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They stack the bodies a thousand high 

A carnal monument to touch the sky 

They crown the peaks 

So far estranged 

But down in the dirt, nothing has changed 

Into the rabble, the panic seeps 

One target hisses, another weeps 

They scale the walls, their minds deranged 

But down in the dirt, nothing has changed 
- Refused  
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Samenvatting 

Deze thesis gaat over terrorisme, of liever over dat wat we in het algemeen als terrorisme 

bestempelen. Ik ga er immers van uit dat er niet zomaar een vast omlijnd fenomeen uit de 

realiteit is dat terrorisme heet. Terrorisme is in de eerste plaats een ‘label’ dat we met z’n allen 

toekennen aan bepaalde uitingen van geweld. Met deze constructivistische stellingname sluit 

ik me aan bij een relatief kleine maar groeiende niche in het onderzoek die als ‘Critical 

Terrorism Studies’ door het leven gaat. 

In het eerste deel heb ik geprobeerd om de complexe processen van betekenisgeving rond 

terrorisme te bestuderen, in onze maatschappij in het algemeen en binnen de academische 

wereld in het bijzonder. Het discours waarmee we aan terrorisme betekenis geven, noem ik 

hegemonisch omdat het ons collectieve denken en spreken domineert. Typisch aan dit 

discours is dat het terrorisme voorstelt als een objectief gegeven, als iets tastbaars. Het 

maatschappelijk discours over terrorisme is uiteraard afhankelijk van de specifieke culturele, 

sociale en politieke context waarin het gehanteerd wordt en dus heb ik ook de historiek 

geschetst van wat we met de term terrorisme benoemen. De methode die ik hiervoor hanteer, 

valt onder de noemer van discoursanalyse te situeren. Als data heb ik een staalkaart uit het 

publieke debat van de laatste decennia en van het recente wetenschappelijk onderzoek 

bestudeerd. 

Maar er zijn ook tegendraadse interpretaties van geweld mogelijk, die niet overeenstemmen 

met wat de goedgemeente terrorisme noemt. Hier gaat het om een niet-hegemonisch discours 

en het zijn bij uitstek de zogenaamde terroristen zelf die hier aan het woord zijn. Vreemd 

genoeg zijn hun pamfletten, manifesten en perscommuniqués tot nu toe nog maar nauwelijks 

onderzocht. In het tweede deel van mijn thesis heb ik daarom een uitgebreid corpus van 

teksten bestudeerd die in de jaren zeventig, tachtig en negentig werden geproduceerd door 

een twaalftal communistische groeperingen in het westen, onder andere de Duitse R.A.F., de 

Italiaanse Rode Brigades en de Belgische C.C.C. Vanwege de grote omvang van de data gebruik 

ik topic modeling. Deze methode maakte het mogelijk om snel een gedetailleerd beeld te 

vormen van het discours dat deze groepen hanteren over geweld en om zowel synchrone 

nuances als diachrone evoluties te bestuderen. Het opvallendste resultaat van deze historische 

analyse is dat de teksten na verloop van tijd op een soort ‘ideologische vermoeidheid’ gaan 

wijzen. Het is mijn hypothese dat die het gevolg is van de inspanningen die de verschillende 

groeperingen ondernemen om hun acties via de massamedia uit te leggen. Door het 

hegemonische discours van het grote publiek over te nemen raken de “terroristen” immers 

vervreemd van hun oorspronkelijk project. Dit blijkt uit de statistische analyse maar het 

ruchtmakende gesprek van Jean-Paul Sartre met Andreas Baader in de gevangenis van 

Stammheim en het allerlaatste pamflet van de R.A.F. wijzen evenzeer in diezelfde richting. 

De conclusie in deel drie is dat het discours over terrorisme uiteindelijk een impact heeft op de 

realiteit. Door over geweld te spreken als “terrorisme” maken we het onszelf moeilijk die 

realiteit te begrijpen, maar hinderen we ook de communicatie van groepen die we als 

terroristisch omschrijven. De interactie tussen onze conceptie van terrorisme en de manier 

waarop organisaties als de R.A.F. geweld als revolutionair begrepen, verklaart hun ondergang. 
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INTRODUCTION 

On language, constructivism and terrorism 

Researching terrorism seems to be like flogging the dead horse. Dozens of works have 

been devoted to the subject in recent years1, many definitions have been constructed2, 

and nobody has come any closer to giving a meaningful answer to the simple question 

what terrorism is. Still, more often than not, one perspective is underrepresented, namely 

a historical one. 

The concept of terrorism is in fact highly ahistorical, many scholars have argued over 

recent years3. It is based on the assumption that certain standard elements, unchanged 

regardless of time, place and context, allow for the identification of wide-ranging social 

and political realities in one unchanging category. A terrorist is a terrorist in 1890 Tsarist 

Russia, in 1980 Peru and in 2015 Iraq. We recognize there are some differences between 

them, but we treat them identically. The concept of terrorism seems to imply a stable core 

that remains unaffected by historical change. This makes terrorism, from a historical 

perspective, an essentialist category4, in the same vein that feminists have argued sexes 

are essentialist categories5, and postcolonial theorists have argued cultural identity is an 

essentialist category6. This essentialism collides with the historicist dimensions of most 

historical research, which stresses the significance of the context and the historic place 

and time of a phenomenon to its understanding and assumes permanent change7. In 

                                                        
1
 Tinnes, J. "Bibliography: Terrorism Research Literature (Part 1)." Perspectives on Terrorism 8.1 (2014): 

98-132; Roberts, A. "Terrorism Research: Past, Present, and Future." Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 38.1 
(2015): 62-74. 
2
 Schmid, A. and Jongman, A. Political Terrorism: A New Guide to Actors, Authors, Concepts, Data bases, 

Theories and Literature. New York: Transaction Books (1988). lists more than one hundred possible 
definitions. 
3
 Silke, A. “The Road Less Travelled: Recent Trends in Terrorism Research.” Research on Terrorism. Ed. 

Silke A. London: Frank Cass (2004): 186-213 (209); “A Case for Critical Terrorism Studies”, 371; Blain, M. 
“On the Genealogy of Terrorism.” Interrogating the War on Terror, Interdisciplinary Perspectives. Ed. 
Staines, D. Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing (2007): 49-66; Stump, J. L. and Dixit P. Critical 

terrorism studies: an introduction to research methods. London: Routledge (2013): 2-6. 
4
 Nathanson, S. "Prerequisites for morally credible condemnations of terrorism." The Politics of Terror: 

The US Response to 9.11 (2004): 3-34; Adibe, J. "Terrorism in Africa: beyond essentialism: 
editorial." African Renaissance: Terrorism in Africa 9.1 (2012): 3-7; Jarvis, L. "The spaces and faces of 
critical terrorism studies." Security Dialogue 40.1 (2009): 8-10, 19-21. 
5
 Fuss, D. Essentially Speaking: Feminism, Nature and Difference. London: Routledge (2013). 

6
 Atabaki T. Beyond Essentialism: Who Writes Whose Past in the Middle East and Central Asia? 

Amsterdam: Aksant (2003); Spivak, G. C. The post-colonial critic: Interviews, strategies, dialogues. New 
York: Psychology Press (1990). 
7
 Iggers, G. "Historicism: the history and meaning of the term." Journal of the History of Ideas 56.1 

(1995): 129-152; Schiffman, Z. S. “Introduction: The past defined.” The Birth of the Past. Ed. Schiffman, 
Z. S. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press (2011): 1-13; Burke, P. “Western Historical Thinking in a Global 
Perspective – 10 Theses.” Western Historical Thinking. Ed. Roosen, J. New York: Berghahn Books(2002): 
15-33.. Rüsen, J. New York: Berghahn Books (2002): 15-30 (19-22). 
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calling a phenomenon terrorism, we propose to ignore the context and move the 

phenomenon into a transcultural and transhistorical framework, something historians are 

often hesitant to do. This could very well explain the lack of historical research on 

terrorism.  

