.
He calls this the ‘protective psychological process’ and suggests a ‘cogni-
tive consistency’ is achieved by ‘selective perception, selective recall and
group identification’. Although Mitchell suggests that cognitive consis-
tency is in response to conflict, it can also be seen as both an initial
cause and reason for the continuation of conflict. Mitchell also argues
selective perception and selective recall is the rejection and suppression
of all information that does not conform to the most basic and simple
understanding adopted by the individual.178 The categorisation of infor-
mation into black and white thinking assists the individual by simplify-
ing a complex or stressful environment. Examples of this include
stereotyping of individuals and groups, tunnel vision and dehumanisa-
tion. This psychological process also serves to exacerbate the conflict, by
employing, for example, uncomplimentary (mirror) images, issue polar-
isation and the freedom of action differential.179 Banks suggests that this
is an identifiable cause of conflict as each party becomes ‘cognitively
blind’ to the other, by employing different theories based on different
beliefs and values, which ultimately influence perceptions.180
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The other important part of Mitchell’s cognitive consistency thesis is
‘group identification’. This argument builds upon the ideas discussed
above on the role of individual and group identity in the generation of
conflict. Mitchell however concentrates on the psychological elements
that exist in the differentiation between the ‘in-group and out-group’.
He suggests that the ‘in-group’ rationalise their actions with their own
reasoned, logical and moral understanding of the situation. Conse-
quently, from their subjective moral stance they perceive their actions
in conflict as a reaction to aggression and thus fail to see how any
blame for the conflict can be apportioned to them. They consider
themselves defensive and seek to galvanise the in-group by projecting
the stress of hostility onto outsiders, denying responsibility and avoid-
ing any internal ambiguity of identity. Hence the maxim ‘those who
are not for us are against us’.181 Fanon argues that group identity
thrives on the actual existence of violence and that this is a further
cause of conflict. He suggests that the practice of violence is a source of
dignity and empowers the repressed individual and draws members 
of the group into a cohesive element.182 Individuals, through acts of
violence, can establish their own identity, that of the group and of the
enemy, all of which is assumed to be cohesive and homogeneous. This
is especially important for the enemy, which is then seen as an uncom-
plicated focus of hostility. Mitchell suggests that in order to deal with
the psychological difficulty of alienating a complete ‘people’ the ‘black
top’ image is often employed to demonise the leadership and separate
it from the repressed or indoctrinated masses.183

Further social-psychological causes of conflict are suggested by
Vayryen. He highlights the psychological perceptions and resultant mis-
judgements inherent in the causation of conflict such as the perceived
incompatibility of goals and the expected gain or perceived utility of
conflict.184 Lederach suggests that it is the social-psychological percep-
tions, emotions and subjective experiences that trigger the cycle of vio-
lence that leads to deep-rooted self-perpetuating conflict.185 Dollard in a
development of the frustration-aggression theory suggests the existence
of ‘displaced aggression’, as a cause of conflict, which he argues is a
cathartic expression of violence against a target other than the actual
source of the frustration.186 Mitchell calls this ‘transfer’ and ‘displace-
ment’ and suggests that the generation of aggression might be redirected
against something completely unconnected to the original source of
aggression.187 This is the basis for the concept of the scapegoat.

Social-psychological factors or conflict attitudes serve to illustrate
important sources of conflict that are encompassed in the entrenched
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nature of the subjective understanding of conflict by the actors. These
factors can serve to not only generate the conflict, but can also cause
an increase in the intensity and duration of violence, especially as cog-
nitive opinions over time can become even more polarised and self-
fulfilling. This implies that in order to fully understand the roots of
conflict it is necessary to penetrate the minds of the actors in conflict.

The multi-level roots of conflict

This chapter has focused on attempting to explain the root causes of
conflict by investigating the approaches to it supplied by conflict
studies, when viewed from the different perspectives provided by a
multi-level analysis. This survey of literature has not produced any
definitive reasons or conclusive scientific explanations for the manifes-
tation of conflict nor has it suggested ways of solving it. It has however
demonstrated how conflict can be explained and understood from a
number of different perspectives. These perspectives or discourses,
when taken together provide a very useful multi-level and interdiscip-
linary approach to understanding conflict. However, it is important to
stress that this is a theoretical exercise and these theoretical frame-
works are not necessarily complimentary. Each approach provided by
each level has a particular use and function. This is argued by Robert
Cox, who suggests, ‘theory is always for someone and for some
purpose’.188 The state level understands state conflict but cannot recog-
nise non-state or intra-state conflict. This however is provided by the
non-state level of analysis, which seeks to explore the role and impor-
tance of other actors in conflict as it highlights the nature of the
conflictual relationship between the individual and society. This is par-
ticularly evident in the examination of functionalism and human
needs theory. Further to this approach is the structural level of ana-
lysis, which provides an alternative approach to conflict. This discourse
is designed to highlight the nature and purpose of the systems in
which the actors’ perceive they exist; this is demonstrated by consider-
ing the structural arguments provided by Marxism. The final level of
analysis is the individual; this is intended to focus on the role of the
individual and the group in conflict. It allows for example, an exami-
nation of the construction of the identity and the effects of ideology as
potent conflict generators. 

Despite the relative strengths and weaknesses of these different
multi-level approaches, whichever perspective or theory of conflict is
employed to explain the root causes, regardless of how helpful or illu-
minating they are in understanding particular causes of conflict. They
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are all based on particular assumptions and therefore suffer from limi-
tations and restrictions in their approach to conflict.

The conclusion of this roots survey therefore suggests some impor-
tant findings. First, the causes of conflict, especially contemporary
conflict, can be more clearly understood from a comprehensive, multi-
level and multi-dimensional perspective. This implies that although
different perspectives are employed to understand the roots of
conflict, by combining these approaches into a single multi-level
framework it might be possible to establish an all-inclusive and wide-
ranging explanation of the root causes of conflict. From the perspect-
ive of solving conflict this would be invaluable, as it will allow the
deep-rooted reasons for conflict to be engaged, addressed and poten-
tially answered. Second, like the survey of terrorism literature in
Chapter 1, the survey of conflict studies suggests a general differentia-
tion between approaches for explaining conflict. These can be classed
as follows,

1. Orthodox conflict theory is a state-centric approach and relates to
the traditional understanding of conflict as inter-state war. It is
found in historical texts such as Machiavelli and Von Clauswitz and
conventional work by Waltz. It is also the basis for conflict manage-
ment approaches.

2. Moderate conflict theory can be seen as the conflict resolution
approach to conflict. It is a multi-level approach and incorporates
theories such as human needs. Its main proponents are researches
such as Boulding, Azar, Burton and Galtung.

3. Critical conflict theory is a radical, holistic and multi-dimensional
approach to explaining conflict and is found in the work of
Linklater, Lederach, Jabri and Richmond.

Thirdly, conflict studies do not really deal extensively with the sub-
ject of terrorism, even though it has made considerable advances into
explaining non-state conflict it still focuses primarily on war. Conflict
studies would definitely benefit from incorporating some of the
approaches to explaining terrorism, which were discussed in Chapter 1.
This is dealt with in the construction of a comprehensive theoretical
framework and is the subject of the next chapter. 
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3
Conflict and Terrorism: 
A Comparative Analysis

Introduction

The studies of terrorism and conflict both have a great deal to con-
tribute to helping explain each others root causes – but only if their
respective approaches can be applied together. This is particularly
significant for the study of terrorism. In this chapter I intend to demon-
strate how the root causes of terrorism can be more clearly explained
and understood by combining the different approaches of terrorism and
conflict studies that were discussed in Chapters 1 and 2. This theoretical
exercise is in response to the explanation of terrorism provided by
orthodox terrorism discourse. This discourse, as I have argued, monopo-
lises the comprehension of terrorism and has particularly limiting
shortcomings in relation to understanding it. The intention of this syn-
thesis therefore is to rethink terrorism by deconstructing the orthodox
understanding of the root causes and instead present a broader, more
holistic and multi-level approach. This should provide a wider explana-
tion and ultimately a more useful understanding because it will furnish
the study of terrorism with greater access to an extensive range of ana-
lytical tools that can be used to understand the roots of the problem of
terrorism and hopefully help to resolve it.

Part 1 of this chapter will combine the strengths of the different
methods for approaching and examining terrorism whilst highlight-
ing the shortcomings and gaps that exist. This will then be compared
to conflict studies to discuss how the gaps in terrorism studies can be
filled by the approaches and theories provided by conflict theories.
As with the first two chapters this will be conducted on a multi-level
basis. The result of which should be a comprehensive, multi-level and
multi-dimensional study of the roots of terrorism. From this survey it
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should be possible to construct a theoretical holistic framework that
can be applied to terrorist conflicts in order to gain a more advanced
understanding of the root causes. This will comprise Part 2 of the
chapter. The comprehensive theoretical framework will be ‘applied’ in
Chapter 5 to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict to illustrate how theoretic-
ally rethinking terrorism can have a useful practical application for
understanding of the roots of the problem. Prior to this comparative
multi-level analysis however I will re-establish definitions for terror-
ism and conflict and briefly discuss if they can be accommodated by
each other.

Terrorism and conflict defined

To facilitate a definitional point of departure for this comparative
study, it is necessary to compare the definitions of both terrorism and
conflict to ascertain if terrorism can be suitably located in conflict, and
also if the dominant understanding of conflict encompasses terrorism.
In Chapter 1, I defined terrorism as a specific form of violence motiv-
ated by a political agenda or more simply as ‘lethal political violence’.
Simply this is an act of lethal violence that is perpetrated in order to
further a political cause or achieve a stated political objective. This
definition, as I argued, is useful as it separates the act of violence from
the political legitimacy debate, whilst still differentiating it from non-
political lethal violence, such as that based on greed or personal gain.
It is a definition of a particular type or method of violence and can
appear quite narrow in its application. However its usefulness is in
explaining the act of violence itself and the relative political conse-
quences. It does not necessarily seek to explain the wider implications,
such the context in which the violence occurs, the actors involved or
indeed the roots of the violence, as its focus is predominantly political.
Notably, the definition I employ does not refer to terror, which is seen
by orthodox theory as the basis of the understanding of terrorism.
Terror is not used in my adopted definition because it is so closely asso-
ciated with orthodox terrorism theory and the problems inherent in
the subjective moral legitimacy debate, which is synonymous with
orthodox terrorism discourse.

In comparison, the classification of conflict I employ for this study
seeks to incorporate ‘actual or potential violent conflicts which range
from domestic conflict situations that threaten to become militarised
beyond the capacity of domestic civil police to control, through to full-
scale inter-state war’.1 It is immediately apparent that the application
of conflict suggests a much more wide-ranging and broader approach
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to the manifestation of violence, than terrorism, this is primarily
because more advanced approaches to conflict, such as conflict resolu-
tion and peacebuilding, seek to incorporate all types of violence,
including terrorism, into an extensive definition that can aid multi-
level investigation into the causes of the conflict.

Terrorism by the adopted definition of lethal violence in conflict can
be relocated into conflict studies. The principal advantage of this
would be to open up terrorist conflicts to the multi-level and inter-
disciplinary approaches to understanding violence that I discussed in
Chapter 2. This relocation would also bring with it the tools of conflict
resolution, such peacemaking and peacebuilding, with which progres-
sion could be made into understanding the manifestation of terrorism
beyond the constraining influence of subjective politics. There are
however, tremendous difficulties with this manoeuvre; accepting ter-
rorist violence as conflict could mean in effect bestowing some form of
legitimacy on the perpetrators of the violence. Using the above defini-
tion of conflict, a state dealing with a group that employs terrorist
violence would be forced to concede that the group might have a legit-
imate reason for the anti-state violence. It could then be classed as a
form of asymmetric conflict and could imply recognition of the cause
of the group, legitimacy of their actions and combatant status to group
members as legitimate soldiers. This would give the group the protec-
tion afforded to lawful combatants provided by the Geneva Con-
vention. Arguably, it is this desire for legitimacy that is the principal
aim of the majority of terrorist groups. The implications of this are
highly problematic, as it would have an immense and probably unac-
ceptable political impact on the formation of state policy, especially
anti-terrorist and counter-terrorist strategies, as these policies are based
on the monopoly of legitimacy. It is also possible to argue that whilst
states might be aware of the roots debate when dealing with terrorist
groups, it is in fact incompatible with orthodox terrorism theory,
which is employed by states to maintain and defend the political and
socio-economic status quo.

Conflict studies are also subject to a legitimacy debate where typically
both sides refuse to accept the legitimacy of the other or recog-
nise their claims and are locked into seeking a zero sum solution to 
the conflict.2 Terrorist conflicts, without even attempting to relocate the
violence, can be seen as conflict involving the use of terrorism between
groups contesting the rights to legitimacy. A situation not unlike one
found in most conflicts. Despite this conclusion, the question that
needs to be asked is can orthodox conflict studies actually accommod-
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ate terrorism? Terrorism by definition is violence with a political object-
ive, and conflict or war, as Von Clausewitz famously stated, is the con-
tinuation of politics by other means and is intrinsically ‘an act of
violence intended to compel our opponent to comply with our will’.3

Although this initial comparison suggests an easy symbiosis, the prob-
lem arises in the method of violence. In the subjective moral debate,
conflict and war is legitimised ‘legal’ violence whereas terrorist violence
is ‘illegitimate’ and ‘unlawful’. This line of argument suggests that ter-
rorism can only exist outside conflict, where the legitimacy of conflict is
recognised by both sides. Terrorism cannot by the normative definition
of unlawful violence, occur in a declared war that is accepted by both
parties. This suggests that in the normative understanding of terrorism
both sides might be employing terrorist violence against one another in
the form of terrorism and counter/anti-terrorism and because it is not a
recognised legitimate conflict both sides claim the other is acting illegit-
imately and unlawfully and therefore feel able to justify their own
actions. Conversely, in war, both sides might be employing terrorist
tactics but this is seen as legitimate violence within in the realm of
conflict.

However, not all conflict is recognised as legitimate by all those
involved. Although the main arguments inherent in this subjective
debate of terrorism were discussed in Chapter 1, it is important to re-
iterate here that terrorism is often characterised by the relative differ-
ence in how it is defined and understood. Typically each side defines
and understands terrorism relative to the others actions and not their
own, hence they can both define terrorism as illegitimate and unlawful
but as both claim legitimacy through their relative understandings,
they see the others’ action as terrorist and not their own. Furthermore,
terrorism and conflict are subject to an inside/outside debate.4 Those
on the ‘outside’ viewing the violence deem it as terrorist in nature
while those who employ it on the ‘inside’ see it as conflict. 

It would seem that orthodox conflict cannot accommodate orthodox
terrorism unless it sheds its relative and subjective understanding, but
then it will cease to be orthodox terrorism. This debate then poses the
question, if terrorism studies cannot be accommodated by conflict
studies should it be left in its own subjective and relative moral under-
standing and not relocated? Although this approach aids the forces of
state and underwrites the policies of counter and anti-terrorism, it will
leave the phenomenon of terrorism where it has been since the study
began: without a roots debate and in an intractable, unapproachable
and largely unsolvable position.

Conflict and Terrorism: A Comparative Analysis 89

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


Perhaps orthodox conflict can in fact accommodate terrorism under
the alternative definition of terrorism as ‘lethal political violence’ by
considering the targets of violence. Lethal violence directed against
‘civilians’ (those who are neither uniformed combatants, militias or
members of the establishment and who for the purpose of this argu-
ment, can be regarded as ‘innocent civilians’,) can be deemed violence
or even crime against humanity.5 This is a characteristic often solely
attributed to terrorism and is where the link between terrorism and
conflict exists, at the root of an ambiguous relationship located in 
the legitimacy debate.6 Lethal violence against individuals outside the
matrix of legitimised conflict can be seen as terrorism, however lethal
violence against individuals or in this case civilians or non-combatants
within conflict is not necessarily viewed as terrorism. O’Sullivan points
out that ‘World War Two did much to eliminate distinction between
combatant and non-combatant by legitimising the deliberate massacre
of civilians’.7 Although a form of legality does exist in conflict, as war
crime under the Geneva Conventions and Human Rights Acts, without
doubt the greatest casualties of war and conflict are civilians. In a study
of armed conflict since 1945 it was estimated that eighty-four per cent
of those killed since 1945 were civilians.8 It would seem that deliber-
ately targeting civilians in ‘legitimate’ conflict, subjective or otherwise
is acceptable but outside of this it is not. Wilkinson argues that terror-
ist campaigns inherently involve deliberate attacks on civilian targets
and are analogous to war crimes.9 This suggests that if some form of
legality is invoked, either the violence is occurring outside the frame-
work of legitimate conflict or inside a subjectively legitimised conflict.
Within this argument the deliberate targeting of civilians within a
legitimate conflict or war can be seen as ‘legitimate’ terrorism, which is
in fact conflict. This is supported by the claim that deliberate attacks
on civilians in all forms of conflict is fast becoming an accepted norm
of contemporary conflict. Mary Kaldor points out that in the past civil-
ian casualties in war have often been assumed to be a consequence or
side-effect of the conflict between combatants. However the prevalence
of genocide and ethnic cleansing in contemporary conflict suggests
that attacking, terrorising and destroying the civilian population might
in fact be the actual aim of the conflict.10

This comparative definitional debate can be brought up-to-date by
considering the ‘new’ war ‘new’ terrorism debate. As I have already
alluded to, the ‘new’ war debate11 suggests the existence of contempor-
ary conflict that is characterised by unstructured, informal and post-
modern violence fuelled by hate and fear. In recent contemporary
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conflicts, legitimised by one side at least, such as Afghanistan in 2002
and Iraq in 2003, combatants in uniform were denied the rights of
prisoners of war, and were viewed instead as terrorists suggesting that
even with the involvement of structured state armies it is no longer
viewed as formal conflict.12

This coincides with the ‘new’ terrorism debate,13 which suggests that
terrorism is perpetrated by unidentified amorphous and nebulous
groups and or organisations, who claim no responsibility, seek maxi-
mum lethality and are driven by hate and anger. High lethality sug-
gests that the intention of new terrorism is synonymous with the
intention of conflict, to maximise the number of people killed.
Although it is consistent with the orthodox understanding of terrorism
that non-combatant individuals are often the targets of terrorist vio-
lence, it is perhaps important to question who actually sees them as
innocent civilians or non-combatants. The perpetrators of the violence
may not consider the targets innocent civilians, as is often the case in
conflict. This is certainly characteristic of the Palestinian-Israeli con-
flict, and as Rubenstein points out, ‘attacking unarmed civilians makes
perfect sense to nationalists at war’.14 It is the recipients of the violence
whose relative claim to legitimacy and non-recognition of the conflict
lead them to employ the traditional terrorism discourse, and try to de-
legitimise the violence away from conflict and towards the orthodox
understanding of terrorism. This is particularly a state employed dis-
course, but is also employed by non-state groups.15

The question remains how the actors themselves see their acts of vio-
lence. As symbolic acts, intended to engender fear, intimidation and
terror in a population, as orthodox terrorism theory suggests, or simply
as acts of violence in a perceived conflict, the asymmetric nature of
which forces them to resort to a particular method of violence to kill as
many of the enemy as possible. Conclusions to this are often contra-
dictory. Some Palestinian actors state that the aim of violence is to
‘establish a balance of fear’,16 which is concurrent with orthodox ter-
rorism theory. Others state that it is simply to ‘fight and defend the
homeland’,17 which is perhaps orthodox conflict theory. This question
is also relevant to the relative understanding of the killing of civilians.
Buzan argues that the ‘exclusion of civilians from the definition of the
enemy contrasts markedly with the West’s behaviour until recently’.
He illustrates this argument with reference to Hiroshima, Nagasaki and
Vietnam.18 In addition, in a translated video interview following the
destruction of the World Trade Centre, Bin Laden states; ‘we calculated
in advance the number of casualties from the enemy who would be

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


killed’.19 This implies that the study of acts of terrorism and a great
deal of terrorism literature is more applicable to the study of conflict.
Terrorism has become a substitute for war as it allows an asymmetric
conflict to exist by providing low cost, high yield violence via modern
technology and communications that can almost achieve parity with
conventional forces. Bowyer Bell argues, ‘[T]o divide up the war, the
campaigns, as military or conspiratorial, protracted popular war or
urban terror is to mingle intensity and means, time and opportunity’.20

Interestingly, all but one of thirty-one major armed conflicts in
1993–95 listed by Schmid and Jongman featured the killing of non-
combatant civilians.21

Conflict and terrorism studies are both in crisis. This is revealed in
the uncertainty of the post-Cold War, post-September 11th and post-
modern world, which is exacerbated by the globalisation debate, the
decay of the dominance of the state as an institution, and the rise of
the identity and importance of the individual. This is ushering in the
possibility of a post and late-Westphalian world order where only by
moving away from the rigid state-centric Westphalian system will it be
possible to recognise the roots of contemporary conflict, new wars and
new terrorism.22 Conflict studies I would argue, especially moderate
and critical approaches, have begun to identify change and have initi-
ated the transition to recognising and dealing with conflict outside of
the traditional state-centric and realist understanding. The study of
conflict has moved into employing more sophisticated and compre-
hensive approaches to deal with this so-called new type, such as third
and fourth generation multi-dimensional approaches, found in conflict
resolution and peacebuilding. Although these approaches are not yet
mainstream they exist in the literature as a critical approach and focus
on the roots of conflict found in human security and the needs of indi-
viduals and non-state actors. Terrorism however, is still locked in the
restraints of the moral legitimacy debate and the Cold-War state-
centric orthodox and positivist understanding.

The aim of this study is to relocate terrorism out of this relative
moral quagmire of ‘subjective’ politics and into the realm of conflict
where it can be seen simply as an act of violence within a wider
context. This will allow the understanding of terrorism to develop
alongside changes in contemporary conflict and will provide it with
access to a roots debate and the whole spectrum of multi-dimensional
techniques available for conflict resolution. In the next section (Part 1
of this chapter) I will briefly debate the strengths and weaknesses of the
respective theoretical approaches to understanding terrorism and
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conflict used in Chapters 1 and 2, with the intention of establishing
theoretical levels of analysis with which to rethink the roots of
terrorism.

Part 1: Rethinking the roots of terrorism: a comprehensive
approach

The state level

‘States are the creation not of nature but of men’.
Napoleon Bonaparte23

The state level of analysis represents the high level, top down, political
approach to understanding the phenomenon of terrorism. It is also the
most revealing area for investigation because terrorism studies is inex-
tricably linked to the concept of the state. This is clearly shown in
orthodox terrorism theory which views terrorism primarily as a threat
to the existence of the state. The United States Federal Bureau of
Investigation (FBI) defines terrorism as, ‘the unlawful use of force or
violence against persons or property to intimidate or coerce a govern-
ment or the civilian population…in the furtherance of political or
social objectives’.24 This understanding is due to the centralised power
and the primacy of the state, which enshrines the discourses of sover-
eignty, and legitimacy, concepts over which the state has a monopoly.
From the state perspective the roots of terrorism and the subsequent
manifestation of violence lie in the protection and preservation of
these concepts. Orthodox terrorism discourse is designed for this
purpose, to allow the state to view terrorism as an illegal and illegitim-
ate challenge to authority. This is applicable ‘internally’ – within a
state (governed population) and directed against the state (governing
authority), and also ‘externally’, as a threat to the security or political
integrity of a state from another state. It can also exist as terrorism by
the state, as a response to perceived internal threats. This is enshrined
in the social contract and is enforced by what Eugene Walter calls
‘regime terror theory’, or state rule by violence and fear.25

The difficulty with employing orthodox terrorism theory however is
that it is not open to a roots debate26 and therefore does not engage
with or recognise any the underlying causes. It is a mono-dimensional
approach that responds to the symptoms and manifestation of vio-
lence with the machinery of the state. (Notably, this can often have
the reverse effect by increasing the level of reactionary violence and
exacerbating the original problem that was causing the violence).
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As a result orthodox terrorism studies is trapped at state level by the
constraining nature of the legitimacy debate. This is an identifiable gap
within the study of terrorism, but one that can be complemented by
the approach of conflict studies because a number of conflict theories,
applied at state level, question the nature and role of the state in the
generation of violence. A debate which terrorism theory fails to engage
in.27 An outcome of this debate regards violence as synonymous with
the state and intrinsic to its existence. The implications of this
however, suggest that terrorism and violence are so ingrained in the
state that the only way to approach and deal with terrorism and
conflict on a long-term solution basis is to revaluate the role of the
state and even suggest a completely alternative form of political gover-
nance and international system.28 This is clearly a controversial argu-
ment, given the primacy and dominance of the state.

Nevertheless, the main implication of employing this hybrid
approach of terrorism and conflict studies is to exploit the new
approaches for understanding terrorism that arise in the space that is
created. The first of these is based upon an examination of the
responses the state employs to deal with terrorism. This argument sug-
gests that the state has a primary role in the generation of terrorism
due to the response it adopts. In this discourse, terrorism is part of the
natural condition of the state, as it is generated, paradoxically, as state
terrorism, in response to the threat of terrorism and is used essentially
to create order and maintain political power. States that counter the
threat of terrorism with the military and legal apparatus of counter ter-
rorism not only deal with terrorism but also simultaneously strengthen
and consolidate the power of the state, (although this approach can
also generate terrorism in response).29 The implication of adopting this
argument for the roots of terrorism suggests the existence of inherent
terrorism within the state, implying that terrorism is not only endemic
but also vital for the existence of the state and is an engineered com-
modity that is propagated by orthodox terrorism discourse.

Orthodox terrorism and conflict studies have definite parallels at
the state level, as both conflict and terrorism can be employed by the
state to bolster its political position and as legitimate military means
against opponents. They are both state orientated tools and focus on
the political implications of violence by concentrating on state power
and the challenges to it from within the state and by other states.
Paradoxically, it is also the main response of the state to the threat of
conflict and terrorism. By examining the state approach to terrorists it
is possible to identify a further cause of terrorism. This is the employ-
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ment by the state of orthodox terrorism discourse in order to pursue a
hidden agenda as a policy of secondary gain or devious terrorism against
political opponents. Orthodox terrorism theory designates violent pol-
itical opponents, who have illegitimate designs on state power, as
terrorists. The state is therefore able to employ a ‘free hand’ and legit-
imately pursue an agenda to eradicate this state opposition, regardless
of whether they are actually the cause of the terrorism. This mono-
poly of legitimised violence allows states to pursue policies of terror-
ism (counter-terrorism) against their opponents both inside and
outside state boundaries because of the legitimacy bestowed on them
by terrorism discourse. By examining how a state approaches actual
terrorists it is possible to demonstrate how instrumental the state is in
propagating the manifestation of devious terrorism – a policy of sec-
ondary gain to eradicate and neutralise any threat to the state with
whatever means are available.30

The employment of a recognised understanding of terrorism by states
in order to tackle political dissention within its borders is becoming
increasingly apparent in many countries after the declared ‘war on ter-
rorism’, which effectively legitimised state violence against ‘terrorists’.
Devious terrorism, is perhaps most apparent in the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict, where legitimised state violence is extensively employed inside
and outside established state borders. But it is also evident in Indonesia
(against Jemaah Islamiyah), in the Philippines (against the Abu Sayyaf),
and in Russia (against the Chechens). It is also possible to suggest that
many states are free riding the terrorist discourse of al Qaeda in order to
allow the employment of devious terrorism against their own indigen-
ous terrorist groups. This is again illustrated by Israel’s use of pre-
emptive assassinations against Hamas, which they justify as the ‘war on
terror’.31 It is also apparent that in state polices of counter terrorism,
human and individual rights and freedoms are often sacrificed in the
fight against terrorism. This suggests that if a state employs an approach
to terrorists that is terrorist in its nature, the state can be firmly located
in the root causes of terrorism.

A third area of examination that becomes apparent when conflict
theories are applied to the state is located in how the state approaches
terrorism. The existence of a terrorist threat is useful for the state as it
helps bolster its political standing and bestows on it extra political
powers over and above those existing in the social contract. For
example, terrorist situations often see the introduction of emergency
powers.32 These give the state authority to pursue the threat using
methods that might ordinarily undermine the basic individual human
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rights and freedoms. The threat of terrorism in a state has a similar
effect to a state in conflict; it makes it more cohesive and powerful,
implying that states can employ terrorism discourse in order to pursue
a policy of terrorism management. This is a controversial argument and
suggests that the state does not employ a roots debate with the inten-
tion of facilitating terrorism resolution, as this would loosen the state
grip on political power. Instead the state aims to propagate terrorism
and manage it in order to maintain tight political control of the popu-
lation. By examining how the state actually approaches terrorism and
what methods it adopts to deal with it, it is possible to ascertain the
role of the state in the root causes of terrorism.

It is evident that the current approach to understanding terrorism
adopted by the state and enshrined in orthodox terrorism discourse is
beneficial to the state as it fails to question the role of the state in the
generation of terrorism. It also bestows absolute legitimacy on the state
to justify its actions against a terrorist threat regardless of the reasons or
root causes. The application of conflict theories questions the role of the
state and in particular the response and approach of the state to terror-
ism and terrorists. Conflict studies identify and locate the roots of ter-
rorism in the institutions of state, particularly in the relationship
between the state (governing authority) and the governed population,
and the state and other states. This produces a number of important
implications for the understanding of the roots of terrorism, and sug-
gests the existence within the state of inherent, devious and management
terrorism.

The non-state actor level

The condemned social order has not been built up on paper and ink
and a combination of paper and ink will never put an end to it.

Joseph Conrad, The Secret Agent33

The non-state actor level of analysis moves the focus of the roots
debate away from the centrality of the state, although not completely,
and onto the role of the non-state actor. As I discussed above, ortho-
dox terrorism discourse locates the cause of terrorism in the violent
challenge or threat to the state, which it sees as originating from
within the state itself or from another state, (the non-state group is not
seen as a separate entity from the state). The non-state level however is
an approach that allows recognition of the actor as a terrorist player
independent of the state.34 This level of analysis has become increas-
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ingly important in the contemporary world, particularly since the end
of the Cold War, where the perceived role of the non-state actor in the
generation of political violence has greatly increased. Hoffman pro-
poses theories associated with the Grey Area Phenomenon35 to suggest
that terrorism can be located in ‘threats to the stability of nation states
by non-state actors and non-governmental processes and organisa-
tions’.36 This is also particularly prevalent in the light of the threat of
terrorism from al Qaeda type organisations, who seems to exist as neb-
ulous networks of individuals and groups who bear no relation to their
indigenous state or nation. The role of the state however should not be
overlooked as it represents the central obstacle to the ambitions of the
non-state group and is a major determinant of armed struggle.37 This is
supported by Wilkinson, who differentiates between state and factional
terror, but focuses on the challenge of non-state groups employing ter-
rorism against the liberal democratic state.38

The emphasis of understanding terrorism is often seen as a polit-
ical battle where the power seekers target the power holders, who are
predominantly represented by the state. Although more moderate
approaches in terrorism studies have pointed to attempts to use terror-
ism to influence political communities or social behaviour,39 the ramifi-
cations of this still reflect on the holders of political power. So whilst it is
valuable to examine the political causes of terrorism first, the under-
standing of the roots of terrorism needs to move beyond the constraints
of the political. This is because despite the ability of orthodox terrorism
studies to locate terrorism in the conflict generated by the dynamics of
intra-state interaction and the relationships between non-state groups, it
takes little or no account of any other reasons why the violence might
occur, other than the pursuit of political power. This detracts from iden-
tifying the individual motivations of groups and from consideration of
the political and socio-economic situation, which might be something
other than a direct challenge to political authority.