Remarkably enough, we see this essentialism as a quality of reality. Although we see many 

differences between Andreas Baader and Osama bin Laden, we conceive their grouping 

together as terrorists to be an objective fact, a given that exists independent of our 

understanding of them. Terrorism is no category created in our understanding of reality, 

but a reality that exists in itself, out there, separate from the spectator trying to grasp it8. 

This is what we call a dualistic conception of reality, as opposed to a monistic conception 

of reality, which does not perceive reality in an objectified fashion, divorced from our 

understanding of it. We will explain these two philosophical positions more elaborately in 

a minute. 

Let us first clarify the full scope of conceiving terrorism as a reified, essentialist category. A 

comparison that shows us the implications of this point to their full extent, is 

understanding terrorism research as the social science equivalent to doing research on 

earth-alike plants millions of light-years away. Flickers on the screen connected to the 

telescope confirm that the object of interest does indeed exist, yet its specific traits remain 

unclear. Terrorism researchers are in a similar situation: they accept the existence of 

terrorism based on observations, but they cannot agree on its characteristics. Besides, it is 

doubtful that after years of unsuccessful work to define what terrorism is, all of a sudden 

new evidence will be uncovered that will make all scientists come around and accept a 

single, final description of what terrorism is. To continue our astronomy metaphor: we are 

as unlikely to discover the true qualities of terrorism as we are to discover that single 

planet with intelligent life on it millions of light-years away. As any breakthrough appears 

unlikely, the debate is stifled. And while astronomers have but to wait for technological 

advance in order to make more accurate observations, social scientists have to follow the 

far less secure path of consulting and discussing in order to make ‘scientific progress’.  

Alternatively, and perhaps more accurately, terrorism research in 2015 could be compared 

to research on new scientific elements back in the 1900s. The periodic table, created by 

Mendeleev around 1869, classified all already discovered elements in such a way that 

scientists could predict the existence of elements that had yet to be isolated (and which 

                                                        
8
 Edelmann, F. “The Dialectic of Construction-Deconstruction II: A Critical Assessment of the Research 

Agenda of Critical Terrorism Studies (CTS) Approaches.” Working Papers des Forums Regensburger 

Politikwissenschaftle Regensburg (2011): 1-14 (2); Jackson, R. et al. Terrorism. A Critical Introduction. 
Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan (2011): 121; Joseph, J. “Terrorism as a Social Relation 
Within Capitalism: Theoretical and Emancipatory Implications.” Critical Studies on Terrorism 4.1 (2011): 
23-37. 
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were indeed isolated in the next decades). Terrorism in 2015 can be compared to such an 

element yet to be discovered in 1900, as social scientists in 2015 and chemists in 1900 

alike knew their object of research existed, but had so far been unable to find its essence, 

to properly define its characteristics, form and nature.  

This is how standard, “orthodox” scholarship on terrorism sees its research. However, as 

we adopted a historical point of view, we cannot accept the idea of an essentialist 

category of terrorism that would exist outside historical change. We can illustrate our 

perspective on the traditional search for an all-encompassing definition of terrorism by 

comparing this quest to the search for one particular chemical element for which scientists 

were looking around 1900, namely ‘ether’. Many scientists, including Mendeleev, believed 

ether to be a gas lighter than hydrogen (the lightest existing element). Mendeleev used 

ether to theoretically explain among other things radioactivity9. Of course, the lighter-

than-hydrogen element ether does not exist, even though Mendeleev around 1900 

believed it did, based on the scientific data available then. The argument we present here 

is that the reason why terrorism scholars cannot find the essential characteristics that 

define terrorism is the same reason why Mendeleev nor anyone else could find ether: 

terrorism does not exist as an object. Terrorism is not an objective reality existing 

independently of the observer; it is rather a cognitive way of observing, organizing and 

interpreting reality, a mental construct, much like ether was around 1900. We have to 

abandon the scientific metaphor here, as ether was in the end proven to be non-existent, 

and we definitely do not want to argue terrorism does not exist (if we thought so, we 

would not have written a thesis on it). Terrorism exists very much, as a system of 

explanation, but not as an objective category. What we argue, is that terrorism is a 

historical way of understanding reality, rather than a reality in its own right. This implies 

any attempt to investigate its properties to form a sound and watertight definition is 

bound to be futile, as there is no object that could have any fixed properties.  

Critical Terrorism Studies 

The way in which we conceptualized terrorism and its study is associated with a line of 

research often called Critical Terrorism Research (CTS). CTS is a very recent movement in 

the research concerning terrorism, sparked in 2007 by a wave of publications by scholars 

like Gunning, Jackson, Stump, Dixit and Breen Smyth. It arose from a growing discontent 

with the current state of terrorism research. The rebels faulted what they called 

                                                        
9
 Mendeleev, D. Popytka khimicheskogo ponimaniia mirovogo efira, St. Petersburg (1903); Mendeleev D. 

and Kamensky G. (translator) (ed.), An Attempt Towards A Chemical Conception Of The Ether. London: 
Longmans, Green & Co (1902). For a more thorough scientific explanation of what Mendeleev 
considered ether to be, see Bensaude-Vincent (B.), "L’éther, élément chimique: un essai malheureux de 
Mendéleev en 1904."British Journal for the History of Science 15 (1982): 183–188. 



14 
 

“orthodox” terrorism research with a lack of interaction with primary data10, a lack of 

independence due to being too closely associated with government institutions and 

intelligence11, a monodimensional approach only concerned with a problem-solving 

method, e.g., “how to stop terrorism” 12, and most interestingly for us, a severe lack of 

sound conceptual groundwork13. The self-adopted name Critical Terrorism Studies 

denotates both the movement discontent with the “orthodox” school and its adherence to 

critical theory14.  

It should be noted here that terrorism studies are no truly independent scientific 

discipline. It is a field visited by scholars of multiple specializations, although it has been 

argued that the study of terrorism is developing towards an emancipated, autonomous 

scientific discipline15. CTS in particular, is not a separate field16. It seeks to continue 

engagement with what it considers “orthodox terrorism research”17. Many of the points 

raised by critical scholars have previously been formulated in other terms by orthodox 

scholars. In fact, the line between orthodox and critical is hard to draw, as most scholars 

do not consider themselves part of either18. This means that no hard and fast definition of 

terrorism research, let alone critical terrorism research, can be provided either. However, 

we can indicate a few trends that characterize the critical movement. 

The critical perspective  

Let us first briefly present what CTS stands for, where it came from, and what it seeks to 

do. CTS diverges from OTS in its emancipatory attitude, its political independence, its 

methodology as well as in its theoretical axioms. 

On an ethical level, CTS aims for emancipation. It seeks to portray the causes of groups 

who are often under- or misrepresented in orthodox research, which has been accused of 

                                                        
10

 Horgan, J. “The case for firsthand research” Research on terrorism: trends, achievements, failures. Ed. 
Silke, A. London: Frank Cass (2004). 
11

 Blakeley, R. State Terrorism and Neoliberalism: The north in the south. London: Routledge (2009) 
12

 
12

 Cox, R. "Social forces, states and world orders: beyond international relations theory." Millennium: 

journal of international studies 10.2 (1981): 126-155 (128-129). 
13

 Idem. 
14

 Jackson, R. “The case for critical terrorism studies.” European Political Science 6 (2007): 225-227, 
which partly came from a symposium titled ‘Is it time for a critical terrorism studies?’ held in October 
2006. 
15

 Gordon, A. "Can terrorism become a scientific discipline? A diagnostic study." Critical studies on 

terrorism 3.3 (2010): 437-458. 
16

 Toros, H. “Terrorism studies, critical terrorism studies, and peace studies.” Researching Terrorism, 

Peace and Conflict Studies: Interaction, Synthesis and Opposition. Eds. Tellidis, I.and Toros, H. London: 
Routledge (2015). 
17

 Gunning, J. "A Case for Critical Terrorism Studies?" Government and Opposition 42.3 (2007): 363-393. 
18

 Horgan, J. and Boyle, M. J. “A case against ‘Critical Terrorism Studies” Critical Studies on Terrorism 1.1 
(2008): 51–64. 
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being ethnocentric and state-centric19. This ‘people first’ approach to the critical terrorism 

project is highly resembling of a trend that appeared a few years earlier in security studies 

in general. Critical schools of thought re-centered the people who are supposed to be 

protected in the study and drew attention to the social and cultural aspects of security20. 

The Welsh and Paris schools of critical security studies who are often identified with this 

current, were preceded by a similar split in International Relations theory provoked by the 

Copenhagen school21. Typical features of this emancipatory approach in CTS are a focus on 

gender22, which was often absent in early phases of the critical security schools23, and 

state terrorism24. This emancipatory aspect means that CTS does not aim for neutrality or 

the middle ground, but is prepared to take a political position when this is warranted.  

However, this willingness to take a political stance does not imply that CTS is politically 

affiliated. Rather, the opposite is true. CTS scholars pride themselves on being as policy 

independent as possible25. Not only did this strong affiliation with government, state and 

intelligence gathering led to an overly strong case-based problem-resolving approach, it 

also cost a lot of political neutrality. A lot of classical post 9/11 research can be considered 

as legitimizing state policies26. This stifled a lot of debate and closed of numerous avenues 

of research CTS seeks to reopen.  

On a methodological level, CTS is critical of the lack of engagement with original sources 

from which mainstream terrorism studies suffer27. Most research “recycles” previous 

literature, and original documents are only scarcely investigated, let alone that actual 

fieldwork or ethnographic research is conducted28. This is understood in a more general 

critique of the practical, problem-solving approach which dominates orthodox terrorism 

                                                        
19

 Jackson, R. “The core commitments of critical terrorism studies.” European Political Science 6.3 
(2007): 244–251. 
20

 Williams, P. “Critical Security Studies.” International Society and Its Critics. Ed. Bellamy, A. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press (2005): 135-150. 
21

 Buzan, B., Wæver, O. and De Wilde, J. Security: A New Framework for Analysis. Boulder: Lynne Rienner 
Pub. (1998). 
22

 Swat, P. and Sylvester, C. “The contemporary "Mahabharata" and the many "Draupadis": Bringing 
gender to critical terrorism studies.” Critical Terrorism Studies: A New Research Agenda. Ed. Jackson, R., 
Smyth, M.B and Gunning, J. London: Taylor & Francis (2009): 178-193. 
23

 Lynch, M. et al. "The little mermaid's silent security dilemma and the absence of gender in the 
Copenhagen School." Millennium-Journal of International Studies 29 (2000): 285-306. 
24

 Chomsky, N. and Herman, E. The Political Economy of Human Rights. Cambridge: South End Press 
(1979). 
25

 “The core commitments of critical terrorism studies”, 244–251. 
26

 Burnett, J. and Whyte, D. “Embedded expertise and the new terrorism.” Journal for Crime, Conflict 

and the Media 1.4 (2005): 1-18. 
27

 Silke, A. “An Introduction to Terrorism Research. ” Research on Terrorism: Trends, Achievements and 

Failures. Ed. Silke, A. London: Frank Cass (2004): 61-65. 
28

 Idem; O’Leary, B. and Silke, A. “Understanding and Ending Persistent Conflicts: Bridging Research and 
Policy.” Terror, Insurgency and the State: Ending Protracted Conflicts. Ed. Heiberg, M., O’Leary, B. and 
Tirman, J. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press (2007): 393-394. 
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research. “Research tends to focus on a ‘short-term, immediate assessment’ of ‘current or 

imminent threats’ as defined by state elites, without placing them in their wider social and 

historical context or questioning to what extent the state or the status quo have 

contributed to these ‘imminent threats’,” Gunning states29. We will elaborate on this last 

point in the first and second chapter. 

Theoretically, CTS draws on critical theory30. It claims orthodox research, due to its focus 

on policy, neglects the problematic dimensions of the category ‘terrorism’ itself31. It does 

not engage with the ontological problems this category suffers, and as such, it has very 

little epistemological foundations. The theoretical assumptions behind classic research 

often remain unclear, critical scholars contend, which makes any generalizations derived 

from them inherently problematic. Gunning quotes social movement theorist Sidney 

Tarrow as saying that “the study of terrorism has been largely innocent of a theoretical 

apparatus32.”As a result, CTS wants to challenge commonly held beliefs about terrorism 

that have no theoretical substantiation, and revisit theoretical and conceptual debates 

that have long been silenced by the orthodox perspective of terrorism research33. Of 

particular interest to us is the ontological debate on the nature of the category terrorism, 

and the associated epistemological debate concerning the implications hereof for 

terrorism research. We will address the first issue further in this introduction when 

discussing monism and dualism, as well as in the first chapter, while the epistemological 

debate will be the subject of the second chapter. 

Of course, like orthodox terrorism research, critical research too shows a lot of 

paradigmatic variation. To illustrate this, let’s take a look at a recent issue of ‘Critical 

Studies on Terrorism’, the leading journal of CTS. It features a large focus on framing of 

terrorism in newspapers, in videogames, in superhero movies and on Twitter as well as 

analyses of the counterterrorism narrative and the role of femininity in defining 

terrorism34. The previous edition contained analyses of the mental health categories used 

                                                        
29

 "A Case for Critical Terrorism Studies”, 364-367. 
30

 Toros, H. and Gunning, J. "Exploring a critical theory approach to terrorism studies." Ed. Jackson, R., 
Smyth, M.B and Gunning, J. London: Taylor & Francis (2009): 87-108. 
31

 Jackson, R. "Symposium: Introduction: the case for critical terrorism studies.” European Political 

Science 6.3 (2007): 225–227. 
32

 Tarrow, S. “Foreword.” Social Movements, Political Violence, and the State: A Comparative Analysis of 

Italy and Germany. Ed. Della Porta D. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (1995): viii, cited in 
Gunning, J. loc. cit. 
33

 “The core commitments of critical terrorism studies”, 244–251. 
34

 Grossman, M. “Disenchantments: counterterror narratives and conviviality.”; Ortbals C. and Poloni-
Staudinger, L. “Women defining terrorism: ethnonationalist, state, and machista terrorism.”; Crenshaw, 
E. “American and foreign terrorists: an analysis of divergent portrayals in US newspaper coverage.”; 
Sullivan, R. “Live-tweeting terror: a rhetorical analysis of @HSMPress_ Twitter updates during the 2013 
Nairobi hostage crisis.”; “Wild, P. “Sam Fisher and the “war on terror”: an analysis of Splinter Cell in a 
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during terrorism trials, the religious nature of al-Qaeda, the commemoration of 9/11 and 

cultural influences of school shootings on the terrorist attacks in Norway35. In addition to a 

very diverse cast of interests, there is also a wide variation of approaches and methods. 

But these mostly issue-focused articles cover up a foundational theoretical debate that has 

dominated CTS ever since it came into being, namely the one we have discussed in the 

previous pages: what is the nature of terrorism? Critical terrorism scholars have argued 

extensively over whether our intuitive perception of terrorism as an objective category 

that exists out there, in reality, is correct. As Jackson puts it, the issue at hand is “whether 

the knowledge that academic researchers produce is in some sense a reflection of the 

world, or whether it is irreducibly a perspective on the world36.” 

Monism, dualism, interpretivism and constructivism 

We earlier noted that the objectifying fashion in which we perceive terrorism can be 

described as dualism. This concept is derived from Patrick Thaddeus Jackson’s bipolar 

model of ontology37. Jackson discerns two ontological positions, monism and dualism, 

which hold different views on the relation between observing subject and observed object. 

A method informed by a dualistic ontology proposes a gap between both and argues that 

the object exists independently of its observer and as such has a distinct nature that exists 

without interpretation and can be observed by the observer. This approach, followed by 

nearly all orthodox scholars is based on the idea that “the goal of social science is to make 

descriptive and causal inferences that portray the world ‘as it really is’, and that IR should 

thus seek to mirror the world by deploying analytical and conceptual tools that 

correspond, in some sense, to the way that the world really (and already) is38.” 