This gap in the understanding of terrorism can be filled by applying
social conflict theories contained in conflict studies because although
conflict manifests itself in the political, it has its roots in the relation-
ship between self and society and is therefore a social condition and
that needs to be located in the realm of social conflict. Social conflict
theory applied to terrorism studies suggests that terrorism has a con-
structive purpose and a political and social utility. This is supported by
the conflict theories contained in functionalism,40 instrumentalism41

and constructivistism.42 All of which argue that violence can have a
purpose, such as acting as a catalyst for necessary and positive social
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change, or forming a channel through which to express and alleviate
political, social and economic inequality. The implications of this
approach for the roots of terrorism suggest that the causes of the vio-
lence can be located in political, social and economic grievances.
Therefore by questioning the nature of the social order and the broad
economic, social and political perspectives and by analysing the func-
tion of the violence it may prove possible, as Vayryen argues, to
provide the key to understanding the cause of the violence.43

This discourse suggests that conflict is a function inherent in society
and can be located in all social relationships. Terrorism can therefore
be understood by an investigation of the established social order. This
might help to explain the character and intentions of the actors and
the nature of goals they seek. For example, terrorism, viewed through
the prism of functionalism is the demand for social change located in
the interaction between actors in society where human action is a
product of human decisions within the context of social relations.44

The approaches of social conflict theory effectively provide space in
which it is possible to re-examine terrorism and project the potential
cause of the violence outside the political realm and into a social
spectrum.

However, there are a number of assumptions associated with apply-
ing the conflict theory discourse to the roots of terrorism debate. For
example, by investigating the function of the terrorism the assumption
is made that terrorism has a purpose. This presupposes the existence of
a social grievance or perceived injustice within the non-state actor that
perpetrates the violence. It also suggests that if terrorism exists in the
relationship between actors seeking change in society then it is an
inherent part of society. According to Vayryen, ‘society is like conflict;
dynamic and in constant change’.45 Also, by examining further the
function of the terrorism, it is possible to establish if the violence is
intended to destroy the existing framework of society or merely change
it, as violence for reform or revolution.46 By implication therefore it is
possible to identify the existence in functional social conflict of either
revolutionary terrorism or reactionary terrorism, which have an agenda for
either destroying or reforming the existing social system.

An additional conflict theory that can be employed at this level is
human needs theory. This represents a further attempt to move away
from the political and relocate the roots of terrorism in the socio-
economic framework of society. Human needs theory suggests the
existence of a set of socio-biological human needs that require satisfac-
tion on a hierarchical basis; if these needs remain unfulfilled the actors
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will resort to violence. As Burton suggests, ‘If attempts are made to sub-
ordinate individual values to social values because it is not possible to
enforce social values that are inconsistent to human needs, the
response will be damaging both to the individual and the social
system’.47

The advantage with human needs theory is that it reveals the rela-
tionship between the individual (or the particular non-state group) and
society. Individual needs are pursued within the confines of a value
system or society, if these needs become frustrated, methods such as
violence are employed that are outside the established norms. It also
concentrates attention on the needs and values of the individuals who
make up different communities and organisations within society and
questions their individual aspirations and their subsequent relation-
ship with society. Human needs theory has also featured in a number
of useful approaches for understanding conflict by providing a focus
on the nexus between the individual and society in the roots of
conflict debate. For example, Azar suggests, ‘grievances resulting from
need deprivation are usually expressed collectively and thus failure to
redress these grievances by the authorities cultivates a niche for pro-
tracted social conflict’.48

The application of human needs discourse to the gap identified in
roots of terrorism debate, provides a useful way to unlock the stale
political contest and provide a route into the causes of terrorism
located in the non-state group. The implications for reassessing the
roots of terrorism by applying this theory are revealing. They suggest
that the manifestation of terrorist violence implies that individual
needs are in some way frustrated, suggesting society can no longer
satisfy these needs and the established norms of society have been
transcended. By employing the basic safety needs identified by Azar,
which are security, identity, representation and equality,49 and apply-
ing them to a terrorist non-state actor it is possible to suggest a possible
correlation between these needs and the manifestation of terrorism.
This implies that if the suggested safety needs of individual non-state
actors are unsatisfied they might generate grievance terrorism which
requires inclusion and consideration in the roots of terrorism debate.

Another useful social conflict theory is relative deprivation.50 This
discourse complements human needs theory and suggests that vio-
lence develops in society between groups or individuals who perceive a
relative imbalance; politically, economically (and) or socially between
what they should have and what they actually have. This discourse is
useful because it focuses attention on the perceived differences in the
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status of non-state actors suggesting that if the actor feels deprivation
in relation to society as a whole or another actor then this is a cause of
conflict. As Gurr suggests, ‘[C]onflict is a condition in which the source
of the discrepancy between value expectation and capabilities is
another group competing for the same values’.51 The theory of relative
deprivation can also be applied to terrorism in an attempt to fill the
gap produced by the lack of explanation of the socio-economic roots
causes of the political violence. The implications for explaining terror-
ism by using the relative deprivation discourse are such that the mani-
festation of terrorism can be attributed to some form of disparity
between actors in society, (human needs discourse is subjective to the
individual, whereas deprivation is a perceived situation relative to
others). This suggests that the cause of terrorism could be located in
the relative perceptions of the belligerent actors to each other and
society in general, thus existing as deprivation terrorism. Hence, ‘[T]he
potential for political violence is a function of the degree to which
such discontents are blamed on the political system and its agents’.52

The roots of terrorism at the non-state actor level can be clearly illus-
trated by the application of discourses from conflict studies, particu-
larly social conflict theory. It is perhaps important to point out here
that this study is also a critique of orthodox terrorism theory and
whilst some of these approaches, particularly relative deprivation,
appear in terrorism studies, albeit as moderate terrorism theory53 they
are not adopted by the mainstream orthodox approach. This is primar-
ily because they are incompatible with the relative legitimacy debate
upon which orthodox terrorism theory is based. Wilkinson dismisses
them by arguing that theories of frustration and aggression and relative
deprivation are too general and cannot explain why some groups in
similar conditions become violent and others do not.54

Although it is very important not to completely discount the
influence of politics on the generation of terrorism, it is helpful, as I
have illustrated above, to widen the debate and relocate conventional
terrorism theory into the realm of social conflict. This will allow
identification of possible causes of violence that exist in the relation-
ship between actors in society as a social phenomenon involving gov-
ernments, communities and individuals.55 The implications that exist
for understanding terrorism by applying conflict theories highlight the
roots of terrorism as existing in the nature of the socio-economic rela-
tionship between individuals, groups and communities within society
and imply alternative root sources of terrorism, these are functional
(revolutionary/reactionary), grievance and deprivation terrorism.
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The structural level

Colonialism is violence in its natural state…and will only yield
when confronted with greater violence.

Franz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth.56

This section represents an examination of the roots of terrorism at the
structural level of analysis. This approach complements the last two
levels and seeks to explore the nature of the relationship between the
actor (state/non-state) and the structure, a link identified as influential
in the causes of conflict.57 Orthodox terrorism discourse locates the
structural roots of terrorism firmly in the political sphere, often in 
the guise of ideology, and associates the structural roots of terrorism
as existing as a violent reaction to an oppressive political system or
situation. Terrorist theorist-practitioners such as Mao, Che Guevara
and Marighella recommended employing terrorist violence to over-
throw repressive regimes and gain independence or freedom. This
ideology has its roots in the work of Marx and the struggle between
the oppressed and the oppressor. Unsurprisingly Marxism has featured
heavily in the political ideology of many terrorist groups.58 This
theme of violence in response to political oppression was also con-
tinued by Sorel,59 Fanon,60 Sartre61 and Camus,62 all of whom pro-
vided an attractive justification for the use of terrorism to overthrow
an oppressive political system and gain personal freedom. Fanon sug-
gested, ‘the last shall be the first only after a murderous and decisive
struggle’.63 These writers however are not entertained by orthodox ter-
rorism theory and be can be classed in terrorism studies as radical ter-
rorism theory. For example, Wilkinson dismisses and heavily criticises
Fanon, Sartre and other ‘situationalists’ for having a great significance
in the development of terrorist thought and for glorifying violence
and terror as an end in itself. Sartre, he suggests, ‘created a positive
ideology of terror’.64

Although orthodox terrorism discourse is useful in explaining the
influence of the political structural causes of terrorism, it does not
often venture any further and fails to provide sufficient analysis of any
other potential structural causes. Areas that lack consideration in
orthodox theory are the possible structural influences inherent in
society, history, culture and socio-economics. Although routes into
these areas have begun under moderate terrorism discourse,65 they are
far from extensive and still display a large void in comparison to the
approaches provided by conflict studies.
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This gap in the understanding of terrorism can be bridged by conflict
studies, which provides a number of useful approaches. The first
example of this is an examination of the historical and cultural context
of conflict. This is provided by structural conflict theory, which iden-
tifies causes of conflict that are based on the culture and history of a
region and the possibility of the existence of a culture of violence. Both
Fanon and Sartre argue for the endemic existence of violence as an
omnipotent structural force in society, one that is the cohesion to all
social and political relationships and gives meaning and purpose 
to political action. Fanon uses the colonial relationship between native
and settler to suggest that violence is an inherent part of the culture.66

This permanent structural undercurrent of violence represented by a
spiral of violence and counter violence can also be exacerbated by the
historical and cultural context. Bowyer Bell describes this as an ‘arena’
or ‘ecosystem’, in which ‘violence is generated due to history, culture,
vulnerability and possibility’.67 This implies that violence can be gener-
ated and prolonged by the continuity provided by historical and cul-
tural memory,68 which suggests that some regions are more historically
and culturally conducive to the generation of terrorism and conflict
than others. Conflict studies employs the techniques provided by cul-
tural analysis69 to approach this question, which although established
on a number of assumptions, suggests that an analysis of the cultural
influences inherent in a particular society can reveal how much influ-
ence they have on the manifestation of violence. This implies that the
particular history and culture of a region enshrined in a society might
exist as the primary cause of conflict and terrorism. This is an area of
particular relevance to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and will be dis-
cussed at length in Chapter 5.

Establishing a culture of violence debate as a structural cause of ter-
rorism and employing cultural analysis as a tool for examining soci-
eties in conflict, draws attention away from the political debate and
into an investigation of cultural and historical influences, which can
be very powerful in the generation of terrorism and the natural
recourse to violence. The implications for using this approach is to
suggest that the manifestation of terrorism presupposes the existence
of structural historical and cultural influences for the use of violence in
the form of a cultural terrorism. Any investigation into the causes of ter-
rorism in a particular region therefore requires the careful examination
of the cultural and historical influences of violence in order to under-
stand the roots of terrorism.
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A further structural cause of conflict is systemic. This relates to the
relationship and interaction of the actors with one another and is char-
acterised by actor behaviour. This creates the apparent system when
viewed from the ‘outside’, such as the interaction of states with one
another and the creation of a perceived international system. An exam-
ination of the actors in conflict from ‘outside’ is provided in conflict
studies through the study of ‘conflict behaviour’.70 By investigating
how the actors relate to each other, the nature of the system and the
structure of the causes of conflict can be investigated. The implications
of this approach suggest that by adopting an ‘objective’ examination of
the behaviour of the actors involved it is possible to develop an under-
standing of the structural nature of the system in which terrorism is
being generated. The difficulty with this approach however is that the
interpretation of the behaviour of the actors depends upon which
ontological framework or discourse is adopted to understand the
actions, by this rationale it is not possible to have an ‘objective’ view.
As Walker points out ‘attempts to think otherwise about political possi-
bilities are constrained by categories and assumptions that contem-
porary political analysis is encouraged to take for granted’.71 This
argument is illustrated by the problems inherent in the methodology
of positivism and suggests that although the roots of terrorism can be
attributed to the interpreted behaviour of actors and the assumed
system in which they operate, it is perhaps important to be aware of
the theoretical framework that is used to interpret the behaviour of ter-
rorist actors. This approach means that it is the observed behaviour of
the actors, within an acknowledged discourse, that creates the system
in which the roots of terrorism are located, and if this is the case, it
suggests the existence of systemic terrorism.

A complementary approach to this is an assessment of the ‘inside’
structural causes and is facilitated by an examination of the situation
or the subjective understanding of the causes of terrorism by investi-
gating the terrorist view of the conflict. In this approach, provided by
conflict studies, structural influences are examined from the point of
view of the actor and how their perception of the system or structure
of the conflict influences their actions. Mitchell argues that conflict
situations develop due to ‘mutually incompatible goals that are mis-
matched against social values and structures’.72 This implies that actors
perceive the existence of a conflict occurring between the attainment
of their goals and the opposing incompatible nature of the system 
that cannot accommodate these aims. By applying a further part of
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Galtung’s conflict triangle, ‘contradiction’, which is ‘conflict situation’,
and is defines as ‘the actual or perceived incompatibility between
actors’,73 it is possible to investigate the conflict structure from the
inside. This approach examines the relative and subjective understand-
ing of the conflict as a perceived situation that is created by the inter-
action of the actors’ goals or aims and the perceived existing structure
of the system. This it can be argued can create the structural reasons for
conflict and terrorism that can exist as situational terrorism.

The problem with this approach is that the conflict can become a
subjective reality for the actor, as both the goal incompatibility and the
nature of the incumbent ‘system’ are perceived. The conflict may be
unintelligible to those outside the society or to those employing a dif-
ferent theoretical perception; this is identified by della Porta who sug-
gests the existence of a ‘social construction of reality’. She argues that
terrorism cannot be understood unless the interaction is taken into
account between the structural conditions and the subjective reality.74

This argument is also endorsed by Wardlaw75 and Bowyer Bell.76 How-
ever, it is a useful conflict approach to apply to terrorism studies as it
advocates an examination of the terrorist’s view of the conflict and
therefore intends to establish the cause of the violence directly from
the actor. This will help to explain the perceived structural causes of
terrorism, as it will cast light on both the nature of the perceived goal
incompatibility and the structure of the perceived system. Examination
of this area is vital if a route is to be established for understanding the
root causes of terrorism. 

The final area of investigation into structural issues is an examina-
tion of the socio-economic environment or socialisation. This is an
attempt to investigate the structural causes of conflict from a socio-
economic perspective and is an examination of the relationship
between the actor and the socio-economic environment. Terrorism
studies, particularly the moderate approaches, have suggested socio-
economic factors that can potentially contribute to the manifestation
of violence, such as social dislocation, urbanisation, modernisation,
immigration, unemployment and poverty.77 Although some of these
factors also relate to the satisfaction of human needs discussed above,
establishing human needs or relative deprivation as a cause of terror-
ism implies that the actors are perhaps aware of the socio-economic
disparity and therefore identify it as unsatisfied needs or social inequal-
ity. By investigating socio-economics as a structural cause of terrorism,
the assumption is made that the actors are affected by the system or
structure but are perhaps unaware of the forces acting on them. An
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examination of the structural environment should help to identify
deep-seated and underlying socialisation issues that generate long-
standing conflicts and acts of terrorism, such as institutionalised socio-
economic discrimination and inequality. 

By applying some of the approaches provided by conflict studies it is
possible to explore the structural influence of socio-economics on the
causes of violence. As Azar suggests protracted social conflict is rooted
in socio-economic depravity and underdevelopment.78 In addition
Maill et al suggest that there is a direct correlation between absolute
levels of underdevelopment and violent conflict.79 Also, economics in
the form of a weak economy, poor resource base and relative depriva-
tion can be cited as a direct cause of conflict.80 The implications of this
for understanding the roots of terrorism suggest that by examining the
nature of the socio-economic environment it is possible to claim the
existence of socio-economic terrorism.

However, there are problems with this approach, as the link between
terrorism and low socio-economics is not continually proven. Krueger
and Maleckova suggest that any direct connection between poverty
and terrorism is probably weak and they attribute the cause to political
conditions.81 There are also a number of examples of manifestations of
terrorism that have appeared in developed first world.82 But whilst this
does not repudiate the theory it is possible to argue that socio-
economic depravity can exist for a particular group regardless of the
socio-economic condition of the host state. This debate will be exam-
ined further in Chapter 5, in the example of the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict.

Orthodox terrorism discourse at the structural level is predominantly
located in the political. This is complemented by the application of
some chosen theories from conflict studies that lead the roots of terror-
ism debate into the realm of political and socio-economic structure.
This helps to provide an explanation of the roots of terrorism in rela-
tion to the historical and cultural context, as cultural terrorism. Also 
the nature of the system, viewed from ‘outside’ and generated by the
behaviour of the actors, is systemic terrorism. Complementing this is an
examination of the conflict situation, which focuses on the terrorist
view of the conflict and explores the perceived understanding held by
the actors of each other and the incumbent system. This yields an
‘inside’ view of the roots of terrorism, which it can be argued, produces
situational terrorism. Lastly, an investigation is provided into the envir-
onment in order to establish if socio-economic structural forces are
generating terrorism, as socio-economic terrorism.
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The individual level

Warfare’s finality lies in the work of the hands
Homer, The Iliad83

The individual level is the final level of analysis in this examination of
the roots of terrorism. This approach seeks to investigate and ulti-
mately locate the role of the human individual in the generation of
terrorism because ‘[W]ar is a consequence of human actions and
human decisions’.84 Although moderate terrorism studies develops an
investigation into the individual human causes of terrorism85 it is pre-
dominantly concerned with explaining the political role of the indi-
vidual. Bowyer Bell suggests that the ideological motivation of the
individual is a useful way to understand the cause of terrorism. He
argues that all terrorists have an ideology of action that is encompassed
in what he calls ‘the dream’ which is the root of the ideological
motivation and is the source of the perceived legitimacy of the polit-
ical claim and justification for the use of violence.86 This approach
allows for a direct examination of the ideological motivation or belief
system and ideas of the individual terrorist.

Whilst this ideology or mindset might identifiably exist as the indi-
vidual or group political motivation and can be seen as the cause of
terrorism, investigation into the roots of terrorism requires an exami-
nation of further motivations in order to establish if there are other
deeper socio-economic or structural forces that create the necessity for
the generation of a political ideology of action. Orthodox terrorism
studies focus on the political ideology of individual terrorists, such as
religion, which is often portrayed as the sole cause and in some cases a
substitute for political ideology.87 The problem with the approach of
orthodox terrorism theory is that it concentrates on the political
dimension of religion and fails to investigate other possible areas that
might prove to be an underlying cause of terrorism.88 Although it is
important to consider the importance of religion as a cause of
terrorism it does provide an easy and quick fix solution to explaining
the manifestation of terrorism, without recourse to a roots debate.
Although this might be the intention of the users of the orthodox ter-
rorism discourse, who may seek to obscure the underlying socio-
economic causes of the violence or who intend to discredit religion
itself. The criticism remains that orthodox discourse does not ade-
quately consider the deeper social or cultural roots of the individual in
violence.
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Applying conflict studies can fill this gap in the understanding of ter-
rorism by providing a number of alternative approaches. These have a
far greater socio-economic and cultural emphasis than the political ori-
entation of terrorism studies and seek to locate the causes of violence
firmly on the individual in society. The most useful approach for exam-
ining the ideology and mindset of the terrorist individual is incorpor-
ated into identity theory.89 This is based on the existence of individual
identity and forms the basis of social identity theory,90 which is a very
useful tool for exposing alternative reasons for violence between groups
of different identities. Social identity theory can be applied to religion,91

as the considered mainspring of terrorism, in order to uncover the roots
of terrorism. Consequently, the causes of violence can be just as easily
located in the identity of the individual and the group as with the
immediate and often more obviously stated cause, such as religion. This
suggests that it is possible to locate the causes of religious terrorism not
just in the existence of religion itself but also in the identity needs of
those individuals involved in religious violence. The problem with this
approach is similar to the criticism levelled at human needs theory, that
the identity needs represent a theoretical set of socio-biological needs
that are difficult to substantiate. However, merely by suggesting that the
roots of terrorism might exist beyond the political, progress is made
into examining the deeper root causes. 

Identity theory is also useful for approaching the subject of ethnicity
and ethnonationalism and is often cited as a further central cause of
terrorism and violence in both terrorism and conflict studies.92

However, terrorism studies whilst recognising the influence of identity
is preoccupied with the political motivation of ethnonationalism,
which although important is not necessarily the sole cause of terror-
ism. Conflict studies highlights the existence of the ethnic group
which exposes the existence of a collective culture, and can encapsul-
ate shared origins, values, language, religion, homeland, and history.93

Importantly, this categorisation of people occurs from both inside and
outside the group.94 By examining ethnic violence with identity theory
it is possible to suggest the existence of political or socio-economic
threats that galvanise group identity, as it can be argued that the exist-
ence of an ethnic group suggests a group with security fears, unfulfilled
needs or a political or socio-economic agenda.95

The approach of conflict studies is important as it serves to highlight
the existence of social forces in the generation of violence. Nevertheless,
it is also important to consider the influence of political ideology, such
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as nationalism, which is a powerful motivator of terrorism. This can
mobilise and in some cases radicalise the socially deprived and threat-
ened individual or group with a political ideology, giving a sense of
direction and justification for violence. Just as ethnicity is a grassroots
phenomenon, so nationalism can be seen as a top down controlling
and motivating political influence. The value of combining terrorism
and conflict approaches in this study is in the wider debates drawn in
by a holistic approach. For example, in the manifestation of ethnic ter-
rorism, consideration must be made of the political ideology employed
to generate and justify the violence, such as religion or nationalism but
at the same time an examination must be conducted of the social forces
that are generating the grassroots movement of the individual that is
committing the terrorism. A holistic approach helps to identify how ter-
rorism can be generated by ethnic entrepreneurs, who under the guise
of nationalism or religion are exploiting the unfulfilled needs of an
ethnic group for their own political agendas.

The implications for explaining terrorism at the individual level
suggest that terrorism can be generated by a political ideology that is
employed with the express intention of motivating and justifying the
violence of the individual for the pursuit of political power. Foucault
calls these regimes of truth.96 By examining the existence of regimes of
truth or ideological belief systems it is possible to understand the man-
ifestation of violence because by identifying the source and generation
of power the root causes of terrorism can be unearthed. This suggests
the existence of ideological terrorism. In addition, it is also possible to
argue for the existence of identity terrorism, which is violence, generated
at the socio-economic and cultural grassroots level that is based on
unsatisfied identity needs and can underwrite religious or ethno-
nationalist violence.

A further cause of terrorism within the individual is the generation
of a mindset or individual ideology that relates directly to a particular
issue, this generates violence by a particular group for a specific cause.
Individuals can feel so affected by a single issue that they are provoked
into acts of terrorism in order to remedy it. This is often how orthodox
terrorism theory views a terrorist, and argues controversially that this
type of political violence, as single-issue terrorism;97 is not open to a
roots debate.98 Whilst it is very important to examine the existence of
an actual issue or particular cause of the violence, it is debatable if the
contribution of orthodox terrorism theory in this area is useful, if it
eschews a roots debate. Whilst consideration of a single issue should
not be overlooked, it can often obscure other underlying reasons or
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causes of violence that might be located at the individual level, such as
socio-political issues. However, this might be the intention of the
employment of the orthodox discourse, to focus concentration on a
particular issue in order to deal with it and thus avoid the difficulties
involved in opening up a wider roots debate. 

The application of conflict studies is intended to move away from
this mono-dimensional interpretation and look for roots in a multi-
dimensional approach. The study of conflict can provide an approach
into understanding this area by establishing ‘consensual’99 issues as
conflict issues, which can be seen as the goals, aims, objectives or
intentions of combatants and can range from specific localised issues
that trigger violence to large scale disputes such as those over land or
resources. Although this approach considers the conflict issues, the
important difference is that this approach allows the roots of the ter-
rorism to be investigated beyond any immediate and obvious cause of
violence. A roots debate can also provide alternative methods for
dealing with the violence; attempts at conflict resolution for example,
look beyond the intractable issue that is believed to be causing the
conflict.

There is a problem however with the conflict study approach because
altering the focus of the terrorism may only serve to detract from the
real cause of the violence, which might simply be a single issue. Also
single issues that generate terrorism may simply be a particular issue
existing within the mind of the individual and are therefore unintelli-
gible to anyone attempting to deal with the violence. It is perhaps also
important to question and problematise the multi-dimensional
approach, as it is essential to ensure that the vast array of other poten-
tial causes of terrorism considered in this study do not obscure the
motive which could prove to be the main driving force behind the vio-
lence: the impenetrable reason of an individual. The middle ground
between terrorism and conflict studies, which is the advantage of this
holistic study, is to include in any examination of the causes of terror-
ism an investigation into the existence of issues and to include them
into any analysis of the violence alongside the other potential factors
that generate terrorism. A holistic framework for approaching terrorism
should therefore include an examination of the actual or perceived
conflict issues suggesting that issue terrorism might exist alongside
other reasons that generate terrorism in the individual.

The last area for investigation at this level is the social-psychological
causes of terrorism. This is a continuation of the examination of 
the mindset of the individual and probes for psychological causes.
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Moderate terrorism theory in this realm provides useful investigation
into the psychological composition of the individual terrorist. It con-
centrates on the existence of the construction of a subjective or
perceived reality within the individual and serves to provide an under-
standing and justification for the actions of the terrorist in pursuit of
the subjective and relative truth.100 This process of investigation of the
roots of terrorism has also progressed into group dynamics and exam-
ines the dynamics of like-minded individuals existing in an enclosed
and socially isolated subjective world which serves to strengthen and
self-perpetuate the collective understanding and alternative reality.101

Terrorism studies also suggests violence is generated by individuals as,
displacement and diffusion of responsibility,102 cathartic symbolism –
as a substitute focus of aggression for more complicated political or
socio-economic reasons103 and also as violence as an end in itself, to
strengthen the political cause and cohesion of a group.104 In addition
to these rational psychological explanations it is also important to
incorporate irrational psychological emotions as a cause of terrorism
such as fear, hatred, rage and vengeance. 

These psychological approaches for understanding the roots of ter-
rorism are very helpful, but as ‘moderate terrorism theory’ explana-
tions for the root causes they remain on the periphery of terrorism
studies. What is required is a complementary theoretical approach in
order to apply these theories to the manifestation of terrorism. Conflict
studies helps on this area by providing a comprehensive psychological
roots of conflict debate. These are represented by Galtung, who inte-
grates this area of examination into the conflict triangle and explores it
under the title conflict attitude.105 Mitchell also examines conflict atti-
tude and divides it into two areas of analysis. ‘Emotional’, which are
irrational judgemental feelings and also ‘cognitive’, which are percep-
tual beliefs and a cognitive process for construction of the violent atti-
tude.106 The emotional approach is useful as it can be used to examine
the existence of irrational emotions in the generation of terrorism such
as hatred, fear and vengeance. Cognitive is useful because it analyses
the development and construction of the subjective or perceptual ter-
rorist understanding, which is a major cause and sustaining compon-
ent of violence. The formation of terrorism attitude is responsible for
the Manichean polarisation of issues and the production of a number
of psychological consequences such as scapegoat, tunnel vision, stereo-
typing and dehumanisation.107 The implications for the study of terror-
ism from combining and applying conflict and terrorism psychology
theory is to suggest that within the roots of terrorism, psychological
attitude can exist as emotional terrorism and cognitive terrorism.
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As a complement to investigating the psychological construction of
the individual in violence, it is also possible to apply the approaches 
of conflict studies to the psychological understanding of group dynam-
ics. In addition to the approach discussed above in terrorism studies,
conflict studies suggest that group identification108 is a primary cause
of conflict. An examination of the formation of the in-group and out-
group and the subsequent group dynamics can provide a helpful
insight into the causes of terrorism. Associated with this theory is the
creation of a subjective reality or underground that is shared by
members of the group and which exists to reinforce their subjective
understanding of the world. This serves to justify their actions, espe-
cially as the group becomes increasingly insular from society or begins
to construct its own society.

The group can also become completely controlled by violence, not
only in their actions against their opponents but also to ensure group
loyalty and maintain their sense of identity.109 Individuals become so
consumed by violence within the group that it soon develops a self-
sustaining dynamic of violence and becomes the main driving force
behind their actions and in some instances even eclipses the original
reason for violence. Although this has problematic implication for the
roots of terrorism debate, it serves to reinforce the belief of Fanon and
Sartre, as it implies that individual actors commit acts of violence for
the sake of violence.110 The implications for the study of terrorism by
adopting this argument is to suggest that by examining the psycho-
logical roots of terrorism in the individual it is possible to discover the
existence of group terrorism which exists within the realm of the
dynamics of the subjective understanding and reality of the terrorist
group.

The role of the individual is highly influential in the roots of terror-
ism debate. By combining the approaches of terrorism and conflict
studies it is possible to construct routes into examining the manifesta-
tion of violence at the level of the individual. This holistic approach
provides a close investigation into the ideology, mindset, and system
of belief or regimes of truth that the terrorist uses in order to motivate
acts of violence and which might generate ideological terrorism. This is
complemented by an examination of the identity of the individual to
test the existence of identity terrorism. Furthermore, it is also important
to explore the existence of any specific issues at the centre of the
violence in order to ascertain its relevance to the plausibility of issue
terrorism. Terrorism and conflict studies both suggest a thorough exam-
ination of the psychological elements inherent in violence existing in
the conflict attitude of the individual and forming emotional and
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cognitive terrorism. Investigation is also required into group dynamics to
establish if any potential deep underlying psychological forces are gen-
erating group terrorism. Examination and reassessment of the roots of
terrorism is therefore invaluable at the level of the individual as it pro-
vides a wealth of possible causes of terrorism to consider.

It is apparent from Part 1 of this study that by combining the best
approaches provided by terrorism and conflict studies it is possible to
compile a comprehensive and holistic survey of methods for under-
standing the roots of terrorism that incorporates all the useful
approaches at all the levels in the roots debate. Part 2 of this chapter
will examine how these approaches can be formatted into a workable
and practical comprehensive framework for rethinking the roots of
terrorism.

Part 2: A comprehensive framework for rethinking
terrorism

Construction

The main reason for establishing this roots of terrorism debate and the
comparison of terrorism and conflict studies is to challenge and ulti-
mately deconstruct the mono-dimensional approach to terrorism pro-
vided by orthodox terrorism theory. This challenge can be achieved by
incorporating the alternative approaches or perspectives of the root
causes of terrorism, as discussed in Part 1, into a hybrid comprehensive
framework. This ‘alternative theoretical’ approach is intended as a
holistic framework that incorporates a wide-ranging, multi-level and
multi-dimensional approach to explaining and understanding the root
causes of terrorism. The framework can be constructed from the impli-
cations for understanding terrorism that were deduced in Part 1, and
can be represented for ease of application in levels of analysis. See Table
3.1 for a graphic representation of this comprehensive framework. 

The first level of analysis is the state level and concentrates on the
political by focusing on the state approach and state responses to ter-
rorism and terrorists. A number of implications for the roots of terror-
ism debate emerge from this perspective. The most important is that
terrorism can be seen to exist inherently within the institutions and
policy construction of the state. This suggests terrorism is synonymous
with the institution of the state. As a result, the theoretical root causes
of terrorism at the state level are inherent and devious terrorism and
terrorism management. The next level is the non-state actor. This pro-
vides an understanding of terrorism based on social conflict theory and

112 Rethinking the Roots of Terrorism

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


suggests terrorism is caused by the perceived function and utility of ter-
rorism, unsatisfied human needs and relative deprivation. The implica-
tions of this perspective for understanding the roots of terrorism
suggest the existence at the non-state level of revolutionary or reac-
tionary terrorism, grievance terrorism and deprivation terrorism.

The structural level approach concentrates on the structure of
society, and in particular the relationship between the actor, the struc-
ture and the socio-economic environment. The implications of this
perspective suggest that the roots of terrorism can be located in the his-
torical and cultural background of a region and the behaviour and
objectives of the actors. This implies the existence of cultural, systemic,
situational and socio-economic terrorism. The final level of analysis is the
level of the individual; this perspective of the root causes suggests that
the individual has a central role in the generation of terrorism, imply-
ing that terrorism can be found in the ideology, identity and composi-
tion of individual and group psychology. This approach suggests the
root causes of violence exist in ideological, identity, issue, emotional, cog-
nitive and group terrorism.

The objective of this synthesis of terrorism and conflict studies is to
combine all these perspectives and levels of analysis in the con-
struction of a single, holistic and more wide-ranging framework for
approaching the roots of terrorism. The aim of which is to suggest a
more sophisticated understanding of terrorism than the orthodox
approach, (although the orthodox approach is included).

Application: Why a multi-level framework is required

The employment of a theoretical framework is intended to provide, as I
suggested above, a wider understanding of the phenomenon of terror-
ism. It is my intention to apply this framework in Table 3.1, to the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict in Chapter 5, as a case study example.
The aim of this is to compare the comprehensive approach with the
conventional one provided by orthodox terrorism theory. It will also
provide an opportunity to test the assumptions, claims and implica-
tions for rethinking terrorism that have been developed in the con-
struction and application of this holistic approach. In the next section
I will briefly explain how I intend to apply the multi-level framework
developed above and graphically represented in Table 3.1.

First, a terrorist conflict is selected. This can be defined as one that
contains terrorism in the form of ‘lethal political violence’. This is the
value neutral definition I constructed in Chapter 1 and have employed
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in this study in order to move away from the constrains of the political
legitimacy debate contained in the definitions of orthodox terrorism
theory. This definition is also selected because, as I argued at the begin-
ning of this chapter, it allows access to the analytical tools of conflict
resolution approaches provided by conflict studies. The Palestinian-
Israeli conflict is a clear example of this because it is subject to an
orthodox terrorist theory understanding that is typified by relative and
subjective interpretations of what constitutes terrorism. These relative
understandings are represented by a political conflict over legitimacy,
coupled with an actual conflict that is characterised by both sides
employing terrorist methods but each claiming they are acting legitim-
ately in response to the use of illegitimate violence. As a consequence,
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict has become typical of an intractable,
deeply entrenched and highly acrimonious political struggle, charac-
terised by an increasing spiral of extreme violence. The purpose of this
study and comprehensive framework is to theoretically rethink the
roots of terrorism and focus attention on the possible existence of
deeper multi-level and multi-dimensional causational factors. 

In the next sections I intend to outline how I propose to apply the
framework at each level to the case study. This technique involves an
adopted approach or method of examination created from the synthe-
sis of terrorism and conflict studies and will produce a number of
implications relating to the root causes of terrorism. These implications
or forms of root causes of terrorism will be tested in Chapter 5 to illus-
trate how it is possible to rethink the roots of terrorism. This format is
clearly displayed in Table 3.1.

Approaching the roots of terrorism 

State level

This approach examines how the state responds to terrorism, both
internally within the state and externally with other states. It can be
achieved by examining the nature of the intra-state and inter-state rela-
tionships. This will help to ascertain at the state level how terrorism is
understood and where it is perceived to exist. It also involves examin-
ing the state definition of terrorism and how it applies to members of
the state and other states. This will also be apparent by observing and
inquiring how the state understands what a terrorist is. A state can per-
ceive a terrorist threat to exist between itself and its own population as
a very serious threat to the internal security of the state. It can also see
it as an external security threat between itself and another state; official
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state policy and the observable actions of the state will reflect this. If
this is the case it is possible to argue, by implication that the roots of
terrorism are in fact inherent within the state and therefore exist as
inherent terrorism.

An examination also needs to be conducted into how the state
approaches terrorists, in other words what methods do states employ
to deal with terrorists. For example, do states employ a criminal legal
method underwritten by orthodox terrorism theory or do they
approach it from a conflict perspective and use military solutions. Are
terrorists prosecuted and imprisoned under state law, assassinated
without trial, held as prisoners of war or viewed as oppressed minor-
ities with a legitimate cause. The implications of these will suggest how
and also if, the state might employ terrorism discourse in order to
pursue a policy of secondary gain. By maintaining a relative political
and moral understanding of terrorism the state can utilise counter-
terrorism and anti-terrorism techniques in order to legitimately eradic-
ate terrorist opponents, which suggests that the roots of terrorism can
be found as devious terrorism in state action. 

At this level it is also necessary to investigate how the state
approaches terrorism. Does it employ a roots debate and attempt to
find political or socio-economic solutions to the violence and foresee a
long-term solution to the problem? Or does it use an approach based
on terrorism theory, which sees the violence as a threat to the state
and leads to the employment of the machinery of state to deal with
the threat in the short-term? If the latter is the case it is possible to
argue that the state sees terrorism as unsolvable and therefore endemic
and inherent. If this is apparent, then by implication it is possible to
suggest that the roots of terrorism can be located within the state, as
the state is employing a method of terrorism management. This implies
that terrorism will never be completely eradicated but instead main-
tained at a manageable level to suit state objectives. The outcome of
this policy it that terrorism management can be observed by the use 
of terrorism legislation and military approaches to the problem, which
can either help solve it or actually serve to aggravate it. This includes
examining emergency legislation and special powers and the actions of
the police and military in regards to political accountability, which
might actually serve to bolster the political power of the state.

Non-state level

Application is focused on social conflict theory and deals directly with
the wants and needs of the non-state actor as a cause of terrorism.
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Initial investigation needs to examine the utility or function of the ter-
rorism. Why terrorism is employed by the actor and for what reason.
What is the function of the violence and how does it relate to the
nature of the relationship between the state and the actor. The implica-
tions for this understanding of the roots of terrorism suggest that ter-
rorism can be located in the relationship between the state and the
non-state actor as methods to either completely transform the existing
socio-political system (revolutionary terrorism) or reform it (reactionary
terrorism).

Investigation at this level also needs to be focused on individual
human needs, particularly the individual safety needs of the actors.
Hence the security, identity, representation and equality of the actor
vis-à-vis the state need to be examined, because if left unfulfilled or
unsatisfied it could be a cause of terrorism. Similarly, the potential
relative deprivation of actors also requires investigation. If actors per-
ceive a relative imbalance, politically, economically and or socially,
between what they want (perceived value) and what they actually
have, (value capacity) violence as terrorism can occur. This suggests
that grievance and deprivation terrorism can be generated by the non-
state actor.

Structure

Structural approaches to the roots of terrorism are mainly concerned
with attempting to examine the nature of the society in conflict, which
can be understood as the relationship between the actors and the struc-
ture. This involves an examination of the context of the conflict; this is
the historical and cultural background of the region. From this it is
possible to ascertain connections between culture and violence and
identify causes of violence as cultural terrorism.

Analysis at the structural level can also reveal the systemic nature of
the conflict. This involves a structural investigation of the system
created by the relationship between the actors and the system and is
observable in the behaviour of the conflict actors. It is essentially an
‘objective’ examination of the conflict from outside and is a cause of
systemic terrorism. In addition to this approach is the view of the terror-
ists’ perspective from ‘inside’ the conflict. This can reveal the way the
actors perceive the nature of the structure or system that they are in
and why they resort to violence. This can be achieved by examining
the conflict situation or the complex set of inter-relationships between,
the actor and their desired goals, vis-à-vis their actual or perceived goal
incompatibilities, and between the actors and the perceived existing
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structure. Hence, the presence of other actors or the type of structure
that obstructs an actor from achieving their goal and therefore generat-
ing violence is situational terrorism.

Finally, it is necessary to examine the socio-economic structure of
the conflict. This is the nature of the relationship between the actor
and the socio-economic environment. This requires a careful appraisal
of the socio-economic background in which the violence is occurring,
if interaction with the actors and their socio-economic situation is cre-
ating violence, then socio-economic terrorism exists.

Individual

The roots of terrorism at the individual level is primarily concerned
with the mindset of the individual. The initial point of entry is an
examination of the ideology or belief system used by the terrorist indi-
vidual. The intention is to establish if their ideology or mindset creates
a regime of truth in which violence has a purpose. If this is possible it
implies the existence of ideological terrorism. However, ideologies like
religion can often obscure other reasons for the causes of terrorism
inherent in the nature of the individual. It is perhaps useful therefore to
examine the identity of the individual. This can be more useful in
revealing the belief system employed and the nature of the regime of
truth that the terrorist has adopted in order to generate motivation and
justification for the acts of violence. If this proves to be an established
connection identity terrorism can be located within the individual.

Also examined in the individual is the existence of actual or per-
ceived single issues or agendas surrounding the conflicts that can be
considered a mainspring of violence. These need to be examined in
order to assess just how much influence they have as a single cause in
actually directly generating the violence. This will determine the
influence of single issue or agenda in the generation of issue terrorism.

A particularly valuable area of study in this individual level approach
relates to the socio-psychological construction of the individual and is
found in an examination of conflict attitudes. This can be divided into
an examination of the presence of irrational emotions such as fear,
hate, anger and vengeance and rational emotions or cognitive pro-
cesses. These relate to the construction of a subjective or perceived
reality and cognitive perceptual belief and process for the justification
of violence. The existence of either of these forms of a subjective reality
of violence implies the existence of emotional and cognitive terrorism.

It is also very important to consider the influence of group dynamics
on the generation of violence because the processes of action within a
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group, such as acts of violence to initiate group members or enhance
the group cohesion or even cathartic violence, can often exist as a self-
sustaining dynamic for the generation of violence as group terrorism.

Towards a comprehensive framework

In the above section I attempted to explain how the multi-level frame-
work in Table 3.1 can be applied to a particular terrorist conflict. The
technique is to apply each level to the mechanics of the conflict by
employing the approaches and methods of examination suggested. This
will test the theoretical implications, and serve to substantiate, or not,
the claims to the existence of the roots of terrorism. In the next two
chapters I intend to examine the case study example of the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict. This will represent a working example of a terrorist
conflict and it is to this example that I will apply, in Chapter 5, the
comprehensive theoretical framework I have constructed above.
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4
Discourses on Conflict and
Terrorism: The Palestinian-Israeli
Case

Introduction

The Palestinian-Israeli conflict is a protracted social conflict and a com-
plicated internationalised dispute that is characterised by terrorism. It
also typifies the relative legitimacy debate on the use of terrorism that is
so enshrined in the orthodox understanding. It is therefore an ideal case
study for applying the comprehensive framework for rethinking the
roots of terrorism that was constructed in the last chapter; this will be
the subject of the next chapter. The purpose of this chapter is to frame
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict within a historical context by evaluating
the historical and subjective discourses that are used to understand the
conflict. The aim is to critically examine the discourses employed, and
evaluate how and why they are used to interpret and understand the
suggested historical facts and events of the conflict. This will help deter-
mine the relative understanding of the roots causes of terrorism. 

The evaluation of historical events and the generation of facts is a
precarious venture from the outset as E H Carr points out in What is
History? He suggests that the facts can often exist as untenable theories
of history.1 Foucault argues that historical facts are often seen as the
truth, or regimes of truth, that can be easily established by a combina-
tion of power and perceived knowledge.2 This suggests that the per-
ceived roots of conflict and terrorism are often enshrined in subjective
historical realities, established through relative facts and the construc-
tion of regimes of truth. The events of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict
are no exception, as they are also the subject of a fierce historiography
debate. The intention in this chapter is not to discover the universal
‘truth’ of the conflict as this may well prove to be a quixotic quest;3

instead I aim to examine the history of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict
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by employing a critical theory and discourse analysis approach to the
events. I intend to scrutinize the particular theories, frameworks and
historical structures through which the facts are perceived and estab-
lished. This is in order to examine what tasks they are designed for and
ultimately for what purpose the interpretation of the facts and the cre-
ation of perceived truths are required. This study will focus primarily
on illustrating how these different discourses relate to the understand-
ing of the roots of the conflict and ultimately of terrorism.

Before moving to an examination of the creation of the history of the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict, I would briefly like to outline the current his-
toriography debate that surrounds the conflict. As I have suggested, the
manipulation of history for the creation of facts that can be employed
to vindicate a particular policy, or reinforce an ideology, are a common
feature of conflicts where adversarial interpretations of historical events
are employed. This suggests a battle of history can often ensue that aims
to negate the opponents claim to legitimacy whilst asserting ones own,
often characterised by a propaganda war. As Kimmerling explains,
history is a powerful tool in both domestic and external conflict and is
used to form meta-narratives that determine legal, political and territor-
ial claims as well as being responsible for establishing individual and
collective identities.4 Without doubt both the Palestinians and the
Israelis employ their own collective and relative understanding of his-
tory upon which their claims to legitimacy and justice are based. This
not only sustains the conflict, as each actor believes they have sole legit-
imacy of action and the exclusive right to justice, but it is also a barrier
to peace, as recognition of the others claims casts into question the
validity of their own history upon which the conflict and the inherent
ideologies of action are based. This is the basis of the current historio-
graphy debate within Israeli society. It is an academic debate essentially
re-thinking Israeli history focusing particularly on 1948 and how the
‘Arab’ is perceived in established Israeli history, with specific reference
to the refugee situation. Ilan Pappe outlines this debate, which he sug-
gests began in the 1980s with scholarly works by the ‘new historians’ or
‘revisionists’ that strongly challenged the Israeli public’s self-image, col-
lective memory and established historical ‘truths’.5 Flapan, for example,
recommends the re-examination of certain myths surrounding the birth
of Israel that have become accepted historical truth and which are
central to the creation of structures of thinking and propaganda.6

Although this ‘new history’ began by focusing on the events of 1948, as
Finkelstein points out, it has now spread to include a rethinking of all
Israeli history.7
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The implications of this revisionism however, whilst useful for a crit-
ical examination of the history of the conflict and the creation of space
in which to work towards reconciliation, can be considered highly
problematic for Israel. As Hazony suggests, Jewish society is now in
crisis as the state is under attack from its own cultural and intellectual
establishment because the new historians are threatening the national
narrative.8 A re-examination of Israeli history and the sacred ‘myths’
that underwrite it suggest a deconstruction of Zionism, Pappe identifies
this as the post-Zionism critique or debate. Although not widely
accepted and often dismissed as a largely academic exercise, it is a
potent challenge to the traditional Israeli historical version.9 Never-
theless, the post-Zionist debate is a useful point of departure to begin a
critical examination of Israeli history and one I will be employing
during this chapter, whilst using a similar approach for the Palestinian
version of history.

This historical and discourse evaluation of the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict will be divided into two parts. Part 1, will be an examination of
the construction of the two conflict discourses and Part 2 will be an
examination of the application and development of these discourses
by investigating their role in the major conflicts between the Pales-
tinians and Israelis from 1948 and will include the wars of 1948, 1956,
1967, 1973, International conflict, the Lebanon War, and the first and
second Intifadas (until April 2003). 

Part 1: Construction of conflict discourses

From time immemorial: the ancient history debate 

The Palestinian-Israeli conflict is often referred to as simply a conflict
over land or territory; this is the root of the ancient history debate and
one that is woven into the fabric of the conflict. From this perspective
the central question in the conflict is whose claim to the land is the
oldest. However, since both parties claim to have been there since time
immemorial, there is no easy answer to this. The Israeli’s claim is
located in Biblical narrative, which dates to the Old Testament period
and the story of the twelve tribes, who it is believed were led by Moses
out of Egypt to the promised land of Canaan, where they established
the Israelite era in about 1300 BCE. After this the region became
known as Judea, Samaria and Galilee, and later included the kingdoms
of David and Solomon. Despite the weakening and decline of the
kingdom following successive assaults by regional powers, it was the
Roman Empire that finally ended the Israelite kingdom in 63 BCE, and
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following two unsuccessful rebellions in 66 and 70 BCE, the Jews were
driven into exile and dispersion. The main purpose of this narrative
will become more apparent in the discussion below on Zionism.
However, if the crux of the conflict is the land of Palestine, then the
role of this historical discourse is to establish for the Jewish people
claims and even rights to ownership of the land by enshrining the
principles of legitimacy and justice. Legitimacy because it relates to 
the validity of the claim to the land, which for the Jews is reinforced
by divine law because they believe God promised them the land. The
claim to the territory is therefore enshrined in religious belief and has
an unquestionable authority and legality for the Jewish people.
Secondly, justice, a powerful motivator for violence, is a theme in the
historical narrative because the basis of the ancient Jewish historical
claim is the divine right to land of which they were wrongfully dispos-
sessed (by the Romans) and exiled from in the first century BCE. The
Jews believe the land of Israel, the ‘promised land’, is rightfully theirs.
This is the foundation for a claim based on the right to return of all
Jewish people to a homeland they were driven from. In the context of
the modern conflict, Israel is exercising its historical and divine right
to reoccupy land that it originally inhabited and controlled. 

By comparison the Palestinian ancient historical narrative stresses
the continuity of the Palestinians as original inhabitants. It suggests
that the Palestinians were descendants of two ancient peoples, the
Canaanites and Philistines, which according to the Bible were the earli-
est known inhabitants of Palestine or the Land of Canaan from 3000
BCE. During the Israelite period they existed as a minority but were
regenerated by the arrival of Islam in 610 CE, which according to
Tessler ‘created currents of change and a fundamental transformation
of existing political and cultural patterns’.10 Coupled with this is the
inextricable link to Arabism, which is the central and unifying theme
in identity and political outlook of peoples in the Arab world.
Palestinian historical discourse is therefore intertwined with the
history of the Arabs.

The Palestinian historical narrative is employed in a similar manner
to that of the Jews. Palestinian legitimacy for action is based on their
legal rights as not only the original but also the continuous occupants
and inhabitants of the land. The Palestinian claim to justice stems
from legitimacy and the right to maintain an unbroken inhabitancy of
their homeland. This is a legal claim to permanent residency, which in
the context of the modern conflict is injustice by the Israelis who have
occupied and forced them out of their homeland. 
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From both ancient historical narratives, legitimacy and justice can be
employed to endorse methods to re-claim the land, such as just cause
and just war theories, which are often engaged to justify violence,
conflict, terrorism and holy war. Whilst the roots of conflict are often
regarded as existing in the material dispute over land it is often the
associated rationale supported by historical narrative and religion that
can provide the ideological polarity of conflict understanding and the
incentive for violent action. This is the basis for the construction of
conflict discourses.

Historical narratives not only provide the validation and motivation
for violence in defence of the historical claims, but also contain a
counter narrative, which is intended to discredit the opponents’
account. An example of this is the ‘time immemorial’ debate. Thus in
order to counter the Israelis claim that they were established since time
immemorial, the Palestinians, as Kimmerling points out, have invented
their own time immemorial in reference to their Canaanite and
Philistine roots, which according to the bible preceded the Jewish
tribes.11 The intention as I suggested above, is not to debate the truth
of these narratives but to investigate how they are employed. For
example, both parties employ the Bible to substantiate their historical
claims not only because they are applicable to their own religions, but
also because they are comprehensible to each other and are accessible
enough for the international community to recognise. Biblical termi-
nology is freely interspersed with modern geographical regions and
contemporary lexicon in order to create an established historical
narrative. As Masalha points out, terms such as ‘promised land’, ‘holy
land’, ‘Palestine’ and ‘greater Israel’ (Eretz-Yisrael) all have important
modern political implications. The knowledge of the geography of the
‘land of Israel’ is often a precondition for understanding its history.12

The ancient historical narratives, whilst useful for generating propa-
ganda and to project claims and counter-claims, also help to sustain
historical memory; an integral part of protracted social conflict.
According to Flapan, ‘The Jews and Arabs possess a long historical
memory and suffer trauma and tragic events unable to forgive or
forget’.13 However, the use of historical narrative can also create mem-
ory, thus only by examining the narrative is it possible to ascertain and
question the claims in historical memory. Tessler argues that it is only
in the last century that Jews and Arabs have viewed each other as
enemies. He suggests a necessity to ‘dispel the common misconception
that the current struggle in Palestine is an extension of an ancient
blood feud, fuelled by ethnic or religious antagonisms, dating back
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hundreds of years’.14 Historical narrative is clearly an influential factor
in the formation of conflict memory and the continuation of violence
as it forms the basis for the construction of conflict discourses.

History and the formation of discourses

Historical narratives help establish, sustain and maintain discourses
and are an integral element in the construction of conflicts as they
often contain the incompatibles that lead to violence and the institu-
tionalisation of conflict. However, the question in this context is the
location of history in the formation of a discourse or indeed the effect
of a discourse on the creation of history. The Palestinian-Israeli conflict
is characterised by two opposing discourses, Zionism and Palestinian-
ism (Palestinian Nationalism). These are fluid concepts and open to
varying definitions, but at their most extreme interpretation they are
mutually exclusive, hence the perceived zero sum nature of the con-
flict. Discourses are central to understanding not only the historical
narratives of the Palestinian-Israeli dispute but also the actual dynam-
ics of the conflict. Throughout the modern period both discourses
develop in reaction to and from events. Unsurprisingly, the history of
the discourses is also debated by the opposing discourse. For example,
the central pillar of orthodox Zionism is to deny the existence of
Palestinianism. Orthodox Israeli history argues that Zionism created
modern Palestinian Nationalism,15 whereas Palestinian history suggests
it always existed and developed relative to the other Arab states.16 It is
immediately apparent that there are a number of similarities in the
claims and progress of both movements. Due to this many scholars
suggest a mutual development and stress the impossibility of explain-
ing one discourse without the other.17 However, whatever the nature of
their progress, the existence of a discourse is central to the causes of
the conflict, so what are the discourses and what historical claims do
they make? In the next section I intend to explore the perceived histor-
ical development of both discourses prior to 1948.

Zionism

Israeli historical narrative suggests that Zionism originated in Eastern
Europe in the late nineteenth century and was given a political voice by
Theodore Hertzl, with the publication of The Jewish State in 1896.
Zionism is an ethnic Jewish identity based discourse that supports the
secular movement for a national home for the Jewish people in
Palestine. It is a type of Jewish nationalism and is built predominantly
on ancient historical narrative. As Laqueur suggests, ‘it is a belief in the
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existence of a common past and common future for the Jewish
people’.18 Zionism requires acceptance of the historical narrative and
the belief that Jewish people all over the world have a right not only to
belong to a nation but also to live in an established homeland. Also, as
Zionism originated in Europe it is infused with the ideas of the Euro-
pean enlightenment and the French Revolution, and is rooted in
European political and social culture, especially the existence of the
nation-state and the protection that it can afford its ethnic citizens. This
theme of protection is perhaps the central thread of Zionism and is as
relevant now as it was then. Hertzl embraced and developed Zionism
not only in response to increasing levels of anti-Semitism in Europe at
the time,19 but also to counter chronic anti-Semitism throughout Jewish
history. The implications of the existence of Zionism for the first wave
of Jewish immigrants who arrived in Palestine in 1902, is that these
people accepted a discourse that promised them a return to the national
Jewish homeland where they could exist in safety and security from
threats to their ethnic well-being. This in hindsight was the motivation
for the unique and unprecedented creation of the nation-state of Israel
by importing an ethnically homogenous community from all over the
world into a bounded, governed, and secure national territory. 

Zionism is subject to various interpretations and exists in a number
of categories, the most important for this study are, Classical, Labour
and Revisionist. Classical Zionism is based upon the continued and
unbreakable tie of the Jewish people to Palestine and the formation of
Eretz Yisrael (Greater Israel).20 As Lewy suggests, ‘[D]espite the disper-
sion of the Jewish people, the true home of the Jews remained in the
land of Israel, the idea of eventual return from the four corners of the
earth was never abandoned.’21 This is the ideological extension of 
the ancient narrative, the implications of which suggest that those
employing this discourse firmly believe in the unwavering right of the
Jewish people to live in Palestine. Zionism also represents the belief in
the creation of a new society. According to Shlaim, ‘Zionism is a
secular movement orientated to Palestine not merely to create a new
Jewish state but also a new society based upon universal values,
freedom, democracy and social justice.’22 The second main interpreta-
tion is Labour Zionism. This is an understanding of Zionism according
to Socialist working class principles and is based on equality and social
justice. Labour Zionism focused on agricultural settlement of the land
and emphasised self-reliance by encouraging immigrants to populate
and cultivate a new state based on socialist principles. Tessler points
out that this is consistent with the concept of the Kibbutz or collective
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farm, notable for its autonomy, social cohesion and ability to provide
security.23 The labour Zionist movement provided a universal and
appealing ideology for immigrants and a possible vision of the new
Israel by Labour Zionists.

The main implication of Zionism is the acceptance of Palestine as
the new state of Israel. This employs the assumption that Palestine was
either unoccupied at the time of the arrival of Jewish immigrants, or
that it was accepted that the indigenous population would be sub-
sumed. As Finkelstein suggests, ‘the mainstream Zionist movement
never doubted its historical right to impose the Jewish state through
the ‘right to return’ on the indigenous Arab population of Palestine’.24

Zionism, coupled with the ancient historical narrative provides a dis-
course for the Jewish settlement of the land. So even if the early Zionist
pioneers recognised the indigenous population, the Zionist discourse
provided the necessary justification for action. As Finkelstein explains,
the Zionist ideology provided a pre-emptive right to Palestine that out-
weighed the Arabs residential claim. It is based on the unique Jewish
bond with the land; their historical ‘right’ and the belief that the
indigenous Arabs were not a separate nation and were therefore part 
of the wider Arab community, and as a consequence could settle
anywhere.25

The existence of an indigenous Arab population in Palestine seems
incompatible with the Zionist discourse, as Zionism requires an ethnic
Jewish state that belongs solely to the Jews, implying that non-Jews
were not intrinsically part of it. Zionist history suggests that there were
no indigenous Palestinian Arab people, as a result the Zionist discourse
does not recognise their existence. Contemporary orthodox Israeli
history maintains that when the first Jewish immigrants arrived from
Europe in the nineteenth century, the land of Palestine was a deserted
country and had no native population. Netanyahu argues, ‘[U]p until
the Twentieth Century the name Palestine referred exclusively to the
ancient land of the Jews. It has never yet been argued that there existed
a Palestinian people after the Jews.’26 Joan Peters produced an extensive
work called From Time Immemorial in which she argues that before
Jewish immigration, Palestinian land was a barren and unoccupied
land and it is only after the start of Jewish prosperity when Arab migra-
tion to Palestine began.27 This historical argument produced the
Zionist rallying cry ‘a land without a people for a people without a
land’. An important implication for the Palestinian people from this
Zionist belief of non-existence is that the Palestinians are not seen as
people rooted to the land of Palestine but instead as rootless Arabs and
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part of the wider nomadic Arab continent. This is illustrated by
Netanyahu who states, ‘It was not the Jews who usurped the land from
the Arabs but the Arabs who usurped the land from the Jews.’28 It also
relates to the belief in Zionist discourse that Arabs are generic and can
be re-located to anywhere in the region, hence the ‘transfer’ of Pales-
tinians to other Arab states.

Despite these arguments Palestinians existed in the region and were
unwilling to submit to Zionism and by the 1920s were becoming
increasingly hostile to immigration. Zionism dealt with this problem
by widening its discourse to incorporate Revisionist Zionism, which
was formulated by Ze’ev Jabotinsky in 1925. Revisionist Zionist dis-
course provided the justification for the use of force to achieve Zionist
objectives. It is a discourse established on the assumption that the
Arabs would not peacefully accept the formation of the Jewish state of
Eretz Yisrael in Palestine. Flapan, a ‘new historian’ suggests that
Jabotinsky implanted in the Jewish psyche the image of the Arab as the
mortal enemy and established the idea of inevitability of conflict and
the impossibility of a solution except by sheer force.29 Shlaim also
points out that Jabotinsky wrote an article entitled ‘The Iron wall’ in
which he suggested revisionist theory understood that the Arabs would
never voluntarily give up land they saw as their own. He therefore re-
commended settlement by the use of force to construct a metaphorical
iron wall, which they would be powerless to break down.30

The principal implications of employing the revisionist discourse is
that it provides a framework for dealing with the Palestinian Arab
problem by suggesting that the Palestinians do not want peace, will
never accept the Israeli state and seek both its destruction and that of
its people. This discourse allows Zionism to take by force what they
perceive is rightfully theirs and subjugate the opposition. It can also
serve to reinforce any number of Israeli policies especially involving
domestic and foreign security decisions, as it can generate a climate of
fear within the Jewish population by employing a positivist approach
to Palestinian and Arab violence. It also justifies violence in defence of
their land and the reoccupation and settlement of others. The Zionist
discourse, as Finkelstein points out, requires the existence of a Jewish
state which belongs to the Jews, non-Jewish inhabitants are not part of
this and are therefore not only superfluous but antithetical and a
threat to Zionism.31 This implies that the transfer or expulsion of
indigenous non-Jewish people from the land of the Jews is a legitimate
action under the revisionist discourse. 
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This vision of Zionism is one that represents the establishment of a
Jewish state in Palestine, and when confronted with opposition to this
objective, employs armed struggle to achieve it. The Zionist discourse
also generates and employs its own historical narrative to justify these
policies and actions as Jewish and Israeli action is enshrined in its own
Zionist legitimacy, which justifies employing terrorism, violence and
conflict to achieve the aims and objectives of Zionism. The construc-
tion and employment of the Zionist discourse is designed and intended
to achieve its aims by whatever means are necessary and therefore
exists at the very core of the conflict. As Aggestam suggests, ‘History
lessons, experience, analogical reasoning, cognitive beliefs, and Zion-
ism constitute a major part of the ideological belief from which
conflict is evaluated and legitimised.’32

Palestinianism

Palestinianism or Palestinian Nationalism is the other principal dis-
course in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, and like Zionism can also be
seen as an identity discourse. Edward Said argued that it is the key not
only to understanding the existence of the Palestinian people but also
the conflict with Israel. He suggests the principal tenets of Palestinian
Identity are built upon the need for repossession of the land and real-
isation of Palestinian statehood.33 Acceptance of the discourse of
Palestinianism is an acceptance of the assumptions upon which it is
based. These include, territory, identity, history, culture and religion.
Palestinianism is not only a reaction against Zionism and British
imperialism but also against the wider Arab world; it is an expression
of a collective and individual entity. Schultz points out that there is no
single understanding of the phenomenon and suggests that Palestinian
Nationalism can be understood by employing a number of different
discourses, from ethnographic, through religious to nationalist.34

The Palestinian historical narrative proposes that Palestinianism as a
discourse originated during the end of the Ottoman Empire. Muslih
suggests that after the final defeat of the Ottomans the old Arab order
of political allegiance to the dynastic sovereign of the Islamic state was
gradually replaced by one of allegiance to the county in which one
lived.35 The beginning of this movement was the appearance of polit-
ical Arabism in 1908–14 in response to growing Turkish nationalism;
typified by the 1908 young Turks revolt.36 The young Turks revolt is
significant for the development of Palestinianism because it freed press
censorship for the Arab people and made them able to express and dis-
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tribute their grievances in print. According to Muslih, ‘the press was
the single most effective vehicle through which the Palestinians could
make their views known…especially in opposition to Zionism’.37

Morris called the revolt a watershed, and suggests that from this period
onwards the Arab resistance to the Zionist project becomes national-
istic;38 this is the beginning of a recognised Palestinian identity. 

Arabism was soon replaced by Arab Nationalism, which was drawn
into the vacuum created by the crumbling Ottoman Empire after the
defeat in the First World War. Arab Nationalism also gained in stature
following the McMahon-Hussein agreement and the decision by the
Arabs under Faisal to begin a revolt against the Turks in 1916. Although
these nationalist movements were based on western ideas and those
enshrined in the individual state, such as self-determination and indi-
vidual rights and freedoms, Muslih points out that Arab Nationalism
envisioned the establishment of a pan-Arab system based on a united
Greater Syria.39 However, at the end of the war the hopes of Arab
nationalism and Pan-Arabism were frustrated by the emergence of the
1916 Sykes-Picot agreement that created the British mandate in
Palestine in 1922.