An approach based on a monistic ontology denies the existence of such a gap between 

reality and the subject taking knowledge of reality39. As Jackson puts it, a monistic 

ontology posits that “at the most basic logical level it is quite impossible to disentangle the 

                                                                                                                                                                   
post-9/11 context.”; MacFarlane, J. S. “Desperate times and desperate measures: false-representation 
and distortion of terrorism in post-9/11 superhero films.”; all in Critical Studies on Terrorism 7.3 (2014). 
35

 Sandberg, S. et al. “Stories in action: the cultural influences of school shootings on the terrorist attacks 
in Norway.”; Baele, S. “Are terrorists “insane”? A critical analysis of mental health categories in lone 
terrorists’ trials”; Helmich, C. and Baele, S. “How Islamic is al-Qaeda? The politics of Pan-Islam and the 
challenge of modernization.”; Holland, J. and Jarvis, L.“Night fell on a different world”: experiencing, 
constructing and remembering 9/11.”; all in Critical Studies on Terrorism 7.2 (2014). 
36

 Jackson, P. “Foregrounding Ontology: Dualism, Monism and IR Theory” Review of International Studies 
34 (2008), 129-153 (130). 
37

 Stump, J. L. and Dixit, P. “Toward a Completely Constructivist Critical Terrorism Studies.” International 

Relations 26.2 (2012): 199-217; Stump, J.L. "On the future of critical terrorism studies: A response to 
Richard Jackson's minimal foundationalist redefinition of terrorism." Behavioral Sciences of Terrorism 

and Political Aggression 5.3 (2013): 217-224. 
38

 “Foregrounding Ontology: Dualism, Monism and IR Theory”, 130. 
39

 Op. cit., 129-153. 



18 
 

world from the practical knowledge activities that we use in constituting and studying it40.” 

In such an approach knowledge is meaning constructed by the observing subjects. This 

approach accentuates knowledge production, perspective and experience. Dixit and Stump 

illustrated how our understanding of terrorism amounts to dualism, and how the study of 

terrorism in fact benefits from a monistic approach41. 

Both ontological positions have strong repercussions on the knowledge-producing logic of 

its adherents: the way in which you conceive reality to be prior to research (ontology), has 

a strong impact on how you think you can gain knowledge of reality (epistemology) and on 

how you will study reality. Thus, this ontological question translates on an epistemological 

level to whether gaining knowledge is the process of mind getting closer to an objective 

reality or the mind constructing a more coherent picture of a perceived reality42. A 

dualistic researcher will seek to produce knowledge that reflects the objective traits of 

reality as accurately as possible, while a monistic scholar is not concerned with 

understanding an external world as much as he is with the role of values, culture, 

perspective and the general situation of the researcher in the construction of empirical 

knowledge43. 

Such a classification of ontology is obviously biased towards the monistic perspective, as 

from a dualistic perspective many other arrangements seem possible. However, this 

division is a very fruitful way to frame the different approaches in the study of terrorism. It 

is clear from the problem solving approach and practical-policy based aims of orthodox 

terrorism research that all research done under it firmly adheres to a dualistic viewpoint. 

The continuing quest for a final definition that encloses all terrorist groups is a product of 

this too.  

On the other hand, both perspectives are present in CTS44, as we will show with a few 

examples. For instance Joseph’s proposed research agenda is a typical dualistic 

programme according to Dixit and Stump. He emphasizes “ontology over epistemology 

and takes this ontology to be objective rather than intersubjective45.” This means that he 

considers ‘social relations as real things “out there” that are open to investigation through 

the right kind of social scientific practice46.” Another example of the dualistic position with 

CTS is Stokes’ epistemological argument on the interaction of terrorism discourse with 
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deeper, real-world structures (presumably political and economic in nature)47. As he 

considers this interaction to be one of two separate, independent spheres, such a line of 

reasoning can only be informed by an ontologically dualistic point of view. The work of 

Richard Jackson is typical as an example of a monistic or interpretivist approach. Stump 

and Dixit describe Jackson’s work as following: “His [Jackson’s] critical aim is to ‘describe 

and dissect its [the discourse of the war on terror] central terms, assumptions, labels, 

narratives and genealogical roots, and to reflect on the political and normative 

consequences of the language and knowledge production of “Islamic terrorism”[…]48. In 

short, then, in claiming that the language and practice of counter-terrorism is mutually 

constitutive, and by interpreting linguistic representations and their political 

consequences, Richard Jackson offers an exemplary illustration of a monistic ontology at 

work49.” Of course, many scholars do not explicitly take sides in the debate, yet their work 

can nearly always be classified in one of both categories. Furthermore, the theoretical 

soundness of research often benefits from being clear about one’s ontological and 

epistemological beliefs50. 

As might have been clear from the way in which we compared terrorism research to 

chemistry, this thesis inscribes itself into the monistic perspective. We consider terrorism 

to be a discursively constructed reality51. The way we talk about terrorism determines 

what it is, and because we talk about terrorism as if it were a palpable reality, it becomes 

one52, creating the kind of dualism we mentioned earlier53. However, we will not only use 
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the monism/dualism distinction to situate our research. Not only most scholars, but nearly 

all member of society consider terrorism to be an objective reality for instance – 

something to which we will dedicate almost the entire first chapter. Monism and dualism 

are therefore not just academic currents, but ways of understanding used by nearly all of 

society. We will use the distinction between both to analyze the constitution and 

interaction of different discourses on what most people call terrorism within the public 

sphere. 

Before we get there, however, we must consider that understanding terrorism as a form of 

discourse introduces a whole load of issues concerning the nature of discourse, the 

interaction of different discourses, postmodernism and other philosophical questions into 

this work. We will not delve too deeply into the theoretical discussions concerning 

discourse, but we will explain which understanding of what discourse is we use in this 

thesis and which approach to the analysis of discourse we have taken. 

Terrorism discourse and Discourse Theory 

If terrorism is indeed discursively constructed, and we want to investigate how this 

discursive construction happens, then we must first explain how discourse functions. We 

consider discourses “social cognitions, socially specific ways of knowing social practices54”. 

This means that in talking, we construct an understanding of things and that in turn this 

understanding informs how we talk. The historical dimensions of discourse were first 

recognized by Foucault, who sought to study “the rules that govern how statements 

emerge, as well as how knowledge is historically ordered55”. Foucault is often seen as part 

of both the structuralist movement (due to his earlier interest in the structures governing 

discourse) and the poststructuralist movement (due to his later interest in how discourses 

are produced by and impact on people)56.  

The approach we follow here very much aligns with the poststructuralist way of 

understanding discourse. We are not so much interested in what discourse is and by which 
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formal rules it functions, as much as in what makes people talk (in this case, about 

terrorism) in a historically specific fashion. Our contention is that what we consider 

terrorism is determined by the dominant way of talking and thinking about terrorism, the 

hegemonic discourse. Discourse thus holds a very strong grip over us, discourses are about 

power, an idea first formulated by Gramsci in the concept of hegemony57. Yet, unlike many 

Marxist scholars, we disagree with the idea that hegemonic discourses are in nature 

ideological, that they specifically serve the purpose of some, whether this be a class, a sex 

or a race58. Rather, we believe these groups are assembled through the hegemony of a 

certain discourse uniting them. And as these groups are only held together through their 

common discourse, and not due to innate characteristics, discursive hegemony is always 

temporary, one cannot make people realize that their true allegiance lies with a specific 

group, because groups are always discursively constructed and an alternative discourse 

always has the potential to disband them59.  

This idea is part of a current often called Discourse Theory, heavily associated with Ernesto 

Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. Laclau and Mouffe assumed discourses are linguistic systems 

that structure the world. Articulating a discourse consists of placing words in a ‘chain of 

equivalency’, a framework that associates concepts with each other, and through these 

associations, generates meaning. However, as philosophical proponents of the 

poststructuralist principle that any lingual system can never perfectly capture reality60, the 

articulation of such a structure can never be final. There is always the possibility to 

reorganize the chains of association that give meaning to a concept, and thus to formulate 

a new discourse that can challenge the hegemonic one61. 