This historical narrative suggests that Arab Nationalism not only
emerged as an ideological discourse but also was actively fought for.
Although it is argued that the Arab campaign did not play a large role
in the overall military effort,40 the important development is that it
was both recognised and employed by the Arabs and the British. This
narrative also suggests the existence of an independent Palestinian
identity within the Arab world. This implies the existence, recognition
and use of Palestinian identity discourse, not only by the Palestinians
and the British but also by the wider Arab world. The establishment of
the British mandate effectively established the internal and external
territorial boundaries of Palestine, thus shaping in physical reality, a
Palestinian national identity. On this point it could be argued that
Arab Nationalism was created by the post-war agreements. According
to Morris ‘[N]ational movements and identities soon congealed in each
mandated territory, each pressing for statehood despite common
bonds of language, culture and history.’41 Ironically, the most impor-
tant political trigger for Palestinian nationalism was the Balfour
Declaration 1917, which effectively sanctioned the establishment of a
Jewish national State in Palestine. Palestinianism can therefore be
understood through three different and seemingly contradictory but
paradoxically complimentary processes, these are identity, nationalism
and pan-Arabism.
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Identity, according to Schultz, is associated with ethnic and cultural
identity in social organisation and relates to the relative understanding
of the self and the other.42 Sayigh suggests that at the beginning of the
mandate period, Palestinian social structure comprised of a fragmented
mass base of agricultural peasants under the control of two potentially
ruling groups competing for British patronage, the indigenous Pales-
tinian elites and the Zionist leadership.43 Despite the homogenous and
compact nature of Palestinian society, the political identity of the
peasant majority still functioned according to the Ottoman patronage
through family, tribal and regional loyalties and had little grasp of
Palestinian national identity.44 The political elites were influenced by
national consciousness. These elites could be divided into two groups,
the Old Ottoman leaders and urban elites who wanted Palestinian
independence and the Young leaders not of the Ottoman period who
sought Arab unity in greater Syria.45 Effectively Palestinian identity
stood at a threshold, the majority of peasants were still in the old
system whilst the elites were looking progressively forward.

The catalyst for change it seems was Zionism, which initiated a
major economic and social transformation. According to Kimmerling
and Migdal, Jewish land purchase and investment strengthened the
economy and led to an extensive redevelopment of commerce, indus-
try and infrastructure.46 This caused the dislocation of Palestinian
peasants from the land and increased urbanisation, unemployment
and radicalisation. It led directly to a growing discontent and real-
isation of the threat posed by Zionism to Palestinian identity and
society. Consequently, ‘the notion of a cohesive society with a unique
history, its members facing common threats and a shared future
gained increasing acceptance among Palestinian Arabs in the interwar
years.’47 This narrative suggests that the Palestinian identity discourse
was increasingly accepted within Palestinian society as a reaction to a
perceived threat, and can be directly associated with incidents of
Palestinian violence becoming more widespread. This is typified by
the growth of Islamic resistance groups, populated from the urban
slums, the most important of which was led by Sheikh al-Qassam.48

The consequence of this was the establishment of Palestinian identity
in the form of violent resistance groups such as the Black Hand, polit-
ical nationalist groups such as Istiqlal and the institutionalisation of
heroes and martyrs for the cause, such as al-Qassam. As Khalidi sug-
gests, ‘the resistance of Palestinian peasants to Jewish settlers under-
lines the role of the peasants in making Zionism central to Arab
political discourse’.49
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Nationalism is the generation of the understanding of the existence
of Palestine as an independent state. Muslih suggests that the genera-
tion of the discourse for an independent state in Palestine has its
roots in western ideas, ‘patriotism, nationhood, sovereignty, self-
determination and loyalty to a specific territory greatly affected
Palestinian development’.50 Palestinian nationalist discourse was
employed to counter the imperialism of the British Mandate, and the
nationalist threat posed by Zionism, which from the outset intended
to establish a state in the European form. This outcome was sup-
ported by the British because nationalism is an internationally recog-
nised discourse for the protection of identity because ‘it provides
collective security and is emancipatory, inclusive and exclusive’.51

The nationalist discourse portrays the Palestinian-Israeli conflict as a
clash of nationalism, two seemingly incompatible nations in one
territory.

Finally, Arabism is the gravitation towards pan-Arabism and the
establishment of a single Arab state, similar in respects to the Ottoman
Empire. Arabism is based upon similarities in culture, language, religion,
history and ultimately identity. Although most scholars agree that
Palestinians largely abandoned this discourse in the late 1930s because
of the intensity of the localised struggle between the Palestinians,
Zionists and the British,52 it is nevertheless an important discourse and
a part of Palestinianism that reoccurs through out its contemporary
history. This discourse suggests a responsibility to Palestinianism by the
Arab world to establish and protect Palestinian identity, and thus brings
the Arab states into the conflict situation with Zionism and the West. 

Palestinianism was an evolving discourse in the late nineteenth
century among the Palestinians due to various internal and external
influences and soon became the main element in the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict. Muslih suggests that this is due to an ideological and institu-
tional shift of political loyalty from tribal to national.53 However, one
event above all others at this time served to bring together all the ele-
ments of Palestinianism together and acted as the mainspring for
Palestinianism. This was the Arab Revolt of 1936. It began as a series of
spontaneous outbreaks of communal violence and waves of strikes and
civil unrest, directed by the Palestinians at the Zionists and the British.
Although it is suggested that these actions were spontaneous grassroots
behaviour the activities were eventually coordinated by the hastily
convened Higher Arab Committee. They demanded that the British
Government introduce basic changes to stop Jewish immigration. The
spontaneous strikes became a general strike and widespread popular
demonstrations and riots became increasingly violent coupled with
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concerted guerrilla activity, all of which typified a period of sustained
civil disorder until it was resolutely and progressively put down by the
British by 1939. 

Employing the discourse of Palestinianism it is possible to under-
stand the cause of ‘the great Arab revolt’ as the first organised expres-
sion of Palestinian identity. Kimmerling and Migdal suggest it is ‘the
first sustained uprising of the Palestinian national movement and no
event is more momentous in Palestinian history’.54 The implications
from this for the development of the Palestinian national movement
are quite extensive. There is little doubt that the revolt politicised all
levels of the already uneasy Arab community, and was channelled into
support of Palestinianism. The general unrest caused by the British
occupation, Zionist expansionism and chronic socio-economic diffi-
culties mobilised the masses to the cause of Palestinian Nationalism.
Schultz suggests the revolt crystallised Palestinian political identity and
created a nation.55

Following the defeat and harsh British repression of the revolt,
Palestinian forces were considerably weakened, especially the leader-
ship elements, which lost its central command and authority.56 The
implications of this are obvious to the fighting Palestinian elements,
but equally as significant, the isolated Palestinian communities and vil-
lages lost their local leadership and organisation and became dis-
located, isolated and vulnerable. This development represented the loss
of security of identity that Palestinianism was supposed to provide.
Hence, the overwhelming power of the British and growing strength of
the Zionists caused the Palestinians to look to other Arab nations for
assistance and protection, thus suggesting a re-emergence of Arabism.
The Arab Revolt also had implications for the Zionists. Most impor-
tantly, it radicalised the Zionist opposition and developed into almost
open warfare. Smith suggests that as a result the Zionists adopted ter-
rorist tactics equal to the Arabs and begun to prepare for concerted
resistance against the Arabs and the British.57 It illustrated to the Zion-
ist leadership the nature of the conflict they could expect with the
Arabs, and justified the development of revisionist Zionism as a reac-
tion to Palestinian intransigence and resistance to their aims. This
recognition of the core of the conflict was summed up by Ben Gurion,
who is quoted as saying ‘There is a fundamental conflict, they and we
both want the same thing – Palestine.’58

The Arab Revolt created the conflict structure of the modern
Palestinian-Israeli conflict. It established the framework in which the
Palestinian Arabs and the Jews established their diverging positions
and entrenched adversarial stances as it became clear to both commun-
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ities that each other’s intentions were incompatible. By 1939 both
nationalist ideologies had taken form and employed incompatible and
conflicting nationalist discourses that were given corroboration by the
generation of the cycle of violence by both sides during the Arab
Revolt. These conflict discourses continued to develop and crystallise
further after 1948. This will now be examined in relation to the major
conflicts between the Palestinians and Israelis since 1948 until the
second Intifada.

Part 2: Application of conflict discourses

1948 – the first Arab-Israeli war 

On the May 14 1948 Ben Gurion the Jewish Prime Minister declared
the existence of the State of Israel. This was the culmination of a bitter
civil war with the British and the Palestinians and was the precursor to
victory in a conventional war with the regional Arab states of Syria,
Jordan, Egypt, Lebanon and Iraq from May 1948 to May 1949. The
roots of the war were in the Arab revolt of 1936 and the realisation by
the Palestinians and the Israelis that they faced conflict over their
incompatible claims to the land of British Palestine. In the aftermath of
World War Two, an exhausted Britain could no longer sustain conflict
with the Jews and Palestinians nor devise an acceptable solution and so
handed the problem over to the UN, before withdrawing completely.
Ernst Bevin the British Prime minister stated, ‘We are unable to accept
the scheme put forward by either the Arabs or the Jews or to impose
ourselves, a solution of our own.’59 The UN then devised a partition
plan, but drawn into the vacuum of the departing British occupation
were two increasingly militarised communities. 

The war of 1948 is known to the Israelis as the war of Independence
or liberation, and occupies a fundamental position in the historical
roots of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Despite the fact that the major-
ity of the fighting was against the Arabs, the Israeli historical narrative
records it as a ‘war of liberation’, against the British. As Pappe points
out ‘Israeli terminology of the war is constructed carefully so as to
confer upon Zionism the equivalent status of a third world liberation
movement’.60 This serves to legitimise the conflict for Zionism and is
the basis for the modern historical narrative of the Zionist discourse. It
is especially relevant to the tactics employed by the Jewish terrorist
organisations such as the Irgun and Lehi, or Stern group who incorpor-
ated national liberation into the Zionist discourse in order to justify
terrorist attacks.61
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Ian Lustick argues that the Jewish terrorist groups in this period
employed solipsistic violence that was intended to inspire and motiv-
ate the Jewish people.62 This suggests that violence is an integral factor
in Zionism and is inextricably linked to the foundation of the Israeli
national psyche characterised by an oppressed and subjugated Jewish
people struggling against adversity. The Zionist discourse configures
the events of 1948 in the Israeli historical memory as a moment of
resurrection of the Jewish national psyche. It is represented as ‘the cul-
mination of the teleological process of redemption and renaissance 
of the Jewish people’,63 and is the culmination and realisation of 
the ancient historical roots of the Zionist discourse – the return to the
Promised Land. The Jewish national psyche was transformed from a
persecuted, humiliated and defenceless people, an image, personified
by the Holocaust to a powerful unified nation. In Israeli historical nar-
rative, a tiny Israeli David overcame against all probability, the attack
of the mighty Arab Goliath. 

The war of 1948 for Zionism and the newborn Israel was a fight to
defend the state and its people – a fight to live or die. The Israeli
national psyche was transformed from a self-image of non-violent, per-
secuted and meek people into assertive and aggressively defensive
nation, who realised that after generations of suffering they no longer
had to be subservient and could defend themselves and their people.
The fear of domination and the struggle for self-defence was historical
continuity of the ancient historical narrative of Massada and the
modern history of the Holocaust – through Zionism, never again will
the Jewish people suffer at the hands of another. 

A national belief emerged from the events of 1948 in the power of
the Israeli state through the strength of the military, giving the Israeli
state a military dominance of the region and enabling it to pursue its
Zionist agenda. As the Palestinian scholar Sayigh argues, ‘Israeli mil-
itary and political power became a dominant factor and aided the
Zionist states land clearance and displacements, as the surrounding
Arab governments were powerless to stop it’.64 Zionism and the Israeli
state was established, enforced and now protected by the violence of
military power. 

The war of 1948 exists in the Palestinian historical narrative as al-
Nakba or the catastrophe. Despite organised Palestinian resistance, the
invasion of the Arab states and the UN partition plan for two separate
states, the Palestinians did not gain independence; instead their society
was shattered. First by the civil war with the Jewish community, and
then by the effects of the entry of Arab states into the war, particularly
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Jordan and Egypt, who invaded and occupied the West Bank including
East Jerusalem and the Gaza Strip respectively. All of this, according to
Kimmerling and Migdal, led to the virtual disappearance of Palestinian
society, as those who remained were subsumed by the new Jewish state
or the Arab neighbours and those who fled were dislocated in a mass
exodus to the Arab states and beyond.65

The disaster of 1948, compounded with the defeated revolt of 1936,
is at the core of the Palestinian historical narrative as a principal cause
of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and was a huge setback for the dis-
course of Palestinianism. For the Palestinians, not only was it was a
humiliating military defeat, but it led an enormous loss of Palestinian
land (including west Jerusalem) to the new Israeli state, and also
created the refugee problem. The Palestinian national psyche was
deeply affected by the war; as they came to believe were the victims of
an immense conspiracy and monumental injustice.36 This came from
the loss of their homeland and the scattering their community, and
also from bitterness at the Arab states for failing to defend them whilst
concurrently occupying their land. Rosemary Sayigh suggests that
these losses penetrated deep into Palestinian psychology. She points
out that a sense of isolation developed that was compounded by family
disruption and separation. Coupled with this was the sense of shame
and loss of respect and status that accompanied land ownership. All of
which had a deep cultural impact on the Palestinian communities.67

Yezid Sayigh highlights the fact that the loss of land and other means
of production undermined the sense of identity in a predominantly
agrarian society and removed sources of autonomous wealth and eco-
nomic reproduction.68

This created a Palestinian national self-image of humiliated and
unjustly disposed victims. Benny Morris calls this a ‘psychosis of
flight.’69 According to Sayigh the events of 1948 were both ‘centrifugal
and centripetal’ in that it scattered the Palestinian national population
whilst simultaneously forming small concentrations of exiled commun-
ities who had no identity, security, rights or recognition.70 Al-Nakba for
the Palestinian nation also meant they became the pariahs of the Arab
world, characterised by a camp society in the West bank and Gaza and a
scattering of satellite communities in many other countries. However,
the war of 1948 crystallised Palestinian national identity and created a
distinct identity based upon the common experience of loss. This
focused on the right to return and the demand for a state.71 According
to Edward Said, ‘behind every Palestinian there is a general fact: that he
once lived in a land of his own called Palestine’.72
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After 1948 the Palestinian community was leaderless, scattered and
broken and without doubt effectively marginalised from any position
of influence or authority in the region. The Palestinians community
now looked to the Arab states for leadership and resolution of their
problems, even if the Arab sates had other agendas. Although the
post–1948 Palestinian-Israeli conflict became a predominantly state
conflict, Palestinian security, the refugee situation, the status of
Jerusalem and Arab public opinion vis-à-vis the Israeli state continued
to dominate events. 

1956 – the Second Arab-Israeli war

The period from 1949 to 1956 was a war of attrition, characterised by
cross-border violence and low-intensity conflict between the Arab
nations and the newly formed state of Israel. Smith called this, not war,
yet not peace situation, a ‘state of belligerency’.73 This period however
culminated in the Suez War, when Egypt under Nasser, moved to
nationalise the Suez Canal. Israel responded by invading the Sinai,
causing Britain and France to intervene against Egypt. The result was a
further humiliating defeat for Egypt and the Arab world, and a complete
military success for Israel, which gained Gaza temporarily and the Sinai
permanently. The conflict demonstrated the declining authority of
Britain and France in the region and the growing influence of the United
States and the Soviet Union. It also confirmed that the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict was now completely subsumed by the wider state based Arab-
Israeli conflict, which in turn became subordinate to the Cold War.

The Suez campaign, according to the Zionist discourse, was a defens-
ive and just war that achieved all its operational objectives.74 It also
vindicated Israeli security policy that focused on the high intensity
threat of war posed by the neighbouring Arab states and the low inten-
sity threat of border incursions. In addition, it encouraged security by
violence and included pro-active and pre-emptive measures. This was
the ‘Iron Wall’ thesis of Israeli defence policy, a strategy of counterforce
involving the immediate recourse to violence and direct military action
as the central doctrine of Arab relations.75

This enhanced security policy was not just due to the Suez war but
also to the increasing frequency and intensity of border conflicts. In
response to these ‘incursions’, Israel employed ‘direct action’ security
measures in the form of ‘defensive’ raids such as those on Egypt, and
Gaza. The purpose was to secure its borders with the use of force
against aggression by Palestinian Arab armed groups and displaced
refugees attempting to return home. However, it also had the effect of
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further militarising and desensitising Israeli society (especially the mil-
itary), who according to Shlaim adopted a ‘free-fire policy’, he sug-
gested they displayed ‘a growing disregard for human lives and
barbaric acts that can only be described as war crimes’.76

Israeli security policy also had the effect of sustaining the conflict.
Although this might seem paradoxical, the ongoing conflict benefited
Israeli Zionist objectives. This included securing the existing borders
for an ethnically homogenous state and achieving territorial expan-
sion. As a state in perpetual conflict, Israel justified force against per-
ceived aggression and occupied land for defensive settlements and
strategic depth. Besides, a peace settlement with the Arabs would imply
the surrender of land and the return of refugees, both of which are
antithetical to Zionism. Morris supports this argument and suggests
that Israel sought to provoke the 1956 war with Egypt.77

Although the war was another humiliating defeat for Egypt, the
Palestinians and the other Arab nations, it paradoxically improved the
political standing of Egypt and the personal prestige of Nasser within
the Arab world for opposing Israel and the West. The second Arab-
Israeli war fuelled Nasserism and the desire for pan-Arabism that he
championed. However, from the Palestinian perspective the defeat
increased the sense of isolation, frustration and disappointment with
the Arab nations, to whom the Palestinians looked, probably quite
naively, for rectification of their situation.

Nevertheless the most important development in this period for the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict was the emergence of the Fedayeen or
irregular Arab fighter. These fighters emerged predominantly from the
refugee camps, initially in Gaza and were trained by Egypt. They
embarked on continuous cross border guerrilla operations against
Israeli military, settler and civilian targets. This development repres-
ented the beginning of coordinated and organised Palestinian military
action against Israel and more importantly demonstrates the practice
of the discourse of Palestinianism, Israel however, viewed the attacks of
the Fedayeen as directly attributable to the state from where they ori-
ginated, in this case Egypt.78 Hence, the Zionist state-centric security
discourse benefited Israeli security policy because Fedayeen attacks pro-
vided Israel with the justification for action against the perceived sup-
plier state. Although this assumption is not without some element of
accuracy, as Shlaim points out, Nasser intended to recruit, arm and
train the Fedayeen in Gaza in order to conduct a guerrilla war against
Israel.79 Tessler suggests that the Fedayeen originated as a response to
the continued extremism and provocation of Israel against Palestin-
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ians.80 The appearance nevertheless of the Palestinian Fedayeen repres-
ents the beginning of Palestinian armed resistance. 

1967 – third Arab-Israeli war

On 2nd of June 1967 Israel launched a devastating attack on Egypt,
Jordan and Syria in response to provocative troop movements and
border skirmishes.81 This was the beginning of the third Arab-Israeli
war, which ended on the 10th of June with a ceasefire between a victo-
rious Israel and the defeated Arab states. Although the human losses on
both sides were high, it was the territorial changes that were to have
the most far-reaching implications for the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.
During the course of defeating the combined forces of Egypt, Jordan,
Syria and Iraq, Israel captured all of the Sinai and the Gaza strip from
Egypt, the West Bank and the Old City of Jerusalem from Jordan and
the Golan Heights from Syria. Morris put these gains into perspective;
‘The IDF conquered an area three and a half times larger than Israel
with one million Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza’.82

The 1967 war left the Arab world in defeat was once again, and
imbued with a deep sense of shame and humiliation, the effect of
which was a festering anger and intense desire for revenge. But the
defeat, far from breaking the resolve of the Arab world made it even
more irreconcilable and hostile and furthered the state of belligerency
existed between the Arabs and Israel.83 The 1967 war also had inter-
national ramifications for the Cold War as the Soviet Union saw its two
principal Middle East client states, Egypt and Syria, defeated by an
American ally. Consequently, the Soviet Union sought to rebuild the
shattered armed forces of both states. The events of 1967 also
prompted the Arab-Israeli conflict to be transferred to the regular
session of the UN General Assembly, the outcome of which was one of
the most important UN resolutions of the conflict thus far, UN Security
Council Resolution 242. This resolution called for the withdrawal of
Israel from territories occupied during the recent conflict and the
respect and acknowledgement of the sovereignty, territorial integrity
and political independence of every state in the area.84 Resolution 242
effectively enshrined the principle of land for peace or withdrawal of
Israel from occupied areas in return for state recognition. According to
Tessler it ‘established a coherent framework within which peace could
be sought’.85 As a result of this the Arab-Israeli conflict became interna-
tionalised. Hourani suggests, ‘The war (1967) left its mark on everyone
in the world who identified with Jews or Arabs and what was a local
conflict became a world wide one.’86
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From the Israeli perspective the Six-Day War, was the ‘most spectacu-
lar military victory in Israeli history’.87 The war reaffirmed the Israeli
Zionist discourse and the conventional understanding of the hostility
of the Arab nations towards Israel, as the ‘live or die’ situation in which
Israel exists. Morris calls this fight for survival by Israel, ‘the mortal fear
for the existence of the national collective’.88 According to Finkelstein
the central Israeli rationale for the pre-emptive strike (which he consid-
ers a myth) was that Israel faced imminent destruction.89 However, the
subsequent victory was a vindication of the security provided by
Zionist discourse because the Six-Day War is seen as ‘defensive,’ and
although it was initiated by Israel it is understood as an example of the
importance of the pre-emptive and pro-active security policy and 
the necessity for a powerful defence force. 

The orthodox Israeli understanding of 1967 further militarised
society, it facilitated the predominance of the Army in politics, and
established the security situation as the primary policy motivation.
Critics of Israeli orthodox history however, argue that Israel deliber-
ately contrived the preventative war to realise territorial gains.90

Although there is little doubt that Israel made enormous gains from
the Six-Day War there should be little surprise that Israel exploited the
1967 war to further annex Palestinian land, as this is fully conversant
with the nature of the Zionist discourse. The question of Israeli territor-
ial expansion is the subject of fierce debate, the Israeli defence minister
at the time, Moshe Dayan, stated that there was no objective of con-
quest.91 However, revisionist historian Benny Morris suggests that
some army commanders acting without cabinet authorisation tried to
drive Palestinians into exile.92 Certainly, the aftermath of 1967 saw a
second Palestinian refugee crisis and after the conquest of the Old City
of Jerusalem it was stated that the ‘Israeli people had returned home
and would never move out’.93

The new territorial situation transformed Israel from an ethnic
Jewish state into a mini empire.94 This is a crucial debate and is central
to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Israel, by occupying the conquered
lands created a buffer zone of strategic depth,95 which is fully conver-
sant with the security discourse. However, by occupying this land,
Israel had become an imperialist power because it now occupied a land
with almost one million Palestinians. As a result of this territorial
change, a political shift occurred in post-1967 Israel politics, relating to
the resurgence of the fundamentalist and predominantly religious
right. The revisionist Zionist discourse allowed the Israeli right to claim
these new lands to be rightfully annexed as the regions of biblical or
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greater Israel, namely, Judea, Sumaria and Jericho. According to
Masalha, the post-victory triumph of Zionism established a confident,
dynamic, semi-military and expansionist settler society, which laid
claim to the occupied territories as part of maximalist territorial expan-
sionism.96 Although these arguments are employed from a Palestinian
perspective, Morris highlights the massive settler movement of soldiers
and farmers driven by religious and ideological motives and economic
incentives, who moved into the conquered lands to establish Israeli
settlements and eventual annexation.97

The implications of occupation and annexation of these territories
for Israel under the discourse of revisionist Zionism is acceptable policy
for the Israeli right. However, for a Jewish state that evolved under the
persecution and oppression from others, it can now be seen ironically
as one that has become a society that oppresses and persecutes another
people. This is a difficult and uncomfortable accusation for the Israeli
left. The Palestinian writer Edward Said pointed to this shift when he
suggested Israel had changed after 1967 from an ‘underdog to an over-
lord’.98 This debate represents the dilemma in Israeli politics, and is
characterised by the left and right dispute of Labour and Likud over
‘land for peace’ or ‘no surrender’. Shlaim calls these two intellectual
movements the peace movement and the greater Israel movement.99

The occupation also caused a further problem for Israel, one that is
antithetical to the principles of the Zionist discourse. Israel is designed
to be an ethnic Jewish state, yet the existence of one million Pales-
tinian Arabs combined with the existing Arab-Israeli population,
created a very serious demographic threat to the ethnic integrity of
Israel. This accounts for accusations and occurrences of ‘population
transfer’, which could represent an attempt by the Israeli right to deal
with the demographic problem. Masalha suggests population transfer
has a deep basis in mainstream Zionist thinking and remerged after
1967.100

The effect of the June war on the Palestinians was dramatic, and it
fundamentally influenced the development of the Palestinianism. As
Morris suggests ‘the events of 1967 demolished the status quo and
reawakened Palestinian identity and nationalist aspirations’.101 This
occurred for two reasons; the first was the defeat of the Arab states and
the apparent realisation by the Palestinians that the Arab states were
either incapable or unwilling to help them achieve their ultimate aim
of a secure homeland, which led them to take up their own armed
struggle. Secondly, the effect of the Israeli occupation of Gaza and the
West Bank united the Palestinian people into the same territory for 
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the first time since 1948.102 This gave new impetus to Palestinian resist-
ance which although originally created as a tool of foreign policy for
the Arab nations, now used the Fedayeen infrastructure to develop and
further its objective of autonomy, both from the occupation of Israel
and from the control of the Arab states. The impetus was not just from
the Palestinians, because following the defeat; the Arab states gave
priority to the recovery of the occupied territories and sought to
promote and institutionalise the PLO as the legitimate representative
of the Palestinian people. 

The new independence movement was driven primarily by the
nationalist Fateh organisation. This was the strongest of the Palestinian
resistance groups and sought to exploit the post-1967 situation, by
seeking to quickly fill the leadership vacuum left by the defeated Arab
states, and assume management of the Palestinians and later the PLO.
As a direct consequence of the June War, Yasser Arafat and Fateh, who
had adopted the strategy of armed resistance based on the anti-colonial
example of the FLN in Algeria, presided over a renaissance of the
Palestinian psyche. After the June War a transformation occurred in the
Palestinian people, which was similar to the change in the Jewish
people in 1948; through armed struggle the Palestinians found an iden-
tity, and were able to throw off their humiliated and defeated national
psyche. The adoption of armed action inspired and motivated the
Palestinians and provided a ‘renewed a sense of pride and autonomy
which helped rekindle Palestinian national consciousness’.103 This phe-
nomenon is clearly illustrated by the events of the battle of Karameh in
1968, in which Palestinian forces, predominantly from Fateh, fought a
pitched battle with the Israelis.104 Although the Palestinians suffered
defeat, this battle exists in the Palestinian national consciousness as a
triumph for the discourse of Palestinianism. Lustick argues that this
expression of Palestinian violence was directed as much for the motiva-
tion of the Palestinians as it was against the Israelis. This psychological
shift ‘from downcast refugees into aroused fighters’ was described by
Arafat as ‘one of the greatest achievements of our revolution’.105 The
effect of Karameh was not just psychological. As a result of the battle,
the ranks of Fateh and other Palestinian armed resistance groups
swelled with thousands of new volunteers and violent resistance
became an established part of the new Palestinian identity. 

The resurgence of Palestinianism inspired by violence was enshrined
in the Palestinian National Charter of 1968, which established the
parameters for a Palestinian state, in territory, people and governance
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whilst stating that the way to achieve it was via armed struggle.106 The
war of 1967 represented a re-emergence of Palestinianism; it was a shift
from Pan-Arabist to Palestinian nationalist in the Palestinian national-
ist movements, typified by Fateh and the PLO. Struggle became central
to the existence of Palestinianism and armed struggle confirmed
Palestinian national identity. The employment of a liberation discourse
allowed Palestinians the justification to use violence and the ability to
develop the ideas of state, such as governance and sovereignty. This
was illustrated by the emergence of the Palestinian National Council
(PNC), which sought to establish political, social and economic infra-
structure. Employment of the revolutionary struggle and liberation
discourse also propagated the appearance of other revolutionary
Palestinian armed groups, such as the PFLP and DFLP many of whom
employed Marxist or structural anti-colonial discourses. The events of
1967 became a watershed for both conflict actors as it established the
parameters for the current Palestinian-Israeli conflict and sowed the
seeds for further bloody conflict.

1973 – the fourth Arab-Israeli war

On the 6th of October 1973 the combined Arab forces of Egypt and
Syria conducted a surprise attack on Israel. Although the causes of the
war are rooted in the defeat and humiliation of 1967, it is widely
accepted that the Arab-Israeli conflict had reached a political logjam
due to intransigence on both sides. Shlaim suggests that the Arab aim
of 1973 was to break this impasse and provoke an international crisis
in which the superpowers would intervene to enforce a settlement rep-
resentative of the pre-1967 situation, particularly regarding the Sinai
and the Golan Heights.107 The war resulted in a defeat for Syria and a
partial territorial victory for Egypt. Paradoxically this amounted to a
considerable moral and political success for the Arab forces, not only in
regard to the legitimacy of the individual regimes in Damascus and
Cairo but also for the prestige, honour and dignity of the Arab
World.108 The war illustrated the ability of the Arab nations to not only
seek the initiative and attack Israel but also to inflict considerable dam-
age, thus undermining the myth of Israeli invincibility. Herzog points
out that initiating the attack represented for the Arabs a major move
forward and an important political change,109 the consequences of
which led to peace between Egypt and Israel. The War also led to
United Nations Security Council Resolution 338, which called for a
cease-fire and an observation of the earlier UNSC Resolution 242.
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For Israel the Yom Kippur war of 1973 was a continued endorsement
of the Zionist discourse as it clearly demonstrated the threat to Israel
from the Arab states and showed the necessity for an aggressive secur-
ity policy. Orthodox Israeli history records the events as a belief that
Israel sought peace and the Arabs, who only understood force, did not,
so after an incredible military victory by Israel, Sadat was forced to
realise that the only recourse was to diplomacy and peace with Israel.
Finkelstein, a critic of orthodox Israeli history, argues that it was in fact
Israel that bowed to the language of force, as following the war, Egypt
was able to regain its territory in the Sinai.110 This demonstrated to the
Arab world that occupied territory could be regained from Israel by vio-
lence. The main political implication for Israel from the Yom Kippur
war was a right-wing backlash. Blame was sought for Israel’s lack of
preparedness and the government changed to the ideologically motiv-
ated Likud party and Menachem Begin became Prime Minister. Shlaim
calls this ‘not just a ballot box revolution but a watershed in Israeli
relations with the Arab world’.111 The effect of this for the Palestinian
conflict was quite considerable as the ideological roots of Likud are in
the ideas of ‘greater Israel’ and are close to revisionist Zionism. Begin
believed that the ‘Jewish people have an unchallengeable, eternal and
historical right to the land of Israel.’112 As Morris explains Begin viewed
the occupation and settlement of the West Bank and Gaza as a ‘divine
mission’ of liberation not conquest.113 Consequently during this period
settlements increased in the occupied territories and right-wing
extremist groups such as Gush Emunim appeared.

The most important development however from the 1973 war was
the revolutionary peace deal between Israel and Egypt that was con-
cluded at Camp David in 1977. Although the main developments of
this treaty related to the situation between Israel and Egypt, it has
important ramifications for the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Specifically,
the Palestinian issue was sidelined and the Palestinians themselves
were completely excluded from the peace negotiations. This fuelled the
Palestinian (and Arab World) accusations that the Egyptians betrayed
them in making peace with Israel. However, Israel absolutely refused to
accept the concept of linkage114 between the Israeli-Egyptian and
Israeli-Palestinian situations. This is perhaps because by concluding
peace with Egypt, Israel was able to successfully exclude them from the
Palestinian equation and thereby further isolate the Palestinians. 

The 1973 war or October War to the Palestinians, and was an oppor-
tunity for them to express themselves as their own national entity
alongside other national armies. The Palestinian Liberation Army (PLA)
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mobilised units and deployed them to Cairo to fight together with the
Egyptian forces. This was a successful endeavour for the Palestinian
leadership and the PLO as it demonstrated the existence of an
independent Palestinian Army and according to Cobban won support
from the wider Palestinian communities whist gaining much needed
inter-Arab legitimacy and self-confidence.115 This period is charac-
terised by the emergence of the Palestinians as self-representatives of
an independent national entity. 

A further influential event in the Palestinian historical narrative at
this time was the civil war in Jordan in 1970 or Black September as it is
referred to by the Palestinians. In this war the Jordanian leadership
embarked on a military operation to expunge the PLO and Palestinian
forces from Jordanian soil and particularly Amman. Although Syria
entered the fray in defence of the PLO the Palestinian forces were
beaten to the point of surrender. Despite this defeat for the PLO and
the loss of Jordan as a sanctuary and area for freedom of movement,
the war had important consequences for the development of Pales-
tinian Nationalism. Although Jordan targeted and considerably weak-
ened leftist Palestinian groups such as the PFLP and DFLP, harming the
Palestinian forces as a whole. It did however benefit the purely nation-
alist movements, notably, Fateh. According to Sayigh the primary
consequences of the war in Jordan was to establish Fateh, as the undis-
puted leader of the Palestinian national movement.116 A further effect
of the Palestinian defeat in Jordan was the relocation of Palestinian
guerrilla forces to Lebanon. 

The combination of Black September, which effectively divorced the
Palestinians from Jordanian control, and the October War (and subse-
quent peace deal), which effectively separated the Palestinians from
Egyptian influence, had the overall result of establishing the PLO as
the principal representative of the Palestinian people. This was illus-
trated by the Arab summit in Rabat in October in which the PLO were
recognised and endorsed as the sole and legitimate representative of
the Palestinian people and the address to the UN General Assembly by
Arafat in November in which the PLO were awarded official observer
status. These events also caused a streamlining of the Palestinian
Nationalist movement, and produced a shift in the Palestinian dis-
course. Sayigh suggests that at this point the sole use of armed struggle
to achieve liberation was modified to the use of military action to
achieve national authority.117 The PLO with its new status of recogni-
tion now assumed a quasi-state role where armed struggle instead of
the primary focus became a function of the Palestinian ‘state’ to
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protect its ‘citizens’ as part of the mechanics of the wider strategy of
state. This ideological shift to the acceptance of National Authority and
the desire for a Palestinian state instead of destruction of Israel and lib-
eration of the whole territory is perhaps recognition by the Palestinians
of the strength and permanence of the Israeli state, as well as the limits
of their own military capability. This change is apparent in the polit-
ical programme of the Palestinian National council (PNC) of June
1974, which endorsed the need for a state and national authority, and
by Arafat’s speech to the UN General Assembly in which he stated,
‘today I have come bearing an olive branch and a freedom fighter’s
gun, do not let the olive branch fall from my hand’.118

However not all Palestinian armed groups accepted this change, prim-
arily because it was a shift from the necessity for the destruction of
Israel and reclaiming the whole of Palestine. This had serious implica-
tions for the refugees and effectively implied the surrender of Pales-
tinian land to the Israeli state, a fundamental pillar of the conflict.
These implications were to have complicated and violent repercussions. 

International conflict

Since 1948 the Palestinian-Israeli conflict has been fought on a number
of occasions outside the immediate vicinity of the Middle East and has
taken on an international dimension. Perhaps the most notable of
these periods was after 1967 when Palestinian groups embarked on air-
plane hijacks, hostage taking, raids, sabotage and assassinations against
predominantly Israeli targets around the world. Although the airline
hijacks were a new development, the tactics employed showed little
difference to the character of the conflict that had occurred since 1948
within the regional boundaries of Israel and Palestine. Similarly these
attacks brought Israeli reprisals in the form of military attacks, assassi-
nations and raids, just as they did in the domestic conflict. The effect
of this worldwide extension of the war however was to fully interna-
tionalise the conflict. 

These occurrences of international violence are understood by the
Israeli discourse as international terrorism. Netanyahu states, ‘The PLO
is not just another territorial movement or national liberation move-
ment but a quintessential terrorist organisation.’119 The Israelis employ
the terrorism discourse to understand this violence against them as
illegitimate, unlawful and morally wrong.120 As Palestinian scholar
Edward Said argues, the Palestinians are immediately associated with
terrorism, so ‘stripped of context an act of Palestinian desperation can
look like murder’.121 The Zionist discourse was further supported by
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these attacks as they proved empirical evidence of the positivist under-
standing that the Palestinians were intending to destroy Israeli people
wherever they found them. As Kimmerling and Migdal point out this
allowed Israel to delegitimise Palestinian national claims.122 The conse-
quence of this was the development of the ‘war on terrorism’ discourse
that was part of the wider Zionist understanding and incorporated all
the elements of the pre-emptive and aggressive security policies
employed thus far by Israel. It allowed Israel to ‘legally’ respond to acts
or potential acts of violence, which they perceived as terrorism, with
military force. As a result Israel employed offensive operations, reprisal
raids, pre-emptive strikes and assassinations on a global capacity
against suspected Palestinian targets. As Herzog points out, the Israeli
policy rejected any form of compromise and sought to stamp out
Palestinian violence wherever it occurred.123 The war on terrorism dis-
course is a natural extension of the security discourse that allows Israel
the legitimacy to act in any way it deems necessary to ensure the main-
tenance of its security, either domestically or internationally. Thus by
employing this discourse Israel is able to pursue and destroy its polit-
ical and military opponents with international impunity. 

For the Palestinian discourse this was a period of international armed
struggle, initially the Palestinian groups who embarked on interna-
tional attacks were proud to be referred to as terrorists, as it bestowed
on them a certain honour. However, in response to the employment of
the terrorist discourse by Israel, Palestinian fighters distanced them-
selves from the definition and adopted the freedom fighter discourse,
which aptly demonstrates the relative understandings of terrorism
based on claims to legitimacy. Arafat in his UN speech in 1974 stated
‘the difference between revolutionary and terrorist lies in the reason
for which each fights. For whoever stands by a just cause and fights for
freedom and liberation of his land cannot be called a terrorist’.124

The reasons within the Palestinian historical discourse for the
appearance of the international attacks are related to Black September,
the projection of Palestinian military power and an attempt to interna-
tionalise the Palestinian position. The leader of the Black September
group, Abu Iyad stated that the purpose of the attacks was to ‘make the
world feel that the Palestinian people exist’.125 However, this discourse
could easily exist as a way to allow the Palestinian groups freedom to
conduct acts of violence against their own chosen targets to satisfy
their own ideological agendas. Although, it is also argued that the
attacks were an attempt to disrupt the Israeli economy and undermine
morale, O’Neill suggests that they were at best used to indirectly gain
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support, both domestic and international.126 This period also saw the
continual propagation and splintering of Palestinian groups into multi-
farious ideological factions.127 The PLO umbrella allowed for the opera-
tion of a number of different Palestinian groups, which provided
extensive and varied operations for the Palestinian cause. However,
due to the ideological differences, it made coordination of a single
Palestinian policy almost impossible, as some groups were nationalist
others Marxist and others anti-imperialist. As a result, all the PLO
member groups’ retained operational and ideological autonomy.128

Some Palestinian groups even acted against each other,129 and others
forged links and operated in conjunction with European and Asian
groups.130 The net result was to considerably weaken the united
Palestinian opposition in the conflict against Israel because it continu-
ally undermined a united PLO operational leadership.

The effects of the international campaign were principally to gain
prestige for the PLO within the Arab world and demonstrate that the
Palestinians were capable of conducting operations against Israel and
independently of the other Arab nations. This was especially relevant
post-1967, when a realisation emerged within the Palestinian camp
that the other Arab nations were not capable or wholly interested in
helping them. After the 1973 war the Palestinians also sought to
disrupt the growing peace process between Egypt, Jordan, Syria and
Israel in order to prevent an unacceptable resolution to the Palestinian
problem. Although they did succeed in internationalising their situ-
ation and conveying it to the world’s attention, the seemly random
acts of violence did not engender the support for the Palestinian cause
that they had hoped for. As a result the PLO leadership, notably Fateh,
attempted to move away from conducting incidents of international
terrorism, but due to the diverse and fractured nature of the organisa-
tion it was very difficult to halt the violence completely. Inevitably the
Palestinians suffered international condemnation especially as the west
understood the orthodox terrorism theory approach employed by
Israel to explain terrorism and vindicate their security policy.

1982 – the Lebanon War 

In the context of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict the invasion of
Lebanon in 1982 by Israel was a result of the development and imple-
mentation of the Israeli pre-emptive and pro-active security and anti-
terrorist policy. This was combined with a right-wing government
facing the growth of the PLO in both physical military proportions and
psychological operating ability. The Lebanon War was also a culmina-
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tion of the interaction of the incompatible interests of the regional
actors who became embroiled into a protracted, complicated and
bloody civil war between the rival religious factions in Lebanon. By the
time the Israeli forces withdrew in 1983, Israel had achieved a costly
though decisive victory over the PLO in Lebanon. The PLO was not
however, completely destroyed and relocated into exile. The defeat also
did little to reduce the Palestinian opposition to Israel and support for
the PLO that existed in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. The Israeli with-
drawal also allowed Syria to fill the political vacuum in Lebanon and as
a result of the war; Israel confronted deadly new enemies on its north-
ern borders in the form of the Shia, Iranian-sponsored, Hizballah. 

For Israel, the Lebanon war or Operation Peace for Galilee began as a
limited invasion of South Lebanon in 1982 to secure Israeli settlements
in Galilee from PLO attacks. However, what actually occurred was an all
out military assault on Lebanon that ended in the siege and fall of
Beirut. In the Israeli discourse the invasion had two aims, first to forge an
alliance with the Lebanese Christians and effectively counter the
growing Muslim influence, and second to deal with the PLO in Lebanon,
which had established a virtual state within a state. Shlaim suggests that
there was a ‘big plan’ driven by Ariel Sharon, which was intended to
destroy the PLO completely, and break Palestinian Nationalism, allowing
the annexation of the West Bank into ‘Greater Israel’ and the relocation
of Palestinian refugees into Jordan.131 This demonstrates the depth of the
Israeli discourse and the apparent paradox in the Israeli orthodox histor-
ical narrative, generating the reoccurring question of which discourse is
driving Israeli policy. Is it the revisionist Zionist discourse of ‘Greater
Israel’, which implies annexation of all of Palestine and relocation of
Palestinians or the security discourse, which seeks to defend and secure
the borders of the existing Israeli state? Invading a sovereign state is
perhaps a precarious security or defence policy but as Begin argued, the
security of Israel depended on it. He emphasised this by evoking the
emotive memory of the holocaust; ‘the alternative to attacking the PLO
in Lebanon is Treblinka’.132 Sharon also sought to link the invasion of
Lebanon with the territories by stating ‘we are seeking a solution for
peaceful coexistence with residents of the territories, who would no
longer be subject to PLO terrorism’.133 This suggests that the Zionist dis-
course is a combination of achieving the aims of Zionism whilst main-
taining security for the state, which as I have discussed above can be one
and the same. Annexing territory means both reclaiming Palestine for
the Jews and providing a security zone; the Israeli discourse does just
what it purports – it justifies and legitimises Israeli actions.
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The Israeli discourse is driven by revisionist Zionism but is camou-
flaged in part by the more politically and internationally acceptable
security and orthodox terrorist discourse. Palestinian scholar Yezid
Sayigh suggests that the diplomatic position of the PLO was becoming
so strong that they were nearing a breakthrough in establishing direct
negotiations with the US for statehood. He argues that in order to pre-
empt the possibility of Palestinian statehood Israel invaded Lebanon.134

There is little doubt that Begin was either obsessed with security or
obsessed with employing the security discourse to justify politically
unacceptable actions. For example, Begin justified the Israeli Air Force
attack against the Iraqi nuclear plant at Osirak in June 1982, by invok-
ing the his own ‘Begin doctrine’, which stated, ‘On no account shall
we permit an enemy to develop weapons of mass destruction against
the people of Israel.’135 Although internationally condemned as a
flagrant violation of international law this attack was largely accepted
and understood by the international community as a necessary action
under the security and terrorism discourse.

The Lebanon war had mixed results for Israel; although it demon-
strated the ability to employ the security discourse in order to success-
fully pursue policy objectives, which included invading a sovereign
state, it created a public debate over security or expansionism that
deeply divided Israeli political opinion. The Israeli international and
domestic image was also tarnished by the events in Lebanon, the
results of which led to an increasingly vocal peace movement. Israel
also suffered large causality figures, suggesting that Israel withdrew
from Lebanon the emasculated victor. Arguably, the outcome of the
Lebanon War led to the election of a government of National Unity in
1984 under Shamir and Peres.

For the PLO and the Palestinians the effect of the Lebanon War was
severe. According to Sayigh, ‘the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and the
evacuation of the PLO from Beirut effectively ended the Palestinian
armed struggle and the process of state building’.136 This triggered a
shift of focus of the Palestinian struggle from Lebanon to the West
Bank and Gaza Strip, which increased support for an independent
Palestinian state both inside and outside Palestine. The Palestinian
‘national army’ was also defeated and split as a body by dispersal to
various locations in the Middle East. Not only was the PLO now unable
to conduct coordinated military operations against Israel but also was
incapable of protecting the Palestinian communities, especially the
refugee camps in Lebanon; this led to brutal massacres. The PLO lead-
ership, considerably weakened, was forced into exile and the sub-state
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infrastructure they had carefully constructed was dispersed and frac-
tured. Sayigh suggests that the result of this was a fragmented organisa-
tional structure inhibited by bureaucracy, patronage and corruption; a
structure that he argues was engineered by, and to suit the highly
stylised and patrimonial leadership of Arafat.137 Nevertheless, the PLO
were still well supported as their position of leadership of the Pales-
tinian people could not have been maintained by the exiled PLO and
Arafat without the support of the majority of the Palestinians.

With their effective ability to wage armed conflict severely reduced,
the isolated, exiled and emasculated PLO were forced to shift their
strategy to include greater diplomacy, which inspired a campaign by
Arafat to solicit regional allies. The defeat of the Palestinians and the
subsequent massacres in the refugee camps had the combined effect of
eliciting international recognition and sympathy for the PLO and
Palestinian cause. Instead of destroying the Palestinian leadership and
allowing the annexation of the territories, the Israeli invasion of
Lebanon inadvertently ‘groomed the PLO for the forthcoming peace
process’.138

Palestinian War of Independence – first Intifada 1987–92

This war began in Gaza but quickly spread to the West Bank; it is
unique in the recent history of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict because it
was a completely spontaneous Palestinian popular uprising. A mass
mobilisation of all levels and classes of Palestinian society against the
Israeli occupation and military rule, a popular movement in the mould
of the first Arab revolt of 1936. It was also a return to direct conflict
between Israelis and Palestinians in Palestine and has been called the
‘re-Palestinisation of the Arab-Israeli conflict’.139 This war was fought
predominantly without firearms and was characterised by civil dis-
obedience, strikes, protests, street demonstrations and riots between
predominantly unarmed Palestinian civilians and Israeli soldiers.
Although the cause of the war was the occupation it was the effects of
the occupation that triggered the violence. Gail Pressberg lists the root
causes as land confiscation, the asymmetric legal system, the absence
of political freedom, heavy taxation, collective punishments, and
travel restrictions.140 Socio-economic grievances and lack of opportun-
ity coupled with the concentration of large population densities pro-
duced the humiliation, anger and hatred all of which culminated in
the mass expression of rage. By 1992 the war was over and the
Palestinians and Israeli’s had embarked on an unprecedented peace
process.
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The Israeli discourse perceives this ‘war’ as a revolt against Israeli rule
in the Gaza and West Bank. The situation was seen as an internal
security problem and a threat to the existence of the state. The Israeli
government employed the security and terrorist discourse and treated
it as such. The Israeli army responded in a very heavy handed manner
with an ‘iron fist’ policy and instigated harsh counter measures such as
the deportation of activists, physical punishments, political assassina-
tions, mass arrests and curfews. There were also government-led puni-
tive economic and social sanctions that included the closing of
Palestinian schools and universities. Shlaim points out that this was
‘the kind of arrogant and aggressive attitude that had provoked the
uprisings in the first place’.141

The effect of the uprising on Israel was to demonise their inter-
national position and damage their perceived national narrative as a
meek nation of the persecuted. The intense media coverage of the
conflict often represented in reports as being characterised by a Pales-
tinian boy armed with rocks against an Israeli tank, had the effect of
portraying the Palestinians as the weak David against the powerful and
mighty Israeli Goliath. This was a complete reversal of the Israeli self-
perception following the events of 1948. It not only damaged the
Israeli national psyche but Israel was also the recipient of strong inter-
national criticism and almost continuous UN Security Council resolu-
tions calling for the protection of Palestinian Human Rights. The effect
of this was to widen the left–right divide in Israeli politics and deepen
the crisis in Israeli society. The uprising was particularly damaging to
the Israel economy because the Palestinian territories were a source of
cheap labour and export products. It also had a dramatic impact on
foreign and domestic tourism in Israel. Although the uprising was not
a defeat for Israel and ended in a hurting stalemate for both parties,
Israel did effectively lose control of the Palestinian territories and suffer
an economic and psychological sense of isolation. By 1989 following
international recognition of the PLO and the withdrawal of Jordan
from the negotiation process, Israel took the unprecedented step of
beginning direct communication with the PLO. This began the ‘peace
process’ and led to the Madrid conference in 1991 and Oslo in 1993. 

For the Palestinians the uprising became known as the Intifada,
which literally translated from Arabic means, ‘the shaking off’. This is
highly illustrative of the aims of this spontaneous, grassroots mass
movement, as it represented an attempt by the whole Palestinian pop-
ulation to free themselves from Israeli influence and control. Although
this is how it is understood in the Palestinian discourse another inter-
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pretation is of ideologically multifarious Palestinian groups vying for
leadership and control. Intifada mythology suggests that the Palestin-
ians were united and rose as one, however, Robert Hunter argues that it
began as the ‘youth’ rebelling against the ‘elders’ and then became a
bloody internal struggle between factions.142 It is claimed that nearly
half as many Palestinians in the occupied territories were killed as col-
laborators by other Palestinians as by Israelis.143 Nevertheless, the
Intifada established a new breed of grassroots Palestinian leadership
within the Gaza and West Bank, which had originated through the cre-
ation of a network of political and social organisations. These organisa-
tions were decentralised and involved people from towns, villages and
refugee camps and whose leadership was predominantly young and
professional.144 Although this represented the appearance of a new
political consciousness of the Palestinians under occupation, it created
an inside/outside leadership situation because the indigenous Palestin-
ian leadership of the Intifada represented those inside the occupied ter-
ritories whilst the PLO exiled in Tunisia represented the diaspora
outside. From the outset leadership of the Intifada was provided by the
Unified National Command of the Uprising (UNC) or the National
Uprising Committee who were firmly established inside the territories
and who coordinated strikes and disruption plans.

Although the PLO sought to represent all Palestinians, the reasons
for the Intifada also arose out of growing frustration with the inability
of the PLO to alleviate the situation in the occupied territories. For the
PLO the Intifada represented an opportunity to reinvigorate their
waning fortunes but also a challenge to their leadership position.
Acting quickly to harness this spontaneous movement and secure its
leadership position, the PLO sought to establish a leadership bond with
the UNC, which Pressberg suggests, ‘involved a relationship whereby
Palestinians under occupation decided local tactics and initiate stra-
tegic plans in coordination with the PLO’.145 This symbiotic leadership
relationship was illustrated by the issuing of the Intifada demands or
‘fourteen points’, which revealed that only the PLO could represent the
Palestinians in formal negotiations. However, the most significant
political development triggered by the Intifada and the PLO’s new
found political legitimacy was the Palestinian declaration of independ-
ence in November 1988, which included references to accepting a two-
state solution in Palestine. This implied, although not stated, the
recognition of Israel and was a clear departure from the 1968
Palestinian charter, which called for the destruction of Israel and the
reclamation of all of Palestine. The Intifada helped legitimise Arafat
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and the PLO, and effectively paved the way for PLO representation and
direct negotiation with Israel at the Madrid and Oslo peace confer-
ences. However, Arafat now had the impossible task of convincing
Palestinian hardliners that they were not retreating, whilst simultane-
ously persuading the United States and Israel that they had renounced
violence.

The Intifada also inspired the Palestinians to take control of their
own social and economic situation. Although punitive measures
enacted by Israel forced the closure of social institutions, the Palestin-
ians took the opportunity to establish their own replacements. As
Schultz explains the Palestinians used the Intifada to establish grass-
roots civil society by institution building, in areas such as heath, agri-
culture, education and Human Rights.146 The Palestinians reclaimed
and re-Palestinianised their local communities into a national mould.
The Intifada inspired and revitalised the Palestinian people because it
was within and involved the entire community. The national psyche
of the Palestinian people evolved into direct defiance of Israeli author-
ity, rebellion and disobedience became synonymous with Palestinian-
ism. This proved a re-birth of Palestinian self-esteem and dignity after
the years of humiliation and oppression. Robert Hunter calls this sense
of pride the ‘end of fear in the Palestinian psyche’.147 The implications
of this fearless rejection of Israeli control were an increasing number of
civilian Palestinian deaths especially among dedicated martyrs. Schultz
suggests that during this period martyrdom became part of the
national discourse. To die for the nation was a personal sacrifice for 
the land and the people of Palestine, it was a return to the memory of
Sheik al-Qassam the ‘revolutionary father’ of the 1936 revolt.148

Martyrdom for the cause became a great honour, families were
rewarded and the martyrs became heroes and legends in the commun-
ity. Although dying and being killed for the cause was common during
this period, the growing martyr culture coupled with increasing Islamic
radicalism is perhaps the root of the suicide trend that developed at
this time. 

A further important development of the Intifada, which incorporates
many of the themes discussed above, was the appearance of two
Islamic Palestinian resistance groups, Islamic Jihad and Hamas.
Although initially part of the peaceful Muslim Brotherhood that had
developed through Islamic Universities, they separated from it and rad-
icalised to violence. Nevertheless, they continued to develop deep
socio-political roots in Palestine, especially through social and religious
welfare organisations and institutions. Although they initially existed
outside the central command structure of the PLO, and were critical of
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the nationalist groups, they effectively sought the same goal of Pales-
tinian independence albeit with an Islamic state. So developed further
rival Palestinian factions with fundamental and radical Islamic agendas
and a growing support base in the Palestinian territories.

Palestinian War of Independence – second Intifada 2001

In the period between the end of the first Intifada in 1992 and the
resumption of mass protest and armed violence by the Palestinians in
2001, the Palestinian-Israeli conflict was engaged in the Oslo peace
process. This involved complicated negotiations on the establishment
of a limited National Authority for Palestinian self-rule in the Gaza and
West Bank. Despite the historic and groundbreaking negotiations 
and the establishment of the Palestinian National Authority, the vio-
lence continued on both sides and eventually erupted into a second
Intifada. This time an armed uprising that effectively signalled the end
of the Oslo peace accords and the dissolution of the Palestinian
National Authority. Despite the movements towards peace by 2001 the
Palestinians and Israelis found themselves back in the same debilitat-
ing cycle of violence that had characterised the conflict since 1936.

In spite of the apparent successes of the Oslo peace process Israel
responded to the armed uprising with the familiar security and terrorist
discourse and re-imposed military rule on the Palestinian territories.
This was not perhaps a departure from the policy employed before the
peace process as arguably Israel had in-fact been using this discourse
continually. Allied to the security discourse, the ‘war on terrorism’ dis-
course was maintained throughout the Oslo peace process. Effectively
Israel was able to pursue a twin track policy of political peace with the
Palestinians whilst maintaining war on their potential enemies, such as
political assassinations and anti-terrorist operations. Israel never
deviated from maintaining the revisionist Zionist discourse under the
umbrella of the security discourse and is not prepared, it seems, to
allow the existence of a Palestinian state. By maintaining the conflict
with the Palestinians, Israel is able justify the use of its superior mil-
itary strength to prevent any form of it appearing, together with an
unremitting policy of settlement construction in the West Bank and
Gaza. In response to suicide attacks Israel was able to destroy almost
the entire infrastructure of the fledgling Palestinian National Authority
by levelling Arafat’s compound in Ramallah in September 2002. This
effectively stripped Arafat of political operating ability. 

Also Avi Shlaim’s ‘Iron Wall’ revisionist Zionist theory is now a
reality with the construction of a security fence that when completed
will be an actual iron wall between the two communities. This suggests
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that far from abandoning the security discourse during the Oslo
process, Israel always maintained this understanding, which is perhaps
antithetical to a conflict solution. The question raised by this wall con-
struction is familiar with the security discourse versus revisionist
Zionist debate; under the policy of security is the construction of the
wall in fact a disguised attempt to annex land, which will not only
benefit the greater Israel movement but effectively emasculate the
Palestinian territory to such an extent that they are unable to create a
functioning state?

The Al-Aqsa Intifada is an expression of frustration by the Palestinian
population over the failure of Oslo, the inability of the PLO to alleviate
the socio-economic conditions of the territories, and the United States
continual support of Israel to the detriment of a Palestinian state. More
importantly it represents the return to armed struggle by the Palestin-
ian people, either to attack Israeli targets or to defend themselves
against Israeli army incursions. It also demonstrates the increasing
strength and support for the Islamic groups, especially Hamas whose
policy of suicide attacks against targets within Israel has raised its
profile and swelled the ranks of its supporters. It also demonstrates a
trend in new Palestinian armed groups, such as the al Aqsa Martyrs
brigade, who are increasingly likely to operate without central
command.

The second Intifada is a return to, or perhaps a continuation of, the
discourse of armed struggle against Israel. This discourse in the al-Aqsa
Intifada could exist in two forms, a nationalist understanding to form a
state in the mould of a secular Palestinian Authority or the Islamic dis-
course of establishing an Islamic state not just in the accepted
Palestinian pre-state area but also in the whole region. This is a return
to the aims of 1936 and the Palestinian charter of 1968, which called
for the destruction of Israel. This demonstrates the continued in-
fighting and fragmenting of the Palestinian community, but also
shows the continuity of the conflict discourse of Palestinianism.
Despite the fact that they are ideologically different groups they all
seek the same end result; Palestinian identity and a Palestinian state,
and they employ violence to achieve it. 

Conflict discourses: impasse

The current situation clearly illustrates the common thread of oppos-
ing discourses accompanying national narratives that have sustained
this conflict from the very beginning. Israel has maintained a security
policy based on the protection of the ethnic Jewish state of Israel in
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Palestine: the Zionist discourse. It has occupied, annexed and settled
further areas in Palestine and has sought to remove Palestinian people.
It has also refused to engage with the issues central to the Palestinian
understanding of the conflict, which are Palestinian lands, the return
of refugees and the status of the Old City of Jerusalem. These demon-
strate adherence to the Zionist, albeit revisionist, discourse. Israel can
employ this discourse because it can argue that the Arabs (Palestinians)
intend to destroy them, this has been clearly demonstrated since 1936.
They can also maintain a security policy to justify their defensive
violence against the Palestinians, which involves preventing the estab-
lishment of a Palestinian state by occupation, settlement and contain-
ment. Israel also has a vested interest in maintaining the conflict as
this allows it to sustain their security discourse and keep alive their
ancient historical claim to the whole region. 

Similarly, the Palestinians employment of the discourse of Palestin-
ianism, comprising of Identity, Nationalism and Pan-Arabism, requires
the formation and acceptance of a Palestinian state. The Palestinians
have employed a number of different tactics to achieve this but have
ultimately returned to armed action and terrorism, perhaps because
this is the discourse of a national liberation movement, which they
consider themselves to be. The Palestinians fight for independence
from Israel, who they claim intend to destroy them, and have empir-
ical evidence of this from 1936. Hence they employ a national revolu-
tionary discourse (both secular and religious) to justify and legitimise
their use of violence. 

The nature of the impasse between the Palestinians and Israelis is the
nature of the incompatibilities of the conflict discourses, which is
conflict–incompatible goals. Unless both the Palestinians and Israelis
actually change their established conflict discourses it is not possible to
entertain a resolution to the conflict. This survey of the historical liter-
ature of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict has shown that despite the wars,
conflict and terrorism, interspersed with negotiations and peace agree-
ments, the conflict discourses have remained largely unchanged. 

The nature of the discourses employed by the Palestinians and
Israelis suggest that the actors have no desire to end the conflict.
Zionism is centred on maintaining an ethnically homogeneous Jewish
state; to abandon the security discourse underwritten by revisionist
Zionism could effectively mean the end of the Jewish state as a racially
pure entity. A unified one-state solution within the whole of Palestine
encompassing both Jews and Arabs cannot be entertained without the
complete rejection of the Zionist discourse. Whilst the Israeli left and
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the peace movement have criticised the extreme policies and actions of
the predominantly ruling Israeli right, their recommendations stop
well short of suggesting the disestablishment of the state of Israel. The
Jews fear that the Palestinians are still committed to a Palestinian state
in the whole region and foresee in their own destruction the establish-
ment of a Palestinian state. The Palestinians also have a reason to
maintain the conflict, as a settlement other than that which provided
them with a Palestinian state incorporating the homelands and the set-
tlement of refugees would be a betrayal of the Palestinian people. 

The purpose of this chapter was to review the historical literature of
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and develop an understanding of the
employment and application of the different conflict discourses and
show how they are subjectively employed to define, understand 
and justify conflict and terrorism. In the next chapter, I intend to
apply the comprehensive framework constructed in Chapter 3 to the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict in order to move beyond the constraining
conflict discourses and penetrate into root causes of terrorism to
demonstrate that beyond the perspectives of the mono-dimensional
and political discourses the understanding of terrorism can exist in
multi-level and multi-dimensional root causes.
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5
Rethinking the Roots of Terrorism

If the doors of perception were cleansed everything would appear to
man as it is, infinite.

William Blake1

Introduction

‘Terrorism’ needs to be re-examined because the conventional under-
standing provided by orthodox terrorism theory, whilst useful as a
discourse for dealing with the symptoms of terrorism, is clearly inade-
quate for explaining and helping to understand the deeper (conflict) root
causes of terrorism. The Palestinian-Israeli conflict is an ideal example of
a conflict where the conventional understanding of terrorism prevails
and so conceals the multifarious root causes of the violence. It is there-
fore a particularly useful example for the application of the theoretical
framework constructed in Chapter 3. In following chapter I intend in
Part 1, to explain how Israel understands terrorism through the state-
centric perception created by orthodox terrorism theory. I will then chal-
lenge this approach in Part 2, by applying the comprehensive framework
and rethinking the root causes to demonstrate the existence of a vast
range of other potential causes. Once again, this will comprise of a multi-
level examination of the conflict at the level of the state, non-state,
structural and individual. The chapter will be concluded with an investi-
gation of how and why this alternative approach might be employed
and an examination of the implications it has for the understanding of
terrorism.

Part 1: Orthodox terrorism discourse

Israel

Orthodox terrorism theory is based on two principal assumptions: first,
the primacy of state legitimacy. This suggests that the state is both
unequivocally morally and legally right, compared to the terrorist actor

Mailto:rights@palgrave.com


who is indisputably wrong. Secondly, the terrorist is considered a ra-
tional actor. According to orthodox terrorism discourse the terrorist is
acting outside the law and is punishable without recourse to reasons,
circumstances or root causes. The terrorist is also acting to accomplish
a particular aim or tactical goal that is part of wider strategic plan into
which the use of terrorism fits in order to achieve a desired political
agenda. Ultimately by employing this discourse, the state is actually
incapable of engaging in a roots debate and examining, publicly at
least, why the violence might be occurring, as this would bestow some
form of legitimacy on the terrorist and their cause, thus legitimating
their violence and potentially that of any other group who decided to
oppose the state. Instances of terrorist violence are understood by the
conventional terrorism discourse as part of a wider strategic plan to
destabilise and undermine the political position of the state. This is
apparent in comparison to acts of violence, which take place within
war or conflict, as it is a considered element of war to kill the enemy
and not part of any particular coercion strategy. 