 Thus, relating to terrorism, the dualistic construction we outlined above can never be 

universal. Alternative ways of understanding always exist, and have a possibility of 

undermining the dominant way of viewing reality, although as it is hegemonic, the 

dominant way of viewing reality has a much larger chance to undermine the alternative. 

The dominant, hegemonic discourse on terrorism as it is conceived in society is the subject 

of the first part of this thesis. An alternative discourse on how to interpret political 

violence, developed by the ones using this violence will be analyzed in the second part, 
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while the third part deals with the processes by which both interact and thus by which 

hegemony is installed. 

Specifically for terrorism, much research has been conducted relating to what the 

dominant, hegemonic discourse on terrorism entails and how it is constructed, a line of 

inquiry of which Richard Jackson is the most famous proponent62. Yet little work has been 

done regarding the interaction of different hegemonic and non-hegemonic discourses. 

Particularly for the study of terrorism, scholars who use a social-constructivist approach 

(who posit that terrorism is a social construct) have largely neglected to study how non-

hegemonic ontologies are constructed. There is a lot of research into how society 

constructs terrorism as a category, much of which we will present in the first three 

chapters of this work. Yet the way in which “terrorists” and their supporters understand 

the same violence we consider to be terrorist has been absent from this perspective. We 

will try to compensate for this lack by conducting original research on the subject In the 

fourth and fifth chapter of this thesis. In the sixth chapter, we will then theorize on the 

interaction of hegemonic and non-hegemonic discourses, and look for ways in which the 

understanding of violence as “terrorism” affects other interpretations of this violence that 

do not consider it “terrorist”. 

The question remains on which level we consider discourses. We called discourse a social 

way of understanding, yet when do enough people participate in such an understanding to 

call it a discourse? This is more a heuristical than a philosophical question, as the answer 

depends to a large degree on what one wants to investigate, and on which amount of 

detail a study aims at63. As we are interested in ontology, in the way people understand 

the nature of that what is labeled as objective terrorism in the hegemonic discourse, we 

will differentiate between discourses at the ontological level. It is important to note that 

this makes the discourses we study very large entities: we classify all rhetoric that shares 

the same view on the nature of terrorism within one discourse. As different ideas, 

opinions and even wholly different ideologies can still share the same ontological 

conception of the nature of terrorism, they can be part of the same discourse. In other 

words, it is possible for different ideas on terrorism to belong to the same discourse: one 

person can think that increased police surveillance the best way to deal with terrorism, 

while another one considers this to be a terrible idea and proposes to tackle terrorism by 

hiring more street educators and social workers. Even though they have very different 

ideas about how to deal with terrorism, they share the same ontological conception of a 
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reality as “terrorism”, they think in the same way about what terrorism is, and as such, we 

will consider them part of the same discourse.  

This approach offers the interesting possibility of studying how discourse impacts on ideas, 

how ontology affects ideology. Furthermore, this way of explaining can account for how 

we all agree that terrorism exists, yet still find it impossible to agree on a definition: 

differences and nuances in the way we talk about terrorism, make it appear like the object 

has contradictory characteristics, which are impossible to unify in a single characterization. 

We want to challenge this notion of stability and rigorously investigate the building blocks 

of the “terrorism” ontology, as well as other ontologies of the same social situation, such 

as the “revolutionary violence” ontology held by violent Marxist-Leninist militant, or the 

“holy war” ontology held by al-Qaeda member. This allows us to gain insight into what we 

actually mean and refer to when we talk about “terrorism”, and what a Marxist “terrorist” 

really means when he refers to “violent revolution”. Considering terrorism and other 

conceptions of the same set of events socially constructed notions can help us move 

beyond these essentialist categories, so that we can establish a historical look at what 

these concepts really are. 

Research questions 

What this analysis aims to do, is to historically understand the different ontologies of 

organized and militant political violence. We want to find out why nearly all of civil society 

understands terrorism the way it does; how this understanding is discursively constructed 

and what impact this understanding has on the opinion and the ideology one holds on 

terrorism. Yet we want to go further than just the analysis of the “common” 

understanding of terrorism and the hegemonic discourse constructing it, something that 

has been one of the favourite enterprises of social-constructivist CTS scholars. We’re also 

concerned with alternative ontologies of the violence we understand as terrorism, such as 

the ontology of violence held by those practicing it. For these non-hegemonic ontological 

discourses too, we want to find out what informs this understanding, how it is discursively 

constructed and how it impacts on the ideology built upon it. Finally, we’re interested in 

the dialogue of these discourses. How do the hegemonic and other, non-hegemonic 

constructions of the same field affect each other, how do they interact?  

This last question is key, because as we explained in our understanding of discourse, these 

different discourses are not static and isolated, yet are continuously reshaped and 

reformulated in mutual interaction. Different parties do not construct their picture 

understanding of the nature of a situation in isolation; they borrow, copy, alter, contradict, 

react to, satirize and use in all ways imaginable elements from the pictures of others. An 

example would be a terrorist organization responding to an allegation in a newspaper, or 
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carrying a name given to them by a politician as a badge of honour. The point is not to 

combine those different discourses into a single picture that should summarize what 

terrorism is, but to understand why different parties (scholars, “terrorists”, governments, 

politicians, journalists, militants, …) compose different pictures of what terrorism is, and 

how they impact each other in doing this. All of these constructions together constitute a 

discursive process of interaction, in which all actors are engaged. The interaction with 

other ontologies can over time affect a discursive ontology and modify the way in which it 

is constituted.  

This work seeks to explain the functioning of this discursive process. Doing so involves two 

steps. First of all, we must analyze how different parties participate in this discursive 

process. What are the different ontological discourse they voice, how do these discourses 

constitute a view of what terrorism is and what implications does this way of constructing 

reality have on ideas and opinions? Simply put, what is terrorism to the different actors in 

the process, and how does this understanding impact the ideas they formulate about 

terrorism? This step basically consists of identifying and analyzing the different ontological 

discourses. Secondly, we must investigate to what degree these specific discourses and the 

accompanying worldviews are determined by the larger discursive process. How do 

discourses impact on each other through this process, how do they interact? This step 

involves combining the insights on we gained in the first step on the different discourses in 

their isolation into a single framework. 

The first question implies looking at each ontological discourse individually. We will start 

from the ontology constructed by the hegemonic discourse on terrorism, the one that 

makes us perceive terrorism as terrorism in the way we do. This discourse is the one 

voiced in group by all of ‘civil society’, which we will use as a moniker for the entirety of 

the media, politics, academics, the public opinion, et cetera. It is based on a dualistic 

ontology. We will then turn to non-hegemonic discourses, which articulate an alternative 

nature of the same situation civil society considers ‘terrorism’. This discourse is mostly 

voiced by those who are or make themselves the subject of this discursive process by 

perpetrating political violence, the ones constructed as terrorist in the hegemonic 

discourse. As nobody commits political violence without an idea as to why, we shall see 

that it is impossible to separate these non-hegemonic understandings of violence by the 

ideas that motivate this violence. As it is situates violence in the world of ideas, this non-

hegemonic conception of violence is informed by a monistic ontology. We will put major 

emphasis on the analysis of non-hegemonic discourses, because as we said, very little 

research has been done into the matter of the self-image and self-understanding of the 

groups. Not even from a Critical Terrorism Studies perspective has there been substantial 
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research on this matter, due to CTS’s focus on the role of the state64. As such, in studying 

terrorism narratives, critical scholars have mostly focused on the hegemonic discourse, the 

one constituting terrorism. We are very much interested in the alternative understandings 

too, the ones eclipsed by the dominant rhetoric.  

Once this two-fold analysis is conducted, when all pieces of the puzzle are analyzed and 

put on the table, we will speculate on how they can be merged together, i.e. what the 

discursive process that mediates the interaction of discourses actually looks like and what 

each parties position in it is. This will allow us to formulate a theory on the interaction of 

the hegemonic notion of terrorism and alternative ontologies of the same situation. 

The detailed discourse analysis we intend to make is detailed and often quite theoretical, 

but this absolutely does not mean that it is extraneous or that it has no practical relevance. 

We shall see that the way in which terrorist groups construct reality plays a crucial role in 

their motivation and to a certain degree determines their action. The interaction of 

societal discourse on violence and the discursive construction of violence by the 

“terrorists” can in fact explain why the groups we are researching in this thesis no longer 

exist, we shall see. Equally so, we will hypothesize that if groups like the R.A.F ever were to 

have success, that their revolution would not depend on a military victory, but on a 

successful coup against the hegemonic discourse on violence. 

Before going into more detail on the structure of this work, it is worth reiterating that 

what we are researching are not opinions, intentions or ideologies about terrorism, but 

appreciations of its nature. We are concerned with different thoughts about the essence 

of reality, with ways of understanding its fundamental structure. The content of this 

structure has secondary importance. Different ideas concerning such an event can share a 

similar ontology and we will thus consider them part of the same discourse, as we have 

discussed. This does not mean, however, that we will not devote considerable attention to 

how this ontological discourse affects the ideas and ideologies articulated based on them. 

For a monistic ontology, such as the one held by “terrorists”, it is even impossible to 

separate the two. We can compare the relation of ontology and the ideas formulated 

within them, to that of hardware and software in a computer. The software (ideology) 

dictates what happens, yet the hardware (ontology) dictates how the software works. We 

have made this point earlier, yet as it can be counterintuitive, it is worth reiterating before 

we take a detailed look at the structure of this work. 

                                                        
64

 “The core commitments of critical terrorism studies”, 244–251. 



26 
 

Design, structure and methodology 

Bearing in mind what we want to achieve with this thesis, let us now take a closer look 

now at what we will concretely be doing, and at how our research will be structured. The 

first three chapters will deal with the hegemonic understanding of terrorism. The fourth 

and the fifth chapter will deal with non-hegemonic discourse, concluding the first step of 

the two-fold approach we just painted. The second step will be covered in the conclusive 

sixth chapter, where we will discuss the way in which different ontological discourses 

interact and how they can influence each other. 

The first chapter will focus on the way ‘civil society’ understands what terrorism is, what 

terrorism of is to all of us. It will deal with why we understand terrorism as precisely that, 

terrorism. We will first substantiate with numerous examples the theoretical claims made 

above concerning the dualist, objectifying and reifying characteristics of terrorism as a 

perspective on political violence. We shall illustrate that asking “what is terrorism?” 

indeed quickly leads to questions about perception, perspective and point of view and we 

will show that the category “terrorism”, even though it has become a buzzword in media, 

politics and academia alike, is in fact a vague, abstract concept which only becomes 

meaningful because of how it is constituted in a specific discourse. We will therefore 

investigate the discourse that makes terrorism as a concept a meaningful way of 

classifying the world and analyze how it constructs this concept as an objective reality. In 

the following step, we will investigate what the effects of this dualistic ontological 

discourse are on our observation of the political reality. This will include discussion of the 

way in which our ideological view on terrorism, our ideas and opinions on the subject, are 

affected by the way in which terrorism is conceived to be. All in all, rather than engaging in 

a futile discussion over a definition for terrorism or argue endlessly about which 

organizations qualify or do not qualify as terrorist, we want to analyze the way in which we 

actually use “terrorism” as a term to categorize social reality. This mindset will allow us to 

move beyond striving for conceptual clarity towards an assessment of the actual lens 

through which our society observes what it identifies as terrorism and what effects this 

lens has on our observation of and thinking on the political reality we recognize as 

terrorism. This chapter then, investigates what society, in the broadest sense of the word, 

means when it debates terrorism.  

In the second chapter we will be looking at how different scientific approaches to the 

study of terrorism engage this lens and its effects. How has the ontological conception of 

certain political violence as terrorism affected research? We will present evidence of how 

both terrorism research has been impacted by the specific discursive ontology of the 

reality it seeks to investigate. Basically, whereas the first chapter dealt with terrorism in 

the public debate, the second chapter deals with terrorism in academic debate. This 
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exemplifies how the hegemonic terrorism discourse is reproduced in various domains, 

such as research.  

The third chapter will trace back the historical roots of terrorism discourse. We will 

basically tell the history that lead up to the birth of our typical late twentieth/early twenty-

first century perspective on terrorism. We will discuss how this perspective came into 

being, what discourse on political violence looked like prior to the “invention” of our 

modern-day terrorism discourse, which factors contributed on its rise to hegemony and 

how this hegemonic discourse has developed since its birth and which factors have 

influenced this evolution. In this chapter, we will essentially place the discourse we have 

discussed in the first two chapters in a long term view. 

In the fourth chapter then, we will start the analysis of non-hegemonic discourse. We will 

first reflect on how, non-hegemonic discourses espoused by a group conducting violence 

have a monistic conception of violence. As such, we cannot separate ideology from 

ontology as far as we did for mainstream discourse. We will focus our analysis on the 

ontological discourse used by militant communist organizations during the period 1969-

1998. As organizations like the Red Brigades often extensively communicated through 

various media outlets, sources and data will be on hand to analyze discourse. We will 

study the way in which groups such as the R.A.F., the Red Brigades and the Revolutionary 

Cells constructed a self-image and an idea on the nature of their violence parallel to their 

larger worldview, which was based on a revolutionary Marxist master frame and a 

historical heritage, a specific context and an ever-changing position in society unique to 

each group. Practically, we will use topic modeling, a digital tool to analyze large text 

corpora, as a method for exploring a corpus of documents produced by militant 

communist organizations. Topic modeling is a promising method for identifying different 

themes and discourses in large datasets. It enables us to investigate the corpus with 

documents from twelve different groups as a single whole representing the ideology of 

Marxist revolutionaries, while still allowing us to quickly identify how accents and nuances 

differ between groups.  

We will start from the analysis of the frames which the organizations we discuss used to 

interpret the world in their public communication. We shall show that the pamphlets and 

manifestos of all groups indeed share a certain ideological foundation, consisting of a 

specific style, imagery, vocabulary and a particular set of ideas, frames and concepts. This 

shared ideological repertoire can be understood as a master frame. Yet we will equally see 

that the each group’s ideology is a unique thinking system, particular to the group that 

uses it and dependent on their history and context. As the context in which these groups 

operate changes, their ideology adapts as well. This goes to show how ideologies are 

rational and complex systems of thought that are derived from a revolutionary Marxist 
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master frame and adapted to specific situational needs or influenced by other discourses 

(for instance the hegemonic discourse); not incoherent and distorted versions of Marxism 

or rhetorical excuses for gratuitous violence as often assumed65.  

In the fifth chapter, we will take a look at how the discourses and ideologies of different 

groups have evolved through time. Zooming out from the ideology as an abstract 

reasoning system, we will look at the way in which concrete political violence is integrated 

in a larger worldview. Instead of arguing on a theoretical level about whether ideology 

motivates political action or is merely an interfering variable, this approach will allow us to 

study in practice the various ways in which violence as a form of political action is 

understood within an ideology, and how this integration changes over time. By analyzing 

the way in which violence as a means to an ideologically defined end is framed in their 

communication, we can understand how and to what degree ideology orchestrates violent 

political action. We will find that a theory we formulated at the end of the fourth chapter 

concerning the gradual separation of violence and self-identity from worldview in 

discourse, is correct. As these two are slowly drifting apart, violence is divorced from the 

ideas that made violence acceptable, something that is problematic to a group who’s self-

identity is built on committing violence, as it means they lose their motivation to do so. 

We will call this “ideological fatigue”. 