Israel employs terrorism discourse to understand the conflict with
the Palestinians because it allows them to locate the violence in an
internal state security problem and external border dispute, instead of
civil war, ethnic, separatist or independence conflict. It also views the
conflict as ‘internal’, meaning between the individual Palestinian
groups, and ‘external’ between Palestinians and the wider Arab world.2

So whilst the roots of terrorism are not explored, they are also often
separated from any understanding of potential causes of the conflict
with the Palestinians. Terrorism is also seen as the act of extremists and
is divorced from the wider understanding of the conflict. It is seen as
‘unacceptable and not part of the conflict’.3 This is probably due to the
way Israel sees terrorist attacks against ‘innocents’ as impossible to
understand and therefore condemned unequivocally as wrong without
looking for the potential reasons why it is occurring.4 This allows Israel
to employ the full power of state machinery in the form of legal and
military means to deal with the illegal security problem; this is the
mainstay of Israeli counter-terrorist and anti-terrorist policies and
actions.

The orthodox understanding terrorism benefits the power and
authority of the state and consequently the discourse of Zionism,
which is focused on maintaining an ethnically homogenous Jewish
state. Whilst it is true to say that states in general employ terrorism
theory to maintain the security of the state, due to the precarious
ethnographic nature of the Israeli situation, it is even more useful for
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Israel as it can employ orthodox terrorism theory to discredit, delegit-
imise and consequently ignore any claims the Palestinians have against
the Israeli state. 

As I argued in Chapter 1, orthodox terrorism theory can be explained
using a basic typology involving three concepts of terrorism: func-
tional, symbolic and tactical. Functional terrorism is the basis for the
theory that terrorist groups employ acts of terrorism in order to
provoke a response from the state, such as inciting ruthless reprisals.
These responses are intended to demonstrate the illegitimacy of the
state and generate popular support or a rebellion against it. Laqueur
calls this generalisation the ‘mainspring of terrorism’ and suggests,
‘Seldom have terrorists assumed they could seize power but instead rely
on a strategy of provocation…which is intended to trigger intended
events.’5 This theory is inverted and used by Israel to explain and
justify its actions against Palestinian terrorism. Following a series of
bombings in mid-June 2002, Israel announced it would change the
way it responded to ‘murderous acts of terror.’ Within the week, eight
major Palestinian towns were under direct military occupation and
700,000 Palestinian people were under curfew.6 Also, in September
2002 Israeli forces demolished Arafat’s Palestinian Authority com-
pound in Ramallah. This was claimed to be in response to terrorist
attacks in Tel Aviv a few days before.7 If according to orthodox theory
the Palestinians strategic intention is to elicit a harsh response from
Israel then their tactics worked. Conversely, if Israel is manipulating
terrorist theory to suggest that their actions are what the Palestinians
intend but instead are forced to respond to ‘fight terrorism’, then either
the Israelis are ignoring the lessons of orthodox terrorism theory,
which advocate a measured response to terrorism or they are free-
riding on the orthodox terrorism discourse in order to destroy their
political opponents. This ambiguity was illustrated in a recent and
unprecedentedly critical statement by the IDF from Lieutenant-General
Ya’alon, who stated, ‘In our tactical decisions we are operating contrary
to our strategic interest, as it (our hard-line tactics) increases hatred for
Israel and strengthens the terror organisations.’8

The second pillar of terrorism theory is symbolic terrorism. This sug-
gests that terrorism is employed as a method or psychological weapon
to coerce, intimidate, threaten, kill, and ultimately terrorise a particular
target group. By this rationale the suicide bombings undertaken by
Palestinian groups especially inside Israel are calculated to terrorise
society. This is how terrorism is understood by Israel. For example,
Hoffman suggests that ‘the (Palestinian) suicide terrorists intend to
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make (Israeli) people paranoid and xenophobic and fearful of ventur-
ing outside their homes…in order to compel the enemy’s societies
acquiescence to their demands’.9

This delegitimises the actions of the Palestinians and allows Israeli
society and government to openly condemn the Palestinians and
suggest that they will not give in to the illegal and illegitimate
demands of ‘killers’ and ‘murderers’. As an Israeli politician suggested
the Palestinian use of terrorism ‘broke the rules of the game’.10 Israel is
then able to exploit this understanding by publicly suggesting that the
aim of the terrorist is to illegally attempt to threaten, coerce and ter-
rorise. This enables the state to justify the adoption of tough counter-
terrorism measures that pointedly refuse to acquiesce to terrorism in
any way. This argument is found in orthodox terrorism theory and is
expounded by Wilkinson as the ‘hardline approach’ and relates to a set
of key elements that refuse negotiations, concessions, special status or
deals.11

The orthodox discourse is not only a way for Israel to approach 
the problem of terrorism and deal with the violence generated by the
Palestinians but it is also a useful method to publicly delegitimise and
demonise them, whilst simultaneously explaining to the public, who
ultimately bear the brunt of terrorism, that the state counter and anti-
terrorism policies is a legitimate course of action. The landslide re-
election of Likud and the Sharon government in February 2003 in the
wake of the second Intifada is perhaps testament to the belief in, or
exploitation of, terrorism theory, and the understanding that the only
way to deal with terrorism is by recognising it as an illegal strategy for
political gain. The Sharon government also continually demonised
Yasser Arafat in both the national and international media and even
suggested in September 2003 following a resurgence of terrorism that it
would be in Israeli state interests to ‘remove’ him.12 Although the sug-
gestion received international condemnation the government’s
approval ratings are indicative of the extent to which terrorism dis-
course is understood and accepted in Israeli society.13

The last concept that helps explain terrorism theory is tactical terror-
ism. This suggests terrorism is employed to achieve short-term tactical
gains or specific objectives within the wider strategic campaign, such as
prisoner releases, the generation of funds or engaging the world media.
Israel understands the proliferation of international terrorism in the
form of hijacks, hostage taking and sabotage (from 1967) by Palestin-
ian groups as largely intended to generate international public opinion
for the Palestinian political cause against Israel, as well as raise funds
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and secure prisoner releases.14 Tactical however, can also imply a wea-
pons system employed by groups with limited means and resources.
Terrorist bombings have therefore been described as the ‘poor man’s
air force’, and Hoffman, in reference to Palestinian suicide bombers
suggested they were the ‘ultimate smart bomb’.15 Israel however does
not see the attacks by the Palestinians as acts of retaliation for its own
anti-terrorist actions nor does it understand them in terms of asym-
metric conflict. They are viewed through orthodox terrorism theory as
unlawful acts designed specifically to achieve a particular tactical goal
with the effect of illegally influencing the political situation. They are
not seen as defence, revenge, the manifestation of vented frustrations
or anger or the final desperate acts of a subjugated people. Instead
these acts of violence are tactical components of a wider, calculated
and rational plan to illegally influence Israeli state policies. Terrorism
for Israel is ‘using immoral or unjust means of coercion, forcing deci-
sions not according to power but according to emotional stress and
fear’.16

As I have alluded to there are a number of reasons for the Israeli
employment and practice of orthodox terrorism discourse. They are all
linked however to state security, which is the main application for the
orthodox approach. In fact it can be seen as the raison d’etre for terror-
ism studies, especially in the construction of state policy. The employ-
ment of the orthodox discourse by Israel is completely understandable,
because Israel, founded upon the discourse of Zionism, must remain an
ethnically homogenous and racially dominant Jewish state. The polit-
ical, social and cultural dominance of Jewish identity is therefore a
vital core value for the existence of the Israeli state. Thus as Marc Ellis
argues, a civil war currently exists in which Jews fight to maintain their
separation from the ‘other’ as only then can the essence of their Jewish
identity be maintained.17 It is vital when considering the existence of
Israel not to overlook the immense importance of a pure Jewish state as
anything less than a majority in Jewish homogeneity. Ethnic Jewish
security is integral to Zionism and the existence of a state because 
it is ostensibly an identity based nationalist discourse and is deeply
founded and enshrined in the Jewish national psyche. As Netanyahu
argues ‘a distinguishing feature of Jews raised in Israel is the absence of
the sense of personal insecurity and whilst Israel itself may come under
personal attack the sense of being a Jew does not’.18

The threat to the Jewish ethnic security of the Israeli state is there-
fore particularly real as the Palestinians represent a political, social, cul-
tural and ethnic challenge to the whole fabric of the society and the
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existence of its ethnic homogeneity. As Gershon Baskin suggested, the
implications of annexation (of the West Bank and Gaza) would
amount to ‘Jewish national suicide’ as the eventual assimilation of a
population bigger than Israeli Jews would mean the loss of Jewish
national Identity.19 The Palestinian-Israeli conflict is viewed primarily
by Israel as an identity conflict and principally by the Zionist discourse
as a fight for the survival of the Jewish people, hence, the absence of a
roots debate and the lack of understanding of the causes of the conflict
in relation to the claims of the Palestinians. For Israel the conflict is
understandably about the needs of Israeli and particularly Jewish
people. This is above all the protection and security of ethnic Jewish
identity, enshrined in the existence of the state of Israel. For Israel, ‘the
conflict is the interface between competing identities, which is not
only an identity struggle but also a personal struggle’.20 Orthodox
terrorism theory is therefore a potent tool employed in this struggle. 

Alternative discourses on terrorism

The comprehensive approach to terrorism is based on a comparative
analysis of terrorism and conflict literature. Although it is not my
intention to provide an alternative theory of terrorism, it is an attempt
to offer alternative discourses or theoretical approaches to the phe-
nomenon by means of a holistic multi-level framework. However, an
examination of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict as a case study for
employing this alternative discourse requires a perspective change as it
requires an examination of the conflict from outside the orthodox
framework. To achieve this terrorism is defined simply as ‘lethal polit-
ical violence’. This essentially relocates the act of terrorism out of the
orthodox moral legitimacy debate and into a wider conflict context
from where it can be examined in a root cause debate. 

The alternative terrorism discourse is also based on a number of
assumptions, the first is that the act of violence is an act of conflict and
is not morally or legally accountable from the relative moral perspect-
ive of the state. Hence the roots of terrorism essentially become the
roots of conflict. From this perspective the terrorist violence can be
examined for what it is – lethal violence within the context of an
established conflict. This is linked to the second assumption of the
alternative discourse that the acts of violence are within the context 
of asymmetric conflict. This approach is particularly useful as much of
the violence that occurs within terrorism is actually occurring within a
wider conflict and is often regarded by the perpetrators as acts of war
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or conflict, such as ‘war of liberation’ or the ‘war on terror’. The rest of
this chapter will examine the implications of a multi-level application
of the alternative terrorism discourse to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict
in order to demonstrate how it is possible to rethink the roots terror-
ism outside the orthodox box.

Part 2: Application of the alternative terrorism discourse

The Israeli state

Freeing the great human conflicts from the naïve interpretation of a
battle between good and evil, and understanding them in the light
of tragedy is an enormous feat of mind; it brings forward the
unavoidable relativism of human truths.

Milan Kundera21

Israeli responses to terrorism

In accordance with the theoretical framework in Table 3.1, by examin-
ing how the Israeli state responds to terrorism it is possible to identify a
root cause of terrorism. It is important however to stress at this juncture
that the intention of this theoretical study is not to judge, apportion
blame or condemn or in fact suggest that Israel itself is a root cause of
terrorism. The purpose of this work is to examine and theorise how the
institution of the state and the dynamics of its politics and power rela-
tions leads to the manifestation of terrorism and political violence,
these findings could equally relate to any state. Israel employs the
powerful legal and military apparatus of the state not only as a means of
dealing with challenges to the state but also a self-perpetuating dynamic
for strengthening and protecting the state. The Israeli response to ter-
rorism is terrorism, which far from dealing with the problem becomes a
self-sustaining dynamic responsible for propagating the increasingly
destructive cycle of violence within Israel and the Palestinian territor-
ies.22 Abu Shanab from Hamas argues, ‘Israel is killing and calling
Palestinians terrorists. It is Israel who are the terrorists because they
occupy the land and kill Palestinians.’23 Yet, Yulie Tamir from the Israeli
Labour party suggests, ‘the power of terrorism is to disrupt liberal
democracy, we fight terrorism without surrendering democracy; that is
what we do’.24

Israel befits from the threat of terrorism as it helps to reinforce and
consolidate the power of the state. Kimmerling suggests, ‘The (Israeli)
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state institutionalises conflict not because it cannot solve it but because
it is conveniently suited to its own purposes…and can augment its
power and neutralise competing social political agencies.’25 This sug-
gests that rooted in the reality of the state and demonstrated by the
response of Israel to terrorism is the existence of inherent terrorism. This
implies that the roots of terrorism can exist in the power relationships
of the state. These are against the state, from both inside and out-
side state boundaries. And also by the state, as state terrorism or anti-
terrorism in reaction to actual threats, and as violent pre-emptive
measures. Employing the legitimacy of force is a potent method of
maintaining state power, marginalising potential internal political
threats and neutralising or suppressing possible opposition. As a result
or perhaps as an intention, the government recourse to anti-terrorism
and counter-terrorism policies and accompanying legislation often
infringes basic human rights.

The response of Israel to terrorism and its subsequent ability to
respond and deal with the threat of terrorism provides it with a legit-
imate mandate to enforce a political agenda. Not only does it enforce
political conformity within Israel and provide a suitable method of deal-
ing with political dissention, it also allows for the implementation of
particular political agendas, in particular the maintenance of the dis-
course of Zionism. The existence of a terrorist threat and the Israeli 
state response to it, provide definite political advantages that have been
exploited by the Israeli right and can be directly attributable to their
accession and dominance of Israeli national politics. By employing an
alternative understanding of terrorism it is possible to see that the Israeli
right has a vested interest in maintaining the employment of terrorism
discourse and the existence of a terrorist threat, on which the future of
the ethnic Jewish state of Israel is perceived to rest. The political power
afforded to the state by the use of terrorism has been employed by Israel
to maintain its political goals, from the pre-state terrorist campaigns of
the Lehi and Irgun, to the ideas and policies of Jabotinsky and Ben
Gurion, through Golda Meir and successively to Sharon. Furthermore,
successive Likud leaderships have consecutively employed a policy of
violence in order to achieve the aims of Zionism. This was starkly illus-
trated by the Chief of Staff in 1956, Moshe Dayan who summed up the
Israeli settler mentality and the preoccupation of Israel with security, by
stating: ‘[W]e are a generation of settlers, yet without a gun barrel we
cannot plant a tree…this is the fate of our generation. The only choice
we have is to be armed, strong and resolute or else the sword will fall
from our hands and the thread of our lives will be severed’.26
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Israeli state approach to terrorists

The principal consequence of the normative understanding of terror-
ism as illegal, unjust and morally wrong, is that it allows the Israeli
state to invoke not just the criminal legal process but also extensive
military operations against terrorists, and indeed any potential political
opponent. Israel is therefore able to pursue legitimate and legally
justified anti-terrorist and counter-terrorist policies against the Pales-
tinians. These policies and actions are fully explained, justified and
defended by orthodox terrorism discourse and are often security based
in relation to pre-emptive self-defence against suspected terrorists or
retaliatory actions against specific targets. These can be as varied an
action as full-scale military operations, strikes by the Israeli Air Force or
pre-emptive assassinations.27 This suggests the generation of secondary
gain or devious terrorism by Israel. This is because within the state
understanding of terrorism it is possible for Israel to exploit and free
ride on the terrorism discourse. Thus allowing it to legitimately, (justly
and legally) pursue and effectively eradicate, its political enemies and
opponents with impunity. Through this approach, judicial procedures
and internationally recognised rights can be circumvented and ignored
and terrorists can be effectively stripped of their human rights. The
most recent example of this has been the killing in separate incidents
of Sheikh Yassin and Dr Abdel Aziz Rantisi who were the respective
spiritual and political leaders of Hamas.28

Israeli state approach to terrorism

This has a similar argument to the last two areas as it continues to
suggest that the state as an institution is a cause of terrorism. This is
due to creation of a climate of fear. Terrorism discourse suggests that
acts of violence are perpetrated with the express intention of terroris-
ing a particular target group. The psychological nature of this norm-
ative understanding of terrorism produces fear within Israeli society.
The Israeli state can exploit this in two key ways. First, to generate
public support for conceivably unpopular or contentious anti-terrorist
and counter-terrorist measures, such as full-scale military incursions
into the Palestinian areas or assassination attacks by aircraft, which
result in extensive collateral damage and civilian casualties.29 Second,
this climate of fear can also be used to reinforce and support the Israeli
state by the control and manipulation it naturally provides for political
society. Although these two implications have been discussed above, it
is the fear generated by terrorism that is the most useful to Israel and
provides a vested interest not only in employing orthodox terrorism
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discourse but also in the continuation of Palestinian terrorism.
Although this is a controversial argument, it is possible to argue that
Israel greatly benefits from the existence of terrorism and the potential
threat it provides the Israeli state. 

The fear generated by the threat of Palestinian and Arab terrorism in
Israeli society is useful for Israel because it maintains the political unity
of the Jewish state especially between the right and the left. In addition
it provides the cohesion for national unity between the otherwise frac-
tious components of the composite nature of Israeli society, which is
divided into seven separate collective identities: Ashkenazi, National
Religious, Mizrahim (Sepharadi), Orthodox Religious, Arabs, Russian
Immigrants and Ethiopians. All of whom are in constant cultural con-
flict with each other.30 The existence of a threat from the conflict with
the Palestinians softens the dissention between these groups, especially
over immigration and status, and gives an appearance of conformity by
promoting a sense of national unity. The existence of a threat also
greatly benefits the Israeli right and increases the power of revisionist
Zionism whilst undermining the strength of the Israeli Labour party. It
also neutralises political challenges from the Israeli peace movement
and stalls any possible progress of a ‘peace process’. The implications of
this prevent the succession of land or autonomy to the Palestinians, the
return of Palestinian refugees or a compromise on the sovereignty of 
the old city of Jerusalem. It is possible to suggest therefore that terror-
ism is generated by the state in the form of terrorism management.

Terrorism management is employed for the continuance of the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict and the subsequent acts of terrorism are
sustained, managed and employed by Israel in order to maintain the
specific Zionist goals. This argument is supported by Martin Woollacott
who suggests that the ‘ultimate effect of the suicide bomber is to keep
Sharon in power and to provide him with a constant supply of reasons
for his persistent and dedicated refusal to negotiate seriously about the
future of the Palestinians’.31 Sharon’s hard-line actions and policies
such as assassinations and incursions can be seen as an attempt to gen-
erate and manage terrorism and maintain his position in power whilst
fulfilling the principles of Zionism. This argument is given further cre-
dence by Sharon’s visit to the al Aqsa mosque in 2000 which triggered
the second Intifada and led to the end of the Oslo peace process but
which also aided his subsequent landslide re-election in 2003. Further-
more, the end of a prolonged cease-fire in August 2003 was due to an
unrelenting Israeli policy of targeted killings.32
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By employing the alternative approach it is possible to critique
orthodox terrorism discourse and question the role of the state in the
generation, employment and maintenance of terrorism. The Israeli
state it seems needs terrorism in order to operate efficiently against its
opponents, support the security discourse and further the ambitions of
Zionism. All of which effectively maintain the political power and
dominance of the state. 

The Palestinians

Rebellion is the common ground on which every man bases his
values. I rebel – therefore we exist.

Albert Camus, The Rebel33

Orthodox terrorism theory firmly locates the roots of terrorism in un-
lawful, illegitimate and violently coercive political challenges against
the state to enact political agendas. Consequently the Israeli state
employment of orthodox terrorism discourse explains the roots of ter-
rorism as emanating from the Palestinians and their illegitimate claims
against Israel. By employing this discourse Israel is able to rely on the
legitimacy of action it provides and is absolved from any responsibility
for causing Palestinian terrorism aside from existing as the institution
of the state. Whilst this is a useful approach to the problem of terror-
ism because the relationship between state and non-state group is con-
sidered a major determinant of armed struggle, it is not the only root
cause. In fact the principle difficulty with the orthodox terrorism
theory approach is that is places too much emphasis on the nature of
the political relationship between state and non-state group, particu-
larly in this framework because the state is considered the legitimate
actor. So by moving away from the orthodox understanding and
embracing the approaches provided by social conflict theory it is possi-
ble to investigate functional and utilitarian conceptions of the causes
of terrorism as well as examine wider roots in social and economic
factors. The next section deals with these potential root causes. 

The perceived utility of terrorism

The alternative approach to terrorism provides the space in which to
consider and examine the reasons for terrorism that originate from the
perpetrators of the actual violence. The first of these is the function of
terrorism. This relates to the argument that terrorism and political
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violence have a necessary political and socio-economic purpose within
Palestinian society, one through which it is possible to generate posi-
tive social change and provide a channel to express and alleviate polit-
ical, social and economic disparity. This implies that in order to make
change it is necessary to use violence against violence. Franz Fanon
identified this phenomenon in Algeria and suggested, ‘[C]olonialism is
violence in its natural state…and will only yield when confronted with
greater violence.’34 The Palestinians consider themselves in a colonial
conflict against an occupier and oppressor and view Zionism like colo-
nialism, as a culture of oppression in Palestine, which like colonialism,
will eventually pass to the next form. The natural recourse to this
oppression is towards deadly conflict and political violence. This has
been shown by the development of Palestinianism and the adoption of
armed conflict as an instantaneous response by the Palestinians to the
early Zionist settlers, typified by the Arab Revolts of 1936 and 1948.
Similarly significant was the formal adoption of ‘armed struggle’ by
Arafat and the PLO against ‘the occupation’ to establish a Palestinian
state after 1967. This was enshrined in the Palestinian charter of 1968
that stated, ‘[A]rmed struggle is the only way to liberate Palestine … it
is the overall strategy, not merely a tactical phase.’35

Despite the existence of cease-fires and the ongoing peace process in
the conflict, the majority of political groups involved in the conflict
support the use of lethal violence in the armed struggle as the preferred
approach to achieving their political goals. This is justified as a reaction
to Israeli violence and the perception by the Palestinians that Israel has
consistently employed violence to achieve its political objectives.
Hence, Dr Haider Abdul Shafi suggested, ‘armed struggle is a useful tool
to counter Israeli aggression’.36 However, it is also understood as a way
to achieve political objectives. For example, a PFLP representative sug-
gested that armed struggle is employed ‘in order to oblige Israel to
withdraw and oblige Israel to pay the cost of occupying Palestinian
land’.37 Furthermore, Hamas leader Ismail Abu Shanab argued that the
purpose of armed struggle was, ‘to get rid of the Israeli occupiers, free
the Palestinian people, establish a Palestinian state and maintain the
right to return’.38

The implication of using the alternative framework applied at the
non-state political level is to suggest that the Palestinians generate
functional conflict in the form of revolutionary or reactionary terrorism.
Hence the Palestinians actively employ violence to achieve political
agendas, either with revolutionary or reactionary intentions. Revolu-
tionary is the desire for destruction of the Israeli state and its replace-
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ment with a Palestinian or Islamic one, as demanded by Islamic Jihad
(IJ) whose long-term aim after the Islamification of the whole of
Palestine, is the formation of ‘a union of Islamic States’.39 Reactionary
is the violent demand for the reformation of the existing system, such
as a two state solution that Fateh demand. They want a ‘state of
Palestine beside Israel not on account of it’.40

Palestinian safety needs

Human needs theory applied to the question of Palestinian terrorism
suggests the existence of a set of socio-biological human needs within
Palestinian society that require satisfaction on a hierarchical basis in
order to avoid the appearance of violence. The implications of this dis-
course suggest the manifestation of grievance terrorism. The basic safety
needs of security, identity, representation and equality,41 feature highly
in the needs expressed by Palestinians involved in the conflict with
Israel. Examined individually, security is perhaps the most important
need for the Palestinians and one that can be seen as a root cause of
terrorism and a powerful motivator of lethal violence against the
Israelis. The need for security by the Palestinians can seen be in three
main forms, individual, group and national. Individual security relates
directly to human security and is the need for individual freedom from
harm or protection from violence and is closely linked to the existence
and maintenance of individual human rights. The Palestinians feel a
deep lack of personal security. This is particularly evident in the second
Intifada and the subsequent Israeli occupation and is clearly apparent
in interviews and from observations. A survey by the Palestinian
Central Bureau of Statistics found that the sense of satisfaction with
personal security in Palestinian households fell by 60 per cent during
the period October 2000–May 2001.42

The need for security can also exist at the group level, as ethnic
security, which is the protection of group identity and cultural values.
Coupled with this is national security; although this is usually associ-
ated with a state, it can imply the need for protection of Palestinian
‘national values’. National values however, can only be secure under
the protection afforded by the formation of a state. In the current nor-
mative ‘international state system’, only the legitimacy and sover-
eignty of the state can provide acceptable security under the regimes of
international law and the auspices of the United Nations. This
accounts for Palestinian demands for an independent state, and as a
Fateh representative pointed out; although the main aim of the con-
flict was to ‘free the Palestinian lands’ the social, political and eco-
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nomic benefits that accompany this could only be achieved through
the security provided by an independent state.43 This need is clearly
reflected in the 1968 Palestinian Charter, which stated, ‘[T]he libera-
tion of Palestine is a defensive action…in order to restore the legitim-
ate rights of the Palestinian people to Palestine, to re-establish peace
and security and enable national sovereignty and freedom.’44

The second safety need is identity. This is closely associated with
security and can be defined as ‘a subjective but vital aspect of indi-
vidual and group perceptions, relating to cultural, historical, linguistic
and religious awareness and perceptions’.45 The need for identity as a
potent cause of terrorism is continually cited by Palestinians as a major
grievance against Israel. Many Palestinians expressed the feeling that
their group identity, in the form of culture, language and beliefs is not
adequately protected nor represented by Israel. Consequently, the for-
mation of Palestinian national identity has been an ongoing and
violent historical process and has evolved throughout recent history
into a powerful motivator of terrorism. The events from 1936 to the
present day have clearly demonstrated that identity issues have pro-
pelled thousands of Palestinians into violence. This trend in the
growth of the popular need for Palestinian identity reached a new
height in the 1990s and was personified by the spontaneous outbreak
of the first Intifada which can be seen as the Palestinians attempt to
express their own cultural identity by ‘shaking off’ the Israeli state and
creating a unified Palestinian national consciousness. It also appears
that the concept of Palestinian identity is inextricably linked to
freedom, which is a very enduring theme and perhaps the most cited
notion Palestinians give as their reason for engaging in violence.46

A further cause of grievance terrorism is representation. This refers to
Palestinian participation and representation in the political process and
the personification of Palestinians in society. Without doubt the occu-
pation of the West Bank and Gaza and the subsequent imposition of
Israeli military rule have created fertile ground for political violence due
to the perceived marginalisation of the Palestinians. This became even
more pronounced following the outbreak of the second Intifada and the
virtual destruction by Israel of the embryonic Palestinian National
Authority, which represented the beginning of Palestinian self-rule and
the possible satisfaction of the need for representation. Principally, it is
felt by the Palestinians that Israel does not represent the Palestinian
Arabs and therefore has little interest in protecting their well-being and
security. The Palestinians continually stressed in interviews and conver-
sations that what they want is participation and representation. It is
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clearly apparent therefore that the Palestinians have an overriding need
for the protection of their identity, culture, language and beliefs, as they
do not know to whom to turn to for security. 

The difficulty arises however due to the Zionist discourse of the
Israeli state that seeks to maintain its homogeneity as an ethnic Jewish
state through religious affiliation. The nationality of an Israeli is Jewish
and for a Palestinian it is Arab. Israel maintains the exclusivist nature
of the Israeli state by qualifying its citizenship by religion and ethnicity
and not nationality. Hence, the ethnic Jewish categorisation automat-
ically marginalises non-Jewish nationals. The Israelis see themselves
and their state as ethnically, and not necessarily religiously, Jewish.
Hence, it is primarily regarded as an ethnic Jewish State, not a religious
one. This clearly illustrates the consequences of national exclusivity
that exist within Israel and which automatically marginalise Pales-
tinian Arabs. The need for representation is characterised by the
Palestinians demand for self-determination, which is the principle-
defining theme that Palestinians use to explain and justify violence.
Abu Shanab from Hamas argued, ‘Resistance is to gain rights and is a
message that Palestinians do not accept occupation, that we do not
want to be slaves and want to live with dignity and freedom on our
land.’47

The final safety need is inequality, this is apparent in how the
Palestinian people are treated by the Israelis. Essentially, they exist as
de facto second-class citizens within Israel and in the occupied territor-
ies, and are treated with derision. They routinely suffer molestation in
the form of physical and psychological harm by the Israeli army,
largely because they are not in a position to guarantee and protect
their own basic rights. Many in the Gaza Strip had spent a period of
time in prison or under interrogation and all seemed to have had a
member of their family or close friend killed by the IDF. Robert Hunter
suggests, ‘25 per cent of the Palestinian population have passed
through the Israeli military court system’.48 It is immediately apparent
that the Palestinians feel a deep sense of inequality, which is caused by
their inability to be able to travel freely, especially to visit friends and
relations. In some regions they are virtual prisoners behind fences, bar-
riers and armed guards, often forcibly turned away and prevented from
access; even those who have the correct papers are often delayed for
long periods. This was observed particularly for movement between the
Palestinian regions in the West Bank such as Jericho and Ramallah and
especially between Palestinian and Israeli areas in Gaza, where some
check points remain permanently closed. Notably, in some areas the
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extreme restrictions of movement, association and expression are
accompanied by harsh social and economic constraints, such as taxes
and the trade tariffs.

The inequalities that the Palestinian people feel in relation to Israelis
is without doubt a powerful motivation for terrorism because the daily
existence of the Palestinian under Israeli occupation is dependent on
the will of the Israeli army. Workers are frequently unable to travel to
work, the sick or injured cannot reach hospitals and families live in
terror of Israeli Army incursions into their towns, villages, refugee
camps and homes. The principle grievance and feeling of inequality
that materialises from this is the deep affront that the proud and self-
respecting Palestinian Arabs feel to their dignity, self-worth and
humanity. As a one Palestinian resident of Nuseirat refugee camp
explained, ‘sometimes it is better to die than to live without dignity’.49

Palestinian deprivation

The final area of examination at the non-state level is relative depriva-
tion. This theory relates to the perceived and relative imbalance
between what the Palestinians believe they should have, politically,
economically and socially, in relation to the Israelis and what they
actually have. This perceived disparity is grounds for the emergence of
deprivation terrorism. The Palestinians can see that the Israelis have their
own state, a permanent position in the United Nations, international
recognition and the sovereignty, autonomy, legitimacy, security, and
protection of their population that is afforded by the international
institution of the state. Whereas the Palestinians perceive themselves
as a people politically oppressed and under military occupation by a
foreign power, who have a decimated and emasculated National
Authority that cannot provide any of the benefits of a state. The
Palestinians are also aware of the economic strength and standard of
living experienced by Israelis that provides a relatively comfortable life
with good prospects for work and financial security. It is also immedi-
ately apparent to the Palestinians, from the proximity of the Israeli
settlements in the West Bank, how the Israelis live, from the new con-
dition of their houses with running water and electricity to the expens-
ive cars they drive on the deep banked highways that carve up the
Palestinian lands that connect the settlements to the principal Israeli
towns and cities. The Palestinians do not necessarily want to live like
the Israelis but their grievances exist in relative deprivation and the
fact that Israelis can live with freedom in relative comfort and security
whilst the Palestinians suffer the ignominy of occupation, relative
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poverty and deep insecurity. Unsurprisingly in a recent study collated
between October 2000 and May 2001, 25 per cent of 18 to 45 year olds
answered that they had a tendency to violence.50 Incidentally human
needs and relative deprivation theories, employed to explain the mani-
festation of grievance and deprivation terrorism, are both based on the
research in conflict studies of the assumed correlation between the ap-
pearance of frustration and the manifestation of aggression. Predict-
ably a further survey by the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics
found that 70 per cent of a mixed sex group aged between 18 and 45
suffered from feelings of hopelessness and frustration.51

Terrorism and structure

Environment Determines Consciousness.
Karl Marx52

The context of terrorism

The contextual approach to understanding terrorism relates directly to
the relationship between the belligerents and the history and culture of
violence within the region. By examining this relationship it is possible
to theorise about the existence of cultural terrorism. Violence and con-
flict have existed in this region of the Middle East since the biblical
period. This suggests a culture of violence connecting the present
conflict with the historical legacy of violence in the region. The Jewish
historical narrative believes that the Romans wrongfully deposed them
of their land; this provides a legitimate two thousand year old reason
for violence to defend and reclaim what is rightfully theirs. Equally,
the Palestinians claim to be the original inhabitants of the region pre-
dating the Romans and maintain an even older legitimate justification
for violence. Furthermore, the current modern conflict has been
ongoing since 1936 and has included five regional wars. 

Conceivably the current manifestation of terrorism is due to the
existing cultural and structural context of violence that both sides
cannot break out of. Fanon identified this structure in Algeria and
pointed to the colonial relationship between native and settler to argue
that violence will always exist in this type of cyclical relationship, he
suggested, ‘The native is an oppressed person whose permanent dream
is to become the persecutor.’53 Similarly many Palestinians rationalise
the conflict with Israel as part of an ongoing history of violence,
‘We have a historical and cultural legacy of violence and have seen
many who come and go.’54 The existence of historical memory in
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which violence is enshrined should not be underestimated in the
dynamics of this conflict as a catalyst for the generation and mainte-
nance of terrorism. It also exists as the justification for the natural
recourse to violence which living generations and long dead ancestors
engaged in to the settle their differences. Interestingly, in response to a
question on the culture of violence, an Israeli Knesset member pointed
out that it was a culture imported from Europe. She suggested, ‘nation-
alism, ethno-nationalist conflict and the creation of the nation-state
model through force is part of the culture of Europe, not of the region
(of Palestine-Israel)’.55

Both societies are also socialised to violence; Israel is a highly mil-
itarised society. As Kimmerling points out ‘the long-term Arab-Jewish
conflict combined with traumatic Jewish experiences such as exile, per-
secution and the Holocaust have created in the Jewish Israeli collective
identity a cultural code of civilian militarism’.56 Also, the Palestinians,
due to their to constant exposure to violence have become so highly
socialised to violence that it has become normalised and is a routine
part of their daily life. This desensitivity to violence has become insti-
tutionalised and passed on to the next generation in the creation and
maintenance of memory. It is apparent that Palestinian children from
a very early age are engaged in violence and are active members of the
Palestinian political groups, in particular they are encouraged to carry
the flags at marches and rallies to prevent the identification of adult
members by the Israeli security forces. 

The desensitivity to violence is also illustrated by the ‘martyr to the
cause’ mindset and the psychological bind that makes it very difficult
for groups to give up a violent cause that members have died for. It was
suggested that the Palestinians cannot return to the pre-Oslo situation,
because, as a Palestinian fighter remarked, ‘too much blood has been
spilt, it would be a betrayal of our martyrs who have laid down their
lives so we can live with dignity’.57 Coupled with this social structure
of violence to which the Palestinians are exposed is the existence of
the Arab revenge culture and retributionary sense of justice, which
often serves to rationalise and sustain Palestinian terrorist attacks in
Israel.58 An examination of the cultural and historical structure of the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict suggests that violence permeates all levels of
society. The Palestinians position was aptly summed up by a PFLP rep-
resentative who said, ‘the occupation affects all areas of Palestinian life,
way of thinking and actions’.59 The culture of violence also exists
within the highly militarised Israeli society, represented by thousands
of uniformed Israeli soldiers and civilians openly carrying weapons;
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from hidden pistols to automatic rifles nonchalantly slung over one
shoulder. Living with the conflict has become a ‘normal’ perception of
reality for both sides. This implies the normalisation of terror, as
Nordstrom suggests, ‘Routinisation allows people to live in a chronic
state of fear with a façade of normality at the same time that terror per-
meates and shreds the social fabric.’60 Firmly rooted in the structural
level approach to the root causes of terrorism is the existence of cultural
terrorism.

A system of terror

A further structural area for examination is systemic. This relates to the
nature of the conflict system that is created by the conflict behaviour
of the actors, and is linked directly to the generation of systemic terror-
ism, which is due to the relationship between the actor and the created
structure. The Palestinian-Israeli conflict is characterised by recrimina-
tory violence, where actor behaviour is typified by violence for vio-
lence, with each side claiming the justification of legitimate retaliation.
This is woven into the justification for violence as both parties employ
the orthodox judgemental and moral understanding of terrorism, as
each calls the other terrorists for their violent actions.61 The system of
terror is as follows; in August 2003 the Hamas leader Ismail Abu
Shanab was killed by an Israeli helicopter attack in Gaza. This was, the
Israelis claim, in response to a Hamas bombing of a bus in Jerusalem
two days earlier that killed twenty passengers. The bus bombing,
Hamas and Islamic Jihad claim, was in response to the Israeli killing of
Muhammad Sidr an Islamic Jihad commander the week before62…. and
so on. Such is the behavioural system of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict
that produces systemic terrorism.

The behaviour of the belligerents, by which I mean the type of vio-
lence employed, is equally systemic in reproducing the same type of
violence. Israeli Army incursions into the West Bank and Gaza often
result in deaths of armed group members but also of civilians and chil-
dren. In August 2002, an Israeli aircraft bombed the house of Hamas
leader Salah Shehade killing him and fourteen others, including three
women and nine children.63 In response to such attacks Hamas claim
the justification of retaliation to bomb domestic bus services, in cities
such as Jerusalem, Tel Aviv and Haifa. The behavioural rationale from
Abu Shanab of Hamas is ‘We fight Israel as they fight us, they attack us
in our homes we attack them in their homes.’64 This supports the sys-
temic terrorism argument and suggests that by examining how the com-
batants behave it is possible to identify a root cause of terrorism. 
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When questioned, the Palestinians see themselves as a pacific agri-
cultural race of people forced into violence by Israel. Common state-
ments are ‘they started the violence and we are responding’ and
‘violence is the only language Israel understands’.65 These statements
are often repeated by Israeli soldiers and politicians in relation to the
Palestinians. The Palestinians and indeed the Israelis justify their use of
violence as a reaction to the violence of the other which merely rein-
forces the argument for the existence of a system of violence that has
become a self-sustaining conflict dynamic and an ever increasing spiral
into which both sides are inextricably bound. Conflict actor behaviour
creates a perceived system in which the actors are forced to behave and
is responsible for the generation of systemic terrorism. This is clearly
illustrated by the actors who claim to have been unwittingly forced
into violence by the behaviour of the other and substantiates the
influence of the perceived system. 

Situational terrorism

This relates to the structure formed by the conflict situation and the
contradiction caused by the incompatibility between actors and their
desired objective. It is essentially an examination of the actors’ goals
and how they threaten both the goals of other actors and the perceived
structure in which they all exist. This is aptly illustrated by the first
Israeli Prime Minster David Ben Gurion who said, ‘[T]here is a funda-
mental conflict, they and we both want the same thing – Palestine.’66

In order to expose the existence of situational terrorism it is necessary to
examine the actors’ view of the conflict. This suggests an investigation
of all the possible objectives of the Palestinians and the Israelis in the
conflict. A useful illustration of my argument is to consider the aims of
Palestinian groups in relation to the conflict situation, which for the
purpose of this argument is created by the discourse of Zionism and is
the Israeli ambition.

The stated aim of Fateh is to ‘free the Palestinian land from under
the control of other nations’.67 The situational structure that produces
the conflict here is the difficulty in defining what is understood as
Palestinian land, a structural difficulty that will always exist. Further-
more, this Palestinian demand is incompatible with the objective of
Zionism, which exists as the antithesis to this aim. Unsurprisingly,
with this aim Fateh will also be drawn into conflict with other actors,
especially rival Palestinian factions who are also attempting to achieve
this goal. The PFLP want ‘to liberate the land and form an independent
state’,68 which again clashes with the situational structure and also
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creates further goal incompatibilities with the aims of the other
Palestinian groups. For example, the long-term aim of Islamic Jihad is
‘to form a unity of Islamic states’.69 This implies not only the creation
of an Islamic Palestinian state in the contested land but also Islam-
ification of the whole region in a ‘European Union of Islamic states.’70

The conflict situation caused by the incompatibilities between these
aims is very extensive, arguably involving not only surrounding states
but also the whole region with the further potential for international
incompatibilities. This is very obvious from the global implications of
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, particularly in the current climate.
Situational terrorism exists through careful examination of the aims of
those involved in conflict and links the goal incompatibility and the
associated situational structure of the conflict. 

The environment of terrorism

This relates to socialisation or the interaction of the actor with the per-
ceived socio-economic reality and can be seen as grounds for the gen-
eration of socio-economic terrorism. Within this argument it is possible
to suggest that poverty and social deprivation are a cause of social
conflict and terrorism. Although this is disputed in some studies there
are grounds to suggest that in the Palestinian territories where the
poverty rate is 70 per cent,71 the social and particularly economic
environment is a positive motivation for violence. For example, a sug-
gested cause of the first Intifada was the maintenance of a constant
state of underdevelopment of the Palestinian economy by Israel in
order to exploit it. As a result, the Palestinian economy is heavily
dependant on Israel as it provides 90 per cent of West Bank imports
and 55 per cent of exports.72 This economic dependence has had dra-
matic implications for the Palestinian economy during both Intifadas,
as the sealed borders prevent the flow of produce and workers to the
relative prosperity of Israel. A report by the UNRWA stated, ‘this has
caused a near-collapse of the Palestinian economy, causing unemploy-
ment to increase to over 50 per cent and so increasing poverty, depri-
vations and affronts to human dignity’.73 The unemployment situation
is also illustrated in a study by the Palestinian Central Bureau of
Statistics in November 2001, which found that 24 per cent of men in
the Palestinian territories aged 15–55 were outside the labour force,
significantly 42 per cent of these men were aged 15–24.74

Although unemployment figures do no necessarily suggest a direct
relationship to instances of violence, it is possible to theorise a correla-
tion between the volume of young men engaged in activity with
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armed groups and the very high percentage of young men out of work.
Although this debate is probably the subject of another study, it is very
apparent in the Palestinian territories that the structure of the socio-
economic environment, in particular the perceived hopelessness due to
the lack of prospects for the vast majority of men and women to find
suitable work in which to earn money, is a powerful motivation for
involvement in the activities of armed groups.75 An inverted argument
to this approach, which helps vindicate the theory of socio-economic
terrorism, is that in response to a question about an improvement in
the socio-economic conditions an al-Aqsa fighter suggested, ‘when the
socio-economic situation was good, yes we forgot the struggle for a
while to make money’.76 However, Abu Shanab from Hamas points out
that whilst the socio-economic conditions exacerbate the problem that
causes the violence, it is still caused by the occupation. He suggests,
‘the misery of the Palestinian conditions helps as a motivation because
it is caused by the occupation. But if all Palestine was rich we would
still struggle’.77

However, those who take up armed action, especially against Israeli
army incursions, are not necessarily unemployed. For example, fighters
are often people with an education, jobs and prospects and who have
something to lose. They are drawn into the conflict because they fight
to defend and protect their families, social position and values. The
majority of unemployed, it is argued, have lost the impetus to act.
As Diab Allouh of Fateh suggested, ‘The ones who fight are not just the
ones who do not work.’78 Nevertheless there is a great deal of visual
evidence in Gaza and the West Bank to suggest that unemployment
and lack of opportunity and hope is a motivator for involvement in
political violence. This is especially true of Hamas who gain vast grass-
roots support for their terrorist activity against Israeli as a perceived
solution to the socio-economic situation. The first female Hamas sui-
cide bomber, Reem Raiyshi, was a married mother of two children who
together with her husband had been unemployed for two years prior to
her attack.79 The lack of opportunity also provides Hamas with a wide
recruiting base through religion, thus it was suggested on a number of
occasions, that when you have nothing and there is nothing to do, you
go to the mosque. As a result Hamas has developed a network of
mosques as well as sponsored social relief programmes in nursery
schools, social and sports clubs, schools, hospitals and the Islamic uni-
versity.80 Hamas has penetrated deep into the socio-economic fabric of
Palestinian life; this is especially evident in Gaza. 
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A further socio-economic environment that can conceivably exist as
a structural cause of violence is the chronic refugee situation and
culture of camp society. This is a constant, reminder of the perceived
socio-economic dislocation that Palestinians feel. Many Palestinians
still carry the keys to their former houses around their necks and when
asked where they are from, they name the village or town where their
family originally came from, which is typically in the modern state of
Israel, even if they were born in the refugee camp. According to
UNRWA there are 1.5 million registered refugees in the West Bank and
Gaza, 600,000 of who live in the 27 official refugee camps.81 As a result,
Gaza is one of the most densely populated regions in the world and is
characterised by grim poverty and social misery. An important socio-
economic implication of the refugee situation is the loss of social
status. Many Palestinian families perceive themselves as reduced from
the social position of landowners to a humiliated and discriminated
against minority. The continuation of the oppression and stigma of
refugee status without any hope for a solution to their transient exist-
ence is a constant reminder of their socio-economic situation and a
continual source of bitterness for the Palestinian people. It is clearly
apparent that the Palestinians are exposed to a particularly harsh envir-
onment that imposes structural conditions that are suitable for the
generation of Socio-economic terrorism.

Terrorism and the Individual

Men at some time are masters of their fates…so every bondman in
his own hand bears the power to cancel his captivity.

William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar.82

Terrorism and ideology

This relates to an examination of the socio-political belief systems or
regimes of truth that exist within the individual terrorist and which
have been adopted to motivate and justify lethal violence. This is the
root of ideological terrorism. The Palestinian-Israeli conflict has two prin-
cipal ideological motivations for terrorism: nationalism and religion, in
the guise of Palestinianism and Zionism, and Islam and Judaism.
Probably the most important and most often quoted is Palestinian
nationalism. This ideologically motivated demand for a state is the
primary reason given by Palestinians for their involvement in violence
and armed conflict. Out of all the Palestinians formally interviewed
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and informally questioned, the majority purported to understand the
need for a Palestinian state and quoted this as their primary motiva-
tion for armed struggle. This is applicable to both combatants and non-
combatants, who easily identify with the political ‘cause’ of Palestinian
nationalism as it provides a natural, accessible and seemingly readily
understood political concept.83 It is the stated aim of the Palestinian
nationalist parties of Fateh and PFLP and also of the Islamic parties,
Hamas and Islamic Jihad. 

Ostensibly, Palestinianism is a discourse that provides a unifying
ideology or belief system among all Palestinians. However, as Dr Abdul
Shafi points out, the Palestinians have never been as organised, single-
minded and thus successful in the way that the Israelis were in their
progression to statehood.84 This is primarily due to the fact that each
Palestinian group and indeed faction envisages a different type of state
creation. For example, the PFLP want a Marxist state and Hamas an
Islamic one. Although nationalism exists as an ideological cause of
terrorism it is important to stress that the nature of the ideology whilst
purporting to represent a similar outcome might in fact exist as a num-
ber of alternative outcomes, pursued by different ideological groups.
These exist singularly, as a cause of ideological terrorism but are perhaps
not resolvable with a single solution. For example, will Palestinian ter-
rorism be halted at the creation of a Palestinian state, considering that
the groups involved in the violence are so ideologically opposed over
the form they want the state to take? 

The second principle belief system that is a potent generator of ter-
rorism is religion. However, religion like nationalism is often employed
by orthodox terrorism discourse as the sole root cause of terrorism, to
the detriment and neglect of other socio-economic and political
causes. However, as this study is multi-level and the ‘other’ possible
root causes are being examined, religion as a vital ingredient in under-
standing the construction of terrorism can be investigated within the
context of other causes.

Within the Palestinian Islamic groups it is possible to argue that reli-
gion is the primary motivation for violence. This exists at the elite level
as much as it does at the grassroots. For example, the aim of the Hamas
leadership is to drive out the Israeli occupiers and establish a Pales-
tinian way of life based on Islamic principals. Islam theologically
defends this aim; as the instructions, actions and rewards for entering
into violence can all be divinely justified.85 For those engaged in vio-
lence this religious understanding is equally important. In a video
taped recording of a Hamas (female) suicide bomber, released after her
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attack, she said, ‘I have two children and love them very much. But my
love to see God is stronger than my love for my children, and I am sure
that God will take care of them if I become a martyr.’86 Furthermore,
the religious benefits of a martyr are a strong motivation for terrorism
and indeed suicide attacks. As the Koran suggests martyrdom or death
in jihad earns eternal bliss and rewards in paradise.87

Although it is important to examine religion as a sole ideological
root cause of terrorism, it is important to view it within the context of
its association with political and socio-economic causes of violence, as
religion often coincides with the socio-economic structure, implying
that the only way to escape a life of socio-economic misery and hope-
lessness is to go to heaven. Thus, if all dignity and humanity is taken
away and life is made unliveable, those who believe are prepared to
‘die with honour in order to go to a next life with dignity’.88 This sug-
gests that religion provides an attractive alternative for those suffering
a difficult life, the link between the perceived cause of the misery, in
this case Israel and the occupation, and the act of violence against it is
therefore not difficult to understand. The appeal of religion also goes
beyond just the Palestinian Islamic groups, even in nationalist groups
such as al-Aqsa and the PFLP, the importance of religion should not be
underestimated in facilitating violence. It was pointed out by an al-
Aqsa fighter that although the al-Aqsa martyrs brigade does not have a
religious political agenda, its members use religion as a belief system in
order to motivate them into action, a fighter knows that if he dies in
action he will go to heaven a martyr.89

Johann Goethe suggested that with religion ‘death has no sting’.90

This fittingly explains the role of religion in ideological terrorism and
shows how religion can exist, as with nationalism, as the direct polit-
ical or ideological cause of violence. However, religion can also provide
indirect motivation, especially for suicide attacks by providing a belief
in a better life after death. 

Terrorism, identity and the individual 

Although identity was discussed in the non-state section on the genera-
tion of grievance terrorism as part of human needs, this component is
concerned particularly with the role of identity at the individual and
group level, and examines how it becomes a cause of identity terrorism.
Identity as a cause of terrorism has its roots in identity theory and by
the exclusionist nature of the definition of the concept. Individual iden-
tity can be given form and an impetus for violence by group identity.
However, the classification of identity comes from both inside and
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outside the group or ethnic community. Palestinian identity terrorism is
rooted in the nature of the ‘self’ and the ‘other’. The self relates to the
development and maintenance of individual and group identity in rela-
tion to itself. For example, violence is a way in which the Palestinians
can communicate their sense of self. This is argued by Franz Fanon who
sees violence as an expression of individual freedom and power:
‘Violence alone, violence committed by the people, violence organised
and educated by its leaders makes it possible for the masses to under-
stand social truths.’91 Through violence the Palestinians can fight for
and defend their identity, characterised by the intangible such as
dignity, honour and self-respect, and the tangible, represented by state
formation, land and religion. All of which are encompassed in their
sense of identity relative to who they perceive themselves to be and are
forms of identity violence for self-expression. Hence the pithy state-
ment from one Palestinian fighter who said, I fight as a Palestinian for
Palestinian identity therefore I am a Palestinian.92

This relates to how the Palestinian identity is a trigger for violence in
relation to the ‘other,’ or in this example Israel. Shultz suggests that
the nature of the struggle against the Israeli and the occupation gives
the Palestinians their identity. She argues, ‘the Palestinian Identity
constitutes a denied and excluded entity but also a collectivity which is
the struggle for statehood, independence and international legitim-
acy’.93 The Palestinian conflict with the Israelis is the essence of Pales-
tinianism. As a Palestinian resident explained, all Palestinians are
involved in the struggle and all are affiliated to political groups. Lustick
argues that identity violence is generated for solipsistic purposes; ter-
rorism is employed not for what it can do to the Israelis but what it can
do for the Palestinians.94 The adoption of violence and the armed strug-
gle against the Israeli occupation transformed the Palestinians from
peasants in 1948 into militants and revolutionaries by 1967. The con-
stant support and unity of belief in the use of violence against Israel for
state creation by all the Palestinian political groups can be seen as a
way to homogenise the nature of Palestinian identity, it is therefore 
a potent cause of terrorism.

Issues and agendas

A further cause of terrorism in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict is the
existence of single or specific conflict issues. This area requires consid-
eration because by employing the multi-level framework, focus is
directed on political and socio-economic causes of terrorism. Whilst it
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is vital to examine these areas it is also important not to overlook the
possibility of simple single-issue causes of violence. These can exist
theoretically as a straightforward cause of issue terrorism. This section is
a departure from the complicated causational web of factors discussed
so far and is an attempt to penetrate directly into the perceived causes
of violence in order to investigate the existence of single-issue or sole
causes of political violence. Although protracted social conflicts such as
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict are by their very nature highly compli-
cated and a single-issue approach may not be applicable, it is neverthe-
less important to employ this lens to examine the roots of terrorism, as
it may be useful in revealing sources of motivation. 

An example of a Palestinian single issue is land loss, which is perhaps
the single most important issue in this conflict. According to a report by
B’Tselem, a Palestinian human rights organisation; since 1967 Israel has
expropriated 79 per cent of the land in the West Bank and Gaza Strip
territories, also in the West Bank alone, 50 per cent of the land is effect-
ively under the control of settlements.95 Aside from the goal of reclaim-
ing the ‘homeland’ as an ethereal concept associated with national
self-determination and identity, which is pursued at the political level,
what the Palestinian actually wants and why they might engage in vio-
lence, is over the far more practical issue of family home and ancestral
farming land, which is a powerful motivator for violence. The land situ-
ation is currently becoming even more of a potential trigger for violence
following the construction by Israel of a security fence through the
Palestinian territories. A UN report suggests that 2 per cent of the West
Bank total land area is on the Israeli side of the barrier. This has split
many Palestinian villages, causing the loss of agricultural lands, access
to schools, hospitals, government services and universities.96

An additional example of issue terrorism could also be water. Since
1967 Israel has controlled the water resources of the West Bank and
Gaza Strip, which includes the only surface water supply, the river
Jordan, of which 75 per cent is diverted to Israel.97 Israel therefore con-
trols the water provided to the Palestinian territories. According to the
PASSIA, the Palestinians asked for 450m mcm per year, they were given
only 246m mcm, this is compared to Israel which uses 1,959m mcm
annually, 25 per cent of which comes from the West Bank and Gaza
Strip and accounts for 80 per cent of ground water resources in the
Palestinian territories.98 The Israeli control of water and the subsequent
scarcity and relative deprivation of water resources for agricultural and
domestic use could easily exist as an issue that generates issue terrorism.
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Terrorism attitude

A further area for examination at the individual level is attitude. This is
predominantly a psychological approach to rethinking terrorism and
can be divided into two areas in which the roots of terrorism exist. The
first is emotional terrorism, which relates to terrorism generated by irra-
tional feelings, emotional judgements and subjective truths. The other
is cognitive terrorism, which is terrorism caused by a rational thought
process based on a perceived reality and subjective beliefs. The irra-
tional psychological emotions of the individual, upon which the
understanding of emotional terrorism is based, are feelings such as fear,
hatred, rage and vengeance. These are all common expressions that
were employed by the Palestinians throughout the interviews and as
Abdul Shafi explained, are central to the conflict as ‘it is very emo-
tional, it is about issues of the family and the home’.99

Palestinian terrorism can be located in the emotional fear of Israelis.
For example, the Palestinian subjective understanding of the conflict is
based on their knowledge of Zionism, which is the creation of a Jewish
state in the whole of Palestine. The Palestinians point to the Israeli flag
and the 10nis coin as proof that Israeli intends to colonise the whole
region and push the Palestinians out. According to the Palestinians the
two blue lines on the Israeli flag represent the Tigris and the Nile and
the Jewish star represents the Jewish state in between, this is also
pictorially represented on the 10 NIS coin. Primarily the Palestinians
perceive that they are in a struggle for their existence against Israel.100

This perception of fear is provided with empirical evidence from 
the construction of settlements in the West Bank and Gaza and by the
number of Palestinians killed. Estimates suggest there are 145 Jewish
settlements, which in the West Bank comprise 42 per cent of the post-
1967 land.101 Conservative estimates of deaths suggest 3,650 Palestin-
ians have been killed from 9 December 1987–May 2003.102 The reac-
tion by Palestinians is therefore clear, according to Khalid al-Batsh of
Islamic Jihad ‘the purpose of Sarayra al-Quds (the armed wing of IJ) is
to establish a balance of fear: the Palestinians are afraid therefore we
must make Israelis afraid’.103

Hatred of the Israelis is a natural emotion that exists within the
Palestinians. ‘The hate in my heart now is too big to describe to you.
I never thought I was capable of hating so much but, day after day the
anger increases.’104 Although it is important to point out that many
Palestinians make a point of explaining that is not a religious hatred or
a hatred of Israeli people per se, but a hatred of the occupiers. The
Palestinians perceive that all their problems – political, social and eco-
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nomic, emanate from the Israeli occupation. The Israeli occupiers are
therefore the hated enemy, against whom the Palestinian fighters vent
and express their hatred for what they perceive they do to them. As
Mohammed Atitti, the leader of al-Aqsa martyrs brigade, stated, ‘[S]o
long as Israel comes into our homes in the refugee camps, we are going
to come into theirs and take action.’105 It is possible to argue that this
cycle of hatred (it is just as powerful on the Israeli side) has become for
some a self-sustaining dynamic of the violence, as combatants seek to
fight each other based purely on their inherent hatred of the other. 

Anger against the Israelis also exists within the Palestinians as an
emotional trigger for violence. Theoretically this manifestation of
anger could arise due to any or indeed all of the political and socio-
economic causes of violence discussed so far in this multi-level study.
But as a sole cause of emotional terrorism, anger exists as a very natural
human expression, when the daily problems and difficulties that con-
front the Palestinian people – which are caused by the Israeli occupa-
tion – are observed and examined. This unified expression of anger by
the Palestinian people at their conditions has been clearly demon-
strated by the spontaneous and unified eruption of violence and pro-
test that has characterised the two Intifadas of 1987–92 and 2001–
(ongoing). This is especially evident during organised ‘days of rage,’ in
which all Palestinians are encouraged to take to the streets in violent
protest at the occupation.

Although the first Intifada was intended as an unarmed uprising
compared to the al-Aqsa Intifada in which firearms are being used, the
proportion of deadly violence has notably increased. In the first
Intifada (December 1987–1999), 1,338 Palestinians and 493 Israelis
were killed in the Occupied territories and in Israel.106 The figure for
the al-Aqsa Intifada so far (September 2000–January 2004(ongoing)) is
2,305 Palestinians and 703 Israelis killed,107 which can only serve to
increase the deep feelings of anger in both sides. Anger is therefore a
potent emotional component in the generation of emotional terrorism
in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

The last important element that can be viewed as a generator of
emotional terrorism is vengeance. Revenge and retribution have a deep
tradition in Arab culture, and it is evident that the continued levels of
violence and killing that is experienced by the Palestinians among
their friends and families can only serve to maintain the conflict and
even drive acts of terrorism as a reason in itself for violence. Dr Haider
Shafi suggested that even after the main issues have been resolved per-
sonal or family issues such as personal grudges might still exist as a
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cause of violence.108 The expression, ‘an eye for an eye’, is in particular,
a commonly reoccurring theme used by Palestinians to justify suicide
attacks within Israel. However, although it is the basis for the justifi-
cation for acts of terrorism inside Israel by Hamas it is also used by
Israel to justify revenge attacks on Palestinians. The former Hamas
leader Abd al-Aziz Rantissi stated, attacks inside Israel were intended as
a ‘balance of suffering…if they stop killing our people we will stop
killing them’.109 It can be argued that these irrational conflict emotions
form the basis for the spiral of violence of increasing intensity that
characterises the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and account for the mani-
festation of emotional terrorism.

Conflict attitude as a root cause of terrorism is further comple-
mented by cognitive terrorism, which is terrorism caused by a rational
thought process based on a perceived reality and subjective beliefs.
Cognitive terrorism is a theoretical assumption based on the psychology
of how the terrorists perceive the nature of their situation. This is the
form of framework they employ to understand their world and deal
with the events in it and are supported by relative conflict discourses
and historical narratives. Complementing this approach are cognitive
consistency arguments. These are achieved through selective percep-
tion or information that does not conform to the actors’ monochro-
matic understanding of the conflict and is rejected in the same way
that information that does conform, is accepted. Importantly the
Palestinians and indeed the Israelis perceive themselves in a righteous
and justified struggle against the violence and injustice of the other.
Both believe they are victimised, dehumanised and persecuted. The
Palestinians and Israelis view each others actions as aimed at their own
destruction, they perceive themselves to be in a ‘fight or die’ struggle.
By employing this approach each side is rendered cognitively blind to
understanding the approach of the other. 

This psychological profile provides a coping strategy for those
engaged in violence and terrorism, suggesting that it is possible to
understand how the rational action of Palestinians produces cognitive
terrorism. For example, a Fateh spokesman stated that ‘it (the conflict)
is an issue of justice and therefore belief will achieve victory’.110 Mirror
image perceptions also sustain the conflict, as an al-Aqsa fighter, sug-
gested, by stating, ‘I hate Israelis because they hate me, I destroy them
because they want to destroy me.’111 Continuous employment of a
lexicon such as ‘occupation’, ‘oppression’, ‘suffering’, ‘resistance’ and
‘freedom’ together with religious legitimacy, build a ‘struggle dis-
course’, which the Palestinians can employ to justify any actions they
deem necessary to achieve their aim in the struggle. As Islamic Jihad
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stated, ‘Jihad is to bring liberty and dignity to the (Palestinian) people
from the occupiers.’112 The roots of cognitive terrorism are therefore
apparent in how terrorists construct their psychological understanding
of the conflict.

Group dynamics 

This cause of terrorism in the Palestinian-Israel conflict is a further psy-
chological approach and also relates not only to the creation and
maintenance of subjective realities within the group but also investi-
gates how the group operates. It is important to examine the external
dynamics of the group, such as how it relates to both the ‘outside’ and
other groups, as well as the internal dynamics, for instance how the
group is constructed, motivated and led. All of these factors it can be
argued contribute to the identification of the roots of terrorism within
group terrorism. Although armed Palestinian groups are largely accepted
within Palestinian society, they exist ‘outside’ or ‘underground’ in rela-
tion to the Israelis and to a certain extent the western world. Due to
this ‘outside’ understanding they can be identified as one cohesive
group, such as a Palestinian resistance movement, or PLO, which is
intended as an umbrella organisation for all Palestinian groups.
Through this organisation they gain their ‘cause’ cohesion, unity of
action, and group justification and reasoning for the use of violence.
All the Palestinian groups are pledged to fight the occupiers and justify
their violence in the name of ‘freedom’ for the Palestinians. Further-
more there are many instances of the Palestinian movements working
together, for example, a suicide attack at the Gaza crossing point was
claimed by Hamas and al-Aqsa martyrs brigade as a joint operation.113

Nevertheless, the Palestinian movement is divided into different fac-
tions, which have their own agendas, group dynamics and justification
for violence through the creation of subjective realities. These realities
are relative to the other Palestinian groups, in the same way that the
whole Palestinian movement has a subjective reality in relation to the
conflict with Israel. The Palestinian groups are also in socio-political
competition with each other. This difference or existence of the ‘other’
can also exist as a cause of violence as the groups vie for political
control and social dominance of the Palestinian people. Hamas, it
appears, is gaining in popularity among the Palestinians to the detri-
ment of the traditional domination of Fateh, due largely to its policy of
attacks inside the Israeli state. This can also account for the rise of al-
Aqsa martyrs brigade and their employment of methods usually associ-
ated with the Islamic groups, as a reaction to the perceived inactivity of
Fateh.114
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A further motivational aspect of group terrorism is related to the inter-
nal dynamics of the group. A highly motivated armed Palestinian
group can be constructed in such a way that their existence is only
justified through violence. Violence must therefore be sustained in
order to validate their survival. In their perception, the al-Aqsa Martyrs
Brigade gained a level of prestige and dignity by joining the US State
departments’ list of terrorist organisations. In reaction to this its joint-
founder Nasser Badawi stated, ‘our reaction will be more action – the
work of al-Aqsa Brigades will be accelerated’.115 Some Palestinian
fighters can only exist within the structure of a group, who train, arm
and lead them, without this infrastructure they would just be
Palestinian civilians.116 One Palestinian fighter implied that he gained
social kudos from membership of an armed group and from carrying a
weapon,117 and explained that it was good to have a cause for which to
fight.