Finally, in the sixth and last chapter, we will zoom out even further, and look at how these 

non-hegemonic ‘Marxist revolution discourses’ analyzed in chapter four and five interact 

with the hegemonic ‘terrorist discourse’ analyzed in the first three chapters. We will look 

at the impact of these two discourses on one-another in both abstract, general ways and 

concrete speech situations; and by consequence, how the different ontological positions 

they support affect one-another. We shall see that the ideological fatigue many 

revolutionary groups suffered from towards the end of their existence stems from 

exposure to an alternative ontology of violence. By using the media – who hold a dualist, 

terrorist conception of violence – to communicate, revolutionaries are confronted with a 

distortion of their message which is based in a monistic conception of violence. Over time, 

we shall argue, this engagement with a dualistic ontology can affect the monistic view of 

violence the revolutionary organizations originally held, causing the bifurcation of 

ideology/worldview and violence/self-identity we mentioned.  
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This action plan is very much aimed at historicizing terrorism by looking at the actual 

discourse surrounding a ‘terrorist’ event, and not just accepting the presupposed label 

terrorist. This allows us to render historical importance to the actual intentions and 

motivations of the perpetrators of terrorist acts, something that despite the large amount 

of attention terrorism is awarded in the social sciences, rarely receives the attention it 

merits. Only by studying how different actors construct a meaning for this terrorist 

situation, can we truly understand to its full extent that what we call terrorism is. Our 

striving for this understanding does not imply sympathy for terrorism, however to 

embrace our ignorance of these meanings is to let meaning by given by those who profit 

from certain interpretations. The only alternative to terrorism cannot be a hegemonic 

consensus against the perpetrators. We must carefully look at all discourses, see how they 

interact and affect each other, and how hegemony is constructed. By studying how 

violence can be motivated by a worldview, we can reach an understanding of how an 

ideology which many scholars adhere to and which in essence formulates a positive 

project of liberation and progress can motivate such heinous destruction. Insight in what 

motivated Meinhof, Moretti and Carette is the key to drawing the line between the utopia 

of a better society and the dystopia of guns, explosions and police. And by studying how 

worldviews interact, and how worldviews be undermined by other worldviews, we can 

understand why so many countries spent millions invading Iraq or enlarging 

counterterrorist capacities and can generally count on public support in doing so. 

A note on methodology 

Usually, introductions feature a large section on methodology. We have, however, barely 

touched the subject at all so far. This is because the section with most of the empirical 

research we’ve conducted only features in the second part of this thesis. For clarity’s sake, 

it is only there that we elaborate extensively on methodology in general, and topic 

modeling, the approach we’ve used to conduct digital and statistical text analysis, in 

particular.  

The first part of this work mostly uses critical discourse analysis and content analysis to 

scrutinize particularly interesting statements, speeches and other accounts that represent 

society’s attitude towards terrorism. Since these analyses are mostly examples used to 

illustrate a theory or to explain previous research, we will not be dedicating a section 

purely to the clarifying this fairly straightforward approach. We have however in the 

previous pages clearly indicated to which epistemological principles and assumptions we 

adhere. 

Reading this thesis 

This work reads like any other thesis, in that it has a classic structure. This introduction 

features the most important theoretical background, the central argument starts in the 
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first chapter, after which it is gradually built up throughout the study, with conclusions 

drawn at the end. However, for the reader only interested in a particular aspect of our 

enterprise, this work can be read in a modular fashion. This means that each chapter can 

be read as a standalone study without too much issues, and that the chapters can be 

combined in different orders, according to the reader’s personal interests. Someone who 

is, for instance, most interested in the actual insights into communist terrorism that came 

forth from this study, can immediately turn to the second part of this work. Even though 

the fact that some of the ways of thinking, concepts and choices are only explained in the 

previous chapters might make some reference to necessary, the last chapter can be read 

as a standalone study. A reader new to terrorism research might want to read the second 

chapter first, in order to gain a comprehensive insight in the state of the art of the field 

that extends beyond the relevant literature we have discussed in this chapter. Those who 

are only interested in the question of the functioning of the overarching theoretical 

structure of the discursive process of terrorism can immediately skip to the last chapter, 

referring to previous chapters for examples of the various claims that are made. People 

interested in our application of topic modeling as a method to analyze discourse on a 

methodological level jump forward to the methodological section at the start of chapter 

four.  

This by all means does not imply that the structure as it is presented here, with the 

chapters in the order in which they are, is random or that there is no logical connection 

between chapters. This thesis is conceived the way it is, as we feel that this build-up offers 

the most coherent story and the most logical argument. The narrative through which the 

chapters are linked offers the most accessible framework for understanding our reasoning, 

but readers curious about a particular issue should have no problems singling out their 

point of interest. 
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This chapter seeks to substantiate the claim that “terrorism” is a discursive construction, 

a social way of knowing used by nearly all of society. With many examples, we will show 

how maintaining terrorism as an objective characteristic of reality is untenable. With 

Barthes’ concepts of l’effet du reel and referential illusion as well as with the 

poststructuralist idea of signification by binary opposition, we will illustrate how the 

discursive construction of terrorism as a category operates. We will then discuss the 

cognitive effects of signification by fixed patterns, disconnected from active personal 

interpretation by the spectator. The functioning of the term ‘terrorism’ and its associated 

ontological category in society are based on a framing that is inherent to the term, and 

which has specific effects on the way we reflect on and perceive the reality described by 

the term. Finally, we will discuss active, strategical use of this framing that is built-in in 

the category terrorism in a wider narrative.  

 

 

CHAPTER ONE: 

Terrorism in society 

The goal of this first chapter is to prove the claim we made in the first chapter that 

terrorism, as it is perceived in society, is indeed a social, discursive construction. Terrorism, 

we’ll illustrate, is not an inherent trait of reality but rather something we ascribe to it. We 

will analyze the mechanism of observation and recognition that we use when we “see” 

terrorism. As we shall illustrate, this observation does not depend on a specific set of 

phenomena that exist out there, independently from the way we discuss it and of which all 

instances are interrelated through and overarched by the container term “terrorism”, but 

rather on discourse. Terrorism should be understood as a way of talking, a way of “social 

knowing”, in which actors and spectators in a very specific, connected, way give meaning 

to events. We will prove this, and establish what the effects of this way of knowing are on 

our thinking. 

The first step in comprehending this hegemonic ‘terrorism’ ontology is studying the way in 

which we recognize terrorism. Why do we perceive certain phenomena as terrorism, is the 

basic question we will deal with first. This is in fact the step where we substantiate that 

terrorism is a social construction instead of an objective reality. 

Secondly, we will look at the practical consequences of thinking about social reality in 

terms of terrorism. We shall discuss the effects of addressing a certain social reality 

through the perspective of terrorism on our interpretative and observational mindset. In 

doing so, we can explain how a certain ontological conception is relevant to the way in 

which we give meaning to terrorism. 

Thirdly, we will consider the narrative dimensions of terrorism discourse and the 

ontological category it projects on reality. We will show how the inherent effects of 
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addressing reality through concept of terrorism we discussed in the second step can be 

used, consciously as well as automatically, in the narration of a larger “story”. 

Before we begin, it is important to note that the fact that we study the relation of the 

ontological category ‘category’ to the reality through language does not imply any sort of 

idealism1. We do not deny that terrorism exists or that is a material reality. The victims of 

political violence do stay dead, whether we call this act terrorism or not. We therefore do 

maintain the primacy of the physical, as one of our professors once said during a class on 

discourse analysis: “you cannot eat discourse”2. By deconstructing the concept of 

terrorism, we do not want to engage in moral relativism either. Political violence against 

innocent civilians is in most cases above all else morally reprehensible, no matter its 

rational legitimation.  

1.1 The construction of terrorism as an ontological category 

If we want to know how society makes sense of the events it calls terrorism, it seems 

evident to first ask the question what terrorism is. This issue has literally produced the 

content of several libraries, yet never got a definite answer. There are hundreds of 

definitions of terrorism, on a political, academic as well as juridical level, yet in none of 

these fields is there any agreement over a single description. Numerous elements do of 

course reappear as we browse definitions, such as the use of violence against non-military 

targets by non-state actors, the use of fear as political leverage and the aim of forcing 

political concessions, but there is no consensus on a single set of necessary, sufficient or 

exclusive criteria3. So it might be wise to avoid delving too deep into this issue, and ask 

ourselves: how does society consider terrorism to be. Going down this route, we shall 

quickly see that terrorism is one way of ontologically understanding an event, an 

understanding constructed by a hegemonic discourse. This is the claim on which the 

structure we sketched in the introduction was built, and what this section sets out to do is 

to prove that claim. 