Although all fighters refer to the Palestinian ‘cause’ and belong to the
whole Palestinian struggle they are recognised and identified by their
particular group affiliation and allegiance, and are identified as such.118

Consequently, it was suggested that all Palestinians are either active
members or supporters of one of the groups. This suggests that some
form of group dynamic structure exists that correlates group member-
ship with identity, leading to support of violence and participation in it.
Coupled with this is the nature of group leadership. It can be argued
that group members carry out the acts of violence but only under a rigid
group structure. It is perhaps the leadership therefore that generates the
acts of violence. Abu Shanab from Hamas suggested that Hamas pro-
vides Palestinians with a way of showing their support.119 A particular
group can therefore provide Palestinians with a conflict infrastructure
and facilitate routes for direct participation in the conflict. This argu-
ment is not to necessarily suggest that the onus for violence is com-
pletely with the group leadership but is a composite factor in how
leadership and membership coupled with causational factors create
group dynamics, which it can be argued, causes group terrorism.

Rethinking the roots of terrorism: the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict

The purpose of this chapter has been to demonstrate with the aid of a
case study, that it is possible to rethink the understanding of terrorism.
This can be achieved by moving away from the mono-dimensional
orthodox terrorism theory approach and engaging instead in a roots
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debate by employing an alternative comprehensive framework. One
that reveals the root causes of terrorism in a multi-dimensional format.
I have argued that by applying the alternative framework it is possible
to explain the root causes of terrorism in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict
quite differently to that of orthodox terrorism theory. This study has
illustrated that by employing the accepted normative understanding of
what constitutes terrorism and who is a terrorist, the Israeli state is able
to construct a perception of the Palestinians as unlawful users of
deadly violence who are attempting to influence the democratic pol-
itics of the liberal state of Israel by illegal, unjust and morally unac-
ceptable means for their own illegitimate ends. However, by applying
the comprehensive approach it is possible to recognise that the roots of
political violence can exist at multi-levels within a conflict. An exam-
ination at the state level reveals just how instrumental the role of the
Israeli state is in the generation and maintenance of terrorism and
investigation at the non-state level illustrates how the Palestinians can
employ terrorism in order to enact political, social and economic
change and how it is an expression of their human needs and relative
deprivation. Investigation into the roots of terrorism at the structural
level show the structural pressures that cause violence in the Palestin-
ian and Israeli societies created by the interaction between the actors
and the perceived structures. Also, exploration of the individual level
exposes the political, socio-economic and psychological reasons for
political violence that exist within Palestinian individuals. The impli-
cation of this ‘alternative’ approach is a direct counter to the orthodox
understanding of the terrorist as a mindless murderer. The alternative
framework implies that terrorism arises from deep-rooted political and
socio-economic problems that exist within all levels of society. 

This study reveals a number of significant reasons, causes and motiva-
tions for terrorism within the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. It produces a
far more satisfactory, comprehensive, and indeed useful understanding
of the causes of political violence and terrorism than the limited mono-
dimensional political and moral orthodox approach. The primary
advantage of employing this alternative discourse; examined in this
chapter, is to expose the root causes of terrorism at all levels. This
approach however is not without problems. The main difficulty with
this approach relates to how the Palestinians or the perpetrators of ter-
rorism can employ this alternative framework in order to justify their
use of lethal violence as the alternative terrorism discourse can be used
as a justification for the use of terrorism. Whilst the alternative terror-
ism discourse might prove a useful tool with which to understand the
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causes of violence and perhaps attempt to deal with them, it also can
provide a useful excuse for the perpetrators of terrorism. Any of the
above multi-level causational or motivational factors can be employed
by the Palestinians to explain their use of violence. This is perhaps a
reason why the orthodox terrorism discourse, which eschews a root
debate, is so widely employed. Also, the alternative framework is not a
panacea for all the ills of political violence, especially nihilistic or mil-
lenarian terrorism that is directed for universal destruction and the
removal of all political structures. 

Nevertheless, the primary use of the alternative terrorism framework
within this case study is to provide an extensive and sophisticated
understanding of the roots of terrorism in the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict and prove that if the root causes are to be successfully engaged,
then it is necessary to move away from the orthodox understanding
and employ an alternative approach. This is a comprehensive perspec-
tive that is both a multi-level and multi-dimensional approach to the
problem, thereby facilitating a holistic study that is vital to the under-
standing of terrorism if solutions to the violence are to be found. The
theoretical comprehensive framework employed in this study provides
a number of keys that can be used to unlock complicated and pro-
tracted social conflicts that are characterised by terrorism. The primary
purpose of this is to approach the root causes of terrorism within the
conflict with the intention of solving or alleviating the deep-rooted
problems and thus preventing the expression of political violence and
the manifestation of terrorism.
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Summary of Conclusions:
Rethinking Terrorism

The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a heaven of hell or
a hell of heaven. 

John Milton, Paradise Lost 1

Approaching terrorism

This study demonstrates that orthodox terrorism theory is the predom-
inant discourse that is used to explain, understand and deal with
terrorism. It can be recognised by an orthodox definition that is char-
acterised by a state-centric and positivist understanding of terrorism as
illegitimate and unlawful violence. It is also based on the assumption
that the terrorist is a rational actor and suggests that terrorism is a care-
fully planned and calculated strategy directed against the state in order
to influence decision-making and effect political change by the use of
functional, symbolic and tactical violence. Orthodox terrorism theory
is primarily based on the legitimacy of the state, although this is a rela-
tive legitimacy, it is an understanding of terrorism that has become
widely accepted as the normative definition of terrorism. It exists
therefore as a pejorative term adopted by actors, predominantly state
actors, to create a moral justification for their claim to legitimacy. 

Orthodox terrorism theory is a discourse designed and employed to
legitimise the violence used by the incumbent power centre to enforce
its political will whilst simultaneously delegitimising the use of polit-
ical violence by opposition movements or organisations against the
state. It is created and employed to deal with terrorism from the per-
spective of state security, without any form of roots debate, in order to
legitimise governmental anti-terrorism and counter terrorism policies
and actions. It is principally a state discourse engaged for the purpose
of supplying a theoretical interpretation of facts and events to provide
an accepted explanation of political violence that allows the legitimisa-
tion of state violence through moral and legal justifications.

The use of orthodox terrorism theory is clearly illustrated by the
Israeli state, which employs the discourse to understand the conflict
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with the Palestinians. The discourse explains Palestinian terrorism as
an internal state security problem and external border dispute, instead
of civil war, ethnic, separatist or independence conflict. Terrorism is
seen through orthodox terrorism theory as the act of extremists and is
consequently divorced from the wider understanding of the conflict,
especially in relation to the wider Arab world. The Israeli state sees ter-
rorist attacks against ‘innocents’ as impossible to understand and con-
demns them as unequivocally wrong without looking for the potential
reasons why they might be occurring. This allows the employment of
the full power of the Israeli State machinery in the form of legal and
military means to deal with the ‘illegal’ security problem and repres-
ents the mainstay of Israeli counter-terrorist and anti-terrorist policies
and actions.

Political violence in Israel is understood by the perspective created
by orthodox terrorism theory because it provides a highly state-centric
understanding of the cause of the violence and benefits the power and
authority of the state. The reason for this is closely linked to Zionism,
the principle discourse that underwrites the Palestinian-Israeli conflict
for the Israelis, and one that is focused on maintaining an ethnically
homogenous Jewish state. Although the use of orthodox terrorism
theory is principally intended to maintain the security of the state, it is
even more useful for Israel due to the precarious ethnographic nature
of the Israeli situation. Israel can employ orthodox terrorism theory to
discredit, delegitimise and consequently ignore any claims the Pales-
tinians have against the Israeli state. 

Although the emphasis of this study is on identifying and explaining
orthodox terrorism discourse, it is not the sole understanding of terror-
ism contained in terrorism studies. By viewing terrorism through the
different perspectives provided by the levels of analysis, it has been
possible to construct a multi-level survey of terrorism literature,
demonstrating that the manifestation of terrorism can be caused by a
multitude of different factors depending which discourse or perspective
is employed. This has exposed a general differentiation between
approaches to explaining the roots of terrorism. 

These are, 

1. Orthodox terrorism theory: this is the predominant explanation and
understanding of terrorism. 

2. Radical terrorism theory: this is occasionally apparent in the liter-
ature and explains and understands terrorism largely from the per-
spective of the terrorist. 
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3. Moderate terrorism theory: this is a limited approach in terrorism
studies that deals with a roots debate. 

Although these different approaches suggest a wide understanding of
the roots of terrorism, as alternatives to orthodox terrorism theory they
are marginal. The discipline is heavily dominated by orthodox terror-
ism discourse.

The main finding of the study of terrorism literature suggests that
terrorism studies is a largely dormant academic discipline which is
monopolised by a single approach that focuses on examining and justi-
fying an already established discourse. This discourse serves only to
promote the positivist understanding of terrorism and is intended to
establish the ‘reality’ and ‘truth’ of terrorism and dominate the discip-
line in such a way that it allows no space for alternative approaches.
The study of terrorism needs to break out of this mono-dimensional
and pejorative moral legitimacy framework. It needs to move beyond
the state-centric understanding of terrorism provided by the orthodox
discourse and into a wider and more holistic approach to political vio-
lence that will provide access into the deep socio-political roots of the
violence and facilitate movement towards a resolution of terrorism. 

Approaching conflict

Conflict studies by comparison, is far more advanced in explaining the
roots of violence and employs perspectives or discourses, that when
taken together, provide a multi-level and interdisciplinary approach to
understanding conflict. However, the main difficulty is that each level
of analysis is rooted in its own perspective and therefore has its own
particular use and function. Any interdisciplinary survey of conflict
needs to take account of this when examining the discourses as root
causes. For example, the state level approaches, not unlike orthodox
terrorism discourse, focus on the state-centric and principally political,
conflict based framework that not only generates conflict but also
reproduces it via a positivist ‘reality’. This realism based understanding
is designed to ‘explain’ and ‘understand’ inter-state conflict and
support the existence and centrality of the state and the importance of
the Westphalian system. 

However, the state approach fails to recognise non-state or intra-state
conflict, which is becoming an increasingly important factor in the
nature of the contemporary conflict. This gap in the understanding can
be filled by the discourses provided at the non-state level. These are
designed to understand the role of the non-state actor by revealing the
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role and importance of other actors in conflict, particularly the nature
of the conflictual relationship between the individual and society. This
is particularly evident in the examination of functionalism and human
needs theory. This level is complemented by the structural approach
which provides discourses designed to explain the nature and purpose
of the systems in which the actors’ perceive they exist. This is demon-
strated by considering the structural arguments provided by Marxism.
The structural level is also particularly useful in exposing the systemic
and situational causes of conflict, especially actor behaviour, and is
particularly valuable in examining the effect of the historical and cul-
tural structure of violence. 

The last level of analysis employed is the individual level; this is
designed to focus on the role of the individual and the group in
conflict. It allows an examination of the construction of the identity of
the individual and an investigation into the effects of ideology and the
potent conflict generators of religion and nationalism. It also provides
a constructive study into the psychological construction of the conflict
mindset. Each level of analysis and discourse employed to explain the
root causes, regardless of how helpful or illuminating they are in show-
ing particular causes, are all based on particular assumptions and there-
fore suffer from limitations and restrictions in their approach to
explaining and understanding conflict. 

The conclusion of this conflict studies survey of the roots of conflict
suggests some important findings. First, the causes of conflict, especially
contemporary conflict, can be more clearly understood from a compre-
hensive, multi-level and multi-dimensional perspective, achieved by
combining the various discourses employed at each level. Furthermore,
the survey of conflict studies suggests a general differentiation between
approaches for explaining conflict. These can be classed as follows,

1. Orthodox conflict theory: this is a realist state-centric approach and
relates to the traditional understanding of conflict as inter-state war. 

2. Moderate conflict theory: this can be seen as the conflict resolution
approach to conflict. 

3. Critical conflict theory: this is a radical, holistic and multi-
dimensional approach to explaining conflict.

Synthesis: rethinking terrorism 

It is apparent that by combining the best approaches provided by ter-
rorism and conflict studies into a hybrid comprehensive framework, it
is possible to compile a comprehensive survey of the methods for
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explaining and understanding the roots of terrorism. This ‘alternative
theoretical approach’ is intended as a holistic framework that incorpor-
ates a wide-ranging, multi-level and multi-dimensional approach to
explaining and understanding the root causes of terrorism by rethink-
ing and suggesting a number of alternative theoretical root causes.
(Although these are listed in Table 3.1, as forms of terrorism within
each category or level of analysis they are not a typology of terrorism
but potential root causes). 

The state level is the first level of analysis in the framework and
focuses on the political top down state approach, by examining state
responses to terrorism and terrorists. The implications that arise from
this debate for the roots of terrorism suggest that terrorism can be seen
to exist inherently within the institutions and policy construction of
the state. Thus terrorism can be considered synonymous with the insti-
tution of the state and exist as inherent and devious terrorism and as ter-
rorism management. This is complemented by the non-state level, which
provides an understanding of terrorism based on social conflict theory
and suggests terrorism is caused by the perceived function and utility
of terrorism, unsatisfied human needs and relative deprivation. This
perspective suggests that terrorism can be generated by the non-state
actor as revolutionary/reactionary, grievance and deprivation terrorism. 

The structural level approach concentrates on the structure of soci-
ety, and in particular the relationship between the actor and the struc-
ture and the socio-economic environment. The discourses in this
perspective suggest that the roots of terrorism can be located in the his-
torical and cultural background of a region, and the behaviour and
objectives of the actors. This implies the existence of cultural, systemic,
situational and socio-economic terrorism. The lowest, grassroots level of
analysis is the individual. This understanding locates the individual in
a central role in the generation of terrorism. Implying that terrorism
can be found in the ideology, identity and composition of individual
and group psychology. This approach suggests that the roots of terror-
ism exist at the level of the individual in ideological, identity, issue, emo-
tional/cognitive and group terrorism.

The aim of this theoretical synthesis is to suggest that a hybrid of the
approaches of conflict and terrorism can create a more sophisticated
understanding of terrorism than the orthodox approach. One that can
be applied to conflicts in which terrorism exists for the purpose of gen-
erating a root causes debate and opening alternative pathways for
resolving the violence. This is clearly apparent from the application of
the framework to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. The entrenched
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discourses employed in this conflict make little reference to the poten-
tial underlying root causes of terrorism. In fact, it can be argued, that
the approach adopted by the Israeli State is actually exacerbating the
political and socio-economic motivations for terrorism that have been
revealed by the alternative framework. For example, Israel has main-
tained a security policy based on the protection of the ethnic Jewish
state of Israel in Palestine, which is the Zionist discourse. It has occu-
pied, annexed and settled further areas in Palestine and has sought to
remove Palestinian people. It has also refused to engage with the issues
central to the Palestinian understanding of the conflict, which are
Palestinian lands, the return of refugees and the status of the Old City
of Jerusalem. These demonstrate adherence to the Zionist, albeit revi-
sionist, discourse. Israel can employ this discourse because it can argue
that the Arabs (Palestinians) intend to destroy them, this has been
clearly demonstrated to them since 1936. They can also maintain a
security policy to justify their ‘defensive’ violence against the Pales-
tinians, which involves preventing the establishment of a Palestinian
state by occupation, settlement and containment. Israel also has a
vested interest in maintaining the conflict as this allows it to sustain
their security discourse and keep alive their ancient historical claim to
the whole region. 

Similarly, the Palestinian employment of the discourse of Palestin-
ianism, comprising of identity, nationalism and pan-Arabism, requires
the formation and acceptance of a Palestinian state. The Palestinians
have employed a number of different tactics to achieve this but have
ultimately returned to armed action and terrorism, perhaps because
this is the discourse of the national liberation movement, which they
consider themselves to be. The Palestinians fight for independence
from Israel, who they claim intend to destroy them, and have empir-
ical evidence of this from 1936. They employ a national revolutionary
discourse (both secular and religious) to justify and legitimise their use
of violence. 

The nature of the discourses employed by the Palestinians and
Israelis suggest that the actors have no desire to end the conflict.
Zionism is centred on maintaining an ethnically homogeneous Jewish
state. To abandon the security discourse underwritten by revisionist
Zionism could effectively mean the end of the Jewish state as a racially
pure entity. A unified one-state solution within the whole of Palestine
encompassing both Jews and Arabs cannot be entertained without the
complete rejection of the Zionist discourse. Whilst the Israeli left and
the peace movement have criticised the extreme policies and actions of
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the predominantly ruling Israeli right, their recommendations stop
well short of suggesting the disestablishment of the state of Israel. The
Jews fear that the Palestinians are still committed to a Palestinian state
in the whole region and foresee in their own destruction the establish-
ment of a Palestinian state. The Palestinians also have a reason to
maintain the conflict, as a settlement other than that which provides
them with a Palestinian state incorporating the homelands and the set-
tlement of refugees would be a betrayal of the Palestinian people. The
approaches of conflict management in attempting to problem solve
within established conflict discourses is perhaps represented by the his-
torical survey of the conflict because it demonstrates the existence of a
high level political understanding of conflict that obscures the deeper
root causes that are tackled by conflict resolution approaches. 

The Zionist discourse employed by Israel is based on security and
incorporates orthodox terrorism discourse in order to establish Pales-
tinian terrorism as illegitimate, illegal and unlawful violence. However,
this is perhaps no different from all other states that seek the security
that is enshrined in the realist positivist order of the Westphalian
world. The Palestinian-Israeli conflict can be seen as asymmetric; an
established state against a non-state actor that is seeking to become a
state through violence. The discourses employed by the two actors
although culturally significant are common political discourses for
conflict, that of the state security/terrorism discourse versus the non-
state national liberation discourse both of which are mutually incom-
patible, hence the nature of the conflict. 

Re-assessing the Palestinian-Israeli conflict

By employing an alternative framework it is possible to rethink the
root causes of terrorism in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and challenge
those provided by orthodox terrorism theory. By applying the accepted
normative understanding of what constitutes terrorism and who is a
terrorist, the Israeli state is able to construct a perception of the
Palestinians as unlawful users of deadly violence who are attempting to
influence the democratic politics of the liberal state of Israel by illegal,
unjust and morally unacceptable means for their own illegitimate
ends. However, the alternative approach at state level reveals just how
instrumental the role of the Israeli state is in the generation and main-
tenance of terrorism and validates the existence of inherent, devious and
management terrorism. Also an investigation at the non-state level illus-
trates how the Palestinians can employ terrorism in order to enact
political, social and economic change and how it is an expression of
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their human needs and relative deprivation. This provides evidence to
support the existence of reactionary, revolutionary, grievance and depriva-
tion terrorism. Examination at the structural level shows the structural
pressures that cause violence in the Palestinian and Israeli societies
created by the interaction between the actors and the perceived struc-
ture. This is demonstrated by the history and culture of the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict, the behaviour of the actors towards one another and
the nature of the relative socio-economic conditions that the Pales-
tinians and Israelis experience. All of this supports the claim for the
existence of cultural, systemic, situational and socio-economic terrorism.
Exploration of the root causes of terrorism at the individual level in the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict expose the political, socio-economic and
psychological reasons for political violence that exist within Palestin-
ian individuals. They relate particularly to the nature of the conflict
belief systems, identity and the psychological construction of the
mindset of groups and individuals. This endorses the existence of at
the individual level of ideological, identity, issue, emotional, cognitive and
group terrorism.

The implication of this ‘alternative’ approach is a direct counter to
the orthodox understanding of the terrorist as a ruthless murderer. The
alternative framework implies that terrorism arises from deep-rooted
political and socio-economic problems that exist within all levels of
society. This multi-perspective approach to the roots of terrorism
reveals a number of significant reasons, causes and motivations for ter-
rorism within the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. This produces a far more
satisfactory, comprehensive and indeed useful understanding of the
causes of political violence and terrorism than the limited mono-
dimensional political and moral orthodox approach.

The primary advantage of employing this alternative discourse is
intended to offer a more sophisticated understanding of terrorism. The
comprehensive theoretical framework provides a number of keys that
can be used to unlock complicated and protracted social conflicts –
such as the Palestinian-Israeli example – that are characterised by
terrorism. The purpose of which is to approach the root causes of ter-
rorism within the context of conflict with the intention of solving or
alleviating the deep-rooted problems and thus preventing the expres-
sion of political violence and the manifestation of terrorism. 

Legitimacy

Attempts at dealing with terrorism using the orthodox theory are
focused primarily on confronting symptomatic violence with either
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more violence, as state force, or by criminal and legal methods. This is
management of terrorism and arguably is the only avenue available
because the predominance of state legitimacy eschews a roots debate.
If the state intends to actually resolve the violence, it needs to move
outside the orthodox terrorism discourse and bestow some form of
legitimacy on the claims of the actor producing the terrorism. It then
needs to engage in a roots debate to solve the deep political and socio-
economic reasons that are generating the cause of the violence. This I
suggest is a ‘peace process’ and is conflict transformation in an estab-
lished procedure that is more than just a respite from violence; it is a
discourse shift, potentially from the orthodox understanding of terror-
ism to engaging with them as legitimate actors. Examples of which
have occurred in Northern Ireland, Sri Lanka and Peru. During this
process there is a change in the lexicon; terrorist actors are no longer
referred to as terrorists, instead they are militants or fighters in value
neutral conflict language, and are engaged in negotiations as legitimate
actors and in some instances pardoned for ‘terrorist crimes’ that they
were once tried and imprisoned for. This has been particularly appar-
ent in Northern Ireland. There is also progress in dealing with the
political and socio-economic structural problems. So what changed?
Although the questions that arise from this legitimacy argument are
probably the subject of another study they are pertinent to under-
standing the role of legitimacy within the state in relation to orthodox
terrorism theory and alternative root cause discourse debate, so:

1. When does the transition occur? At what point does the terrorist
actor become legitimate? After a particular time period? At a certain
level of violence? After a specified number of deaths?

2. Why does it happen? During a hurting stalemate? In untenable
political situation? After recognition of the underlying causes of the
violence? At the end of violence?

3. What is the form of the decision process that decides a group
employing violence should gain legitimacy to their demands? 

4. How can this occur considering orthodox terrorism theory gives no
quarter to actors using violence? Is a peace process therefore a sign
of victory for terrorists against the orthodox understanding? Does
this show orthodox terrorism theory to be a flawed approach?

The point to stress is that a discourse transformation can occur. This
suggests that at some point, a roots of terrorism discourse, incorporat-
ing the comprehensive causes of terrorism discussed in this study, can
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be applied by the state. It also demonstrates that orthodox terrorism
theory is indeed a discourse that is employed to deal with the violent
demands of illegitimate threats to the state, before they become
legitimate, if they ever do. Orthodox terrorism theory is a crisis man-
agement coping mechanism employed by the state in response to anti-
state violence, employed perhaps, whilst the state decides on the
pertinence of the claim of the terrorists to legitimacy. However, given
that orthodox terrorism theory legitimises state violence (as terrorism)
in the form of anti-terrorism and counter-terrorism, which actually
causes further terrorism, and also cannot recognise any form of legit-
imacy other that the state. Is orthodox terrorism theory, on close
examination, actually incapable of dealing with terrorism? And there-
fore whilst it is employed, can terrorism as illegitimate violence ever be
eradicated? The critique of orthodox terrorism theory contained in this
study suggests this might indeed be the case. 

Complexity

Orthodox terrorism theory provides a simple method of understanding
the manifestation of political violence against the state. It supplies a
discourse, which can be understood by the government and the gov-
erned, and it defends the core security of the state – the legitimacy to
govern – and is the basis for dealing with terrorism by providing the
foundation for anti-terrorism and counter terrorism methods, which to
a society affected by terrorism is a vital response. In the interests of par-
simony therefore the definition and understanding of the complex and
dangerous phenomenon of terrorism is well served by orthodox terror-
ism theory. By engaging in the complicated roots of terrorism debate,
the state is not necessarily dealing directly with the violence, and to
deal with so many possible root causes is a long-term investment with
no guarantee of the expected return of peace in the short-term. Also,
orthodox terrorism theory would argue that by employing a roots
debate to counter the terrorism, the perpetrators have circumvented
the political process, which in a democracy is a serious problem with
dangerous, precedent setting implications.

The definitions of terrorism supplied by orthodox terrorism theory
also provide a relative simplicity. The implications of adopting a defini-
tion of terrorism as broad as ‘lethal political violence’ and redefining
the phenomenon as ‘conflict’ will cause a complexity of understanding
and immense difficulties in dealing with the violence. It also implies
terrorism with out terror, which is the foundation of the accepted
understanding of terrorism. Using an alternative understanding of ter-
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rorism also undermines the purpose and foundations of the state, the
implications of which for the state are potentially very serious. This
discourse debate can be condensed dramatically and perhaps summed
up as orthodox terrorism theory and state survival versus the roots dis-
course and state collapse. 

The difficulties of the comprehensive framework relate to its com-
plex approach to terrorism and the multifarious nature of the root
causes. These might potentially relate to a vast number of grievances,
which cannot be satisfied by the state without completely undermin-
ing its position and making governance untenable. Furthermore, how
is a terrorist actor, which intends to destroy the entire existing frame-
work of society, (such as the millennial cults or fanatic religious
extremists whose aim is world destruction) to be approached even
within the comprehensive discourse? Surely, these types of terrorist
threats suggested here require the mono-dimensional, state-centric,
non-negotiable force of counter-terrorism? Although the comprehens-
ive framework is not designed as an alternative terrorism theory: it is
constructed to demonstrate the existence of alternative ways to under-
stand terrorism and approach the root causes beyond the constraints of
the political legitimacy debate. The application of the comprehensive
framework could raise questions relating to whether the millennial
group were actually as cohesive as orthodox terrorism theory would
suggest. The violence could be investigated to ascertain the levels on
which it is generated and how the causes can be approached and
resolved. For example, what is the role of the state in creating the mil-
lennial violence? Do members of the group have unfulfilled needs or
deprivation issues that are leading them into the cult? What structural
issues are generating the violence? and what is the role of the indi-
vidual? Although this is the comprehensive approach only in outline,
it demonstrates how this approach can ask questions about the roots of
their actions in order to penetrate beyond the immediate mono-
dimensional understanding.

The difficulty with this approach, however, is that this may only
placate a certain number of those involved in the violence, especially if
is related to extreme cults such as Aum Shrinkyo2 or particular issues
that cannot be resolved by the state without its own destruction. The
state is truly then in conflict with the terrorist actor, as the incompat-
ibility of goals suggests. However, if the comprehensive approach has
been employed to deal with the root causes then only a marginalised
and irreconcilable minority will remain – to be dealt with by the state.
Although orthodox terrorism theory already considers terrorists as
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marginal actors, the point to make here is that the comprehensive
approach can potentially help reduce the core of violent actors by
dealing with some of the peripheral causes of the violence.3 Although
this is probably the realm of further study, the point is that orthodox
terrorism theory always views terrorists as irreconcilable when they
take up violence, but by employing a roots approach, despite the com-
plexity, progress could be made into helping to marginalise those
involved in terrorist violence into a manageable few.

This suggests that far from being a disadvantage, the complexity of
the comprehensive approach is actually very useful. As Miall et al, point
out in reference to contemporary conflict, ‘given the complexity of
much of contemporary conflict, attempts at conflict resolution have to
be equally comprehensive’.4 Thus, orthodox terrorism theory is too
narrow because it focuses on the symptoms of violence and what it per-
ceives to be the actual cause, although its purpose is a defence of the
state and an end to violence: it is a short-term solution. As Miall et al,
pointedly suggest, ‘although peacemakers strive to bring the violent
phase of conflict to an end, long-term peace-builders who aspire to
prevent violent conflict or ensure that settlements are transformed into
lasting peace have to address the deeper sources of conflict’.5

Application

Orthodox terrorism theory has a specific role. It was created to under-
stand a particular type of violence and as a purely academic study it
provides a useful way of seeing the manifestation of political violence.
However, terrorism theory has become an unchallenged discourse, its
application has been hijacked, manipulated and exploited to create a
regime of truth. Research in this field focuses on propagating this
understanding with positivist empirical evidence, which serves to ‘rein-
force its own reality’,6 not necessarily challenge it. The comprehensive
approach I suggest is not intended as an alternative or replacement for
this approach, as this would lead to similar problems. Instead the
alternative framework is designed to incorporate the orthodox under-
standing of terrorism and critique its position as an understanding of
terrorism by providing a reflexive critique of orthodox terrorism
theory.

Since orthodox terrorism theory is applied predominantly by the
state it provides a useful understanding of terrorism in relation to the
state and helps explain how terrorism is perceived and demonstrates
how it is dealt with. The application of comprehensive understanding
merely relocates orthodox terrorism theory into a wider holistic under-
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standing or framework of the violence, and is then able, by stepping
out of the orthodox box, to suggest that state application of this
approach to terrorism is actually itself a cause of terrorism, whilst also
implying that this might in fact be a useful side effect, or even the
reason it is employed. 

Despite the problems with orthodox terrorism theory, the applica-
tion of the comprehensive framework as a way to deal with terrorism,
instead of its intended use as a way to understand root causes, could be
quite problematic. An approach employed by the comprehensive
framework is to focus on liberal values, rights, needs, freedoms and
requirements. However the acceptance of these concepts as a true
justification for violence could paradoxically trigger greater violence.
This is because elements of the comprehensive approach can exist as
justification for violence, and could easily become a regime of truth or
‘discourse of struggle’, employed to rationalise violence. This is an
inherent problem in critical theory as ‘the main dilemma of such
approaches, which in calling for universal inclusion also need to set
normative standards for candidates to qualify for inclusion’.7 The com-
prehensive approach is not intended to condone or validate the use of
the type of abhorrent violence associated with terrorism, but is an
attempt to offer a holistic understanding of the root causes to help
identify and highlight a number of pathways to finding possible solu-
tions to the violence. 

Conclusion: Beyond terrorism

The purpose of this study has been to suggest that there needs to be a
rethinking of orthodox terrorism theory. This is due to the manifesta-
tion of ‘new terrorism’ and ‘new war’ or contemporary conflict. New
terrorism is characterised by lethal violence perpetrated by unidenti-
fied, often suicidal, amorphous and nebulous non-state groups. New
war or contemporary conflict is structureless, post-modern, asymmetric
identity warfare between non-state organisations. They are both fre-
quently irredentist and secessionist movements with religious or
ethno-nationalist agendas and are motivated by hatred and fear. These
forms of warfare have been identified in chaos of the post-Cold War
world and are problematic because they do not conform to the state-
centric realist understanding and are also remarkably similar.

Conflict studies has embraced change and developed new approaches
to understanding contemporary conflict with more critical analysis such
as third and even fourth generation conflict resolution approaches.8 The
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study of terrorism has not, and now needs to make the transition to
multi-dimensional approaches to understanding the roots of political
violence. This will mean moving beyond orthodox terrorism theory.
This requires a critical approach to rethinking terrorism, recognition of
terrorism theory as a discourse, and a positive engagement with multi-
level and multi-dimensional root causes. This is vital for the survival of
terrorism studies in the post-Westphalian and globalised world, where
the emphasis is shifting from state-centric to homocentric, characterised
by individual human rights, human security, and easy access to border-
less travel, mega communications, high technology and membership 
of global society. These may potentially lead to far deeper root causes of
terrorism than the state and orthodox terrorism theory can hope to
understand and ultimately respond to.
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