1.1.1 The problems of terrorism as a socio-political phenomenon 

Let’s consider the failed previous efforts by academic, juridical, political and law-

enforcement professionals alike at defining terrorism. There are many obstacles that stand 
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hegemonies and social change. Manchester: Manchester University Press (2000): 3. Laclau E. “Methapor 
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Discourse. Ed. In: Grant D. et al. London: SAGE Publications (2004): 413-420. 
3
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in the way of such a unified definition, such as disciplinary fragmentation4, ahistoric 

essentialism5. The most important obstacle to an all-inclusive definition, the one that 

prohibits any definition from being universally accepted6, is that every definition implies 

identification. Who defines terrorism, also declares which groups he considers to be 

terrorist in nature. This is crucial, as not only is terrorism a pejorative term7, more 

importantly the label precludes objectives, ideologies or motivating ideas from being taken 

into account. We will explain in a moment how this last point works, but it implies that 

terrorism as a label is distinct from labels like socialist, green, feminist, anti-migration or 

pro-life. The odds that the actors involved in protests labeled in this way recognize 

themselves the etiquette attached to them, is a lot higher than the chance a terrorist 

might label himself terrorist. Whereas most opponents of abortion do not object to being 

categorized as ‘pro-life’ or ‘anti-abortion’, only incredibly rarely a political actor in Western 

society, even if he uses violence, is prepared to call himself terrorist in the societal 

meaning of the word. ‘Terrorist’, as opposed to ‘pro-abortion’ does not directly or 

indirectly describe his aims or motivations, as opposed to the label anti-abortion or pro-

life. Everybody who sympathizes with a certain movement, will fight the labeling of this 

group as terrorist. Finding a single all-embracing definition of terrorism that pleases all 

political points of view, thus becomes very hard. 

Of course, it can be brought against this that terrorism does not refer to an idea, as the 

examples cited above, but to a method of protest, a tactic, and that it would therefore 

make more sense to compare terrorism to repertoires of protest such as occupations, 

strikes, manifestations, rallies, sit-ins et cetera8. Yet unlike many of these repertoires, the 

recognition of terrorism is always accompanied by a certain moral outrage, whereas other 

repertoires just refer to a means9. Society always thinks terrorism to be unjust, whereas no 

such preconditioned reactions to other repertoires exist. The category of “terrorism” 

raises a number of pejorative associations that are absent in the cases of other 

repertoires. The occupation of a public square says nothing of the content nor the 

response to a protest. And while labelling a form of protest a charivari implies that that 
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protest has a moral content, it says nothing about the response of the spectator10. In a 

charivari, the actors have moral motivations, in the case of terrorism, the spectators have.  

As the concept of terrorism ignores the political views and intentions of the actors, it is 

logical that terrorists are an ideologically very heterogeneous group that exhibits a number 

of very diverse and distinct characteristics, to which we have adverse moral reactions for a 

variety of reasons. Taking a very short look at the list of “terrorists” confirms this 

ahistorical lumping11: there is very little that links Ulrike Meinhof to Osama Bin Laden safe 

for them being called “terrorists”. This of course makes it impossible to find a definition 

that fits all groups Western society habitually denominates as terrorist: they have nothing 

in common but our moral outrage, called for by the label “terrorism”. The identification of 

a group as “terrorist” thus happens before any consideration about what terrorism is. The 

issue at hand is then not that definition presumes identification, as we presumed, but that 

it’s impossible to find a single definitions that befits all the groups western society 

identifies as terrorist and nobody but those groups. Whether a group is terrorist or not 

does therefore not depend on the definition; the issue is rather finding a single definition 

that includes all the groups we have in advance defined as terrorist. A logical consequence 

thereof is that the categorization of terrorism precedes the definition of terrorism, it is 

performed a priori to any reflection on what terrorism might be. Identifying terrorism does 

apparently not require any analysis at all, it happens before any analysis; it is simply part 

of the observation of social reality.  

1.1.2 Terrorism as a socially constructed category  

We’re in an odd position right now: nobody knows exactly what terrorism is, yet we’re 

sure it exists and we can even recognize it. Subsequently, for terrorism goes the same 

saying an American judge once used to designate pornography: “I know it when I see it12”. 

This is the reason why focusing academic attention on the question ‘what is terrorism?’ is 

futile: it is investigating a question to which we have established the response before any 

analysis. ‘Why do we see some aspects of social reality as terrorism, no matter what 

terrorism might be?’, would be a more worthwhile question. Instead of looking for shared 

characteristics that could unify all groups we perceive as terrorist, in order to construct a 

comprehensive definition, we want to question terrorism as a categorization of reality 

itself. How is this category actually established, if no criteria are explicitly fit to perform 

such a categorization? And how is it sustained, if not by the very presence of this category 

in reality. 
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Perceiving terrorism: l’effet du réel 

So the special thing about terrorism is that its sighting precedes any form of active 

reflection. We recognize terrorism before consciously meditating on what it actually is. 

This means terrorism, unlike most categories in which we classify social reality, is 

established as a category during observation, not during interpretation. Yet as we 

discussed, the term terrorism does not indicate a specific and concrete social object either. 

This means the label does imply some degree of interpretation, yet this interpretation is 

not active or conscious, it happens automatically as part of observation. Observing 

something using the perspective of terrorism thus immediately coincides with a form of 

implicit analysis, far-reaching analysis. Zulaika and Douglas argue that it is ‘brute factuality’ 

of terrorism that makes us unaware of the specific frame through which we perceive 

reality when using a terrorism perspective. You could say that the reality as we see it 

appears to be so crystal clear that we see through it right away, immediately grasping its 

meaning, making any interpretation superfluous13. The lens through which we observe 

terrorism is so perfectly transparent, that we are unaware we’re looking through it, even 

though it shapes the image. The death of three thousand people in the WTC on 9/11 does 

not need any explanation, nor any interpretation, its message reaches us loud and clear. 

Its signification is obvious, the facts literally do speak for themselves. 

This phenomenon is the social equivalent of what Barthes – on a textual level - called 

l’effet du réel: the fact that an observation manifests itself so realistically, evidently and 

unequivocally that it becomes literally self-explanatory, which makes us unaware of the 

fact that we are actually still interpreting reality. The moment l’effet du reel occurs, the 

denotation of a phenomenon is immediately accompanied by the signification of its 

substance. The observation and description of reality coincides with the convocation of an 

interpretative context and historical associations and connotations which give meaning to 

this observation, without being able to separate the observational phase and the 

interpretative phase14. “The ‘real’ is supposed to be self-sufficient” is a quote of Barthes 

that prefaces the introduction of the book by Zulaika and Douglas15. Barthes’ effet du réel 

implies that interpretation of reality becomes part of reality itself, which makes any 

justification or explanation of that reality to vouch for this interpretation of reality 

unnecessary. What we’re doing here, is applying Barthes’ concept describing the 

interpretation of a text or image, to the reading of an event or a social situation. 

Barthes links the “reality effect” taking place to the presence of referential illusions, which 

he defines in the following manner:  
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“This is what we might call the referential illusion. The truth of this illusion is this: 

eliminated from the realist speech-act as a signified of denotation, the "real" 

returns to it as a signified of connotation; for just when these details are reputed 

to denote the real directly, all that they do—without saying so—is signify it; 

Flaubert's barometer, Michelet's little door finally say nothing but this: we are the 

real; it is the category of "the real" (and not its contingent contents) which is then 

signified; in other words, the very absence of the signified, to the advantage of the 

referent alone, becomes the very signifier of realism: the reality effect is produced, 

the basis of that unavowed verisimilitude which forms the aesthetic of all the 

standard works of modernity16” 

Barthes means by this that we take something (in a text) to be real when it is surrounded 

by other signifiers which refer to nothing. These signs create this illusion of referring to 

nothing, but by doing so, it signifies realism. The denotation of absolutely nothing as the 

connotation of reality. 

Now, we stated that our understanding of terrorism as terrorism becomes real through 

l’effet du réel. If this is the case, what does the referential illusion that strengthens this 

reality effect look like then? Which signs have no meaning attached to them in the case of 

terrorism, making our denotation of a situation as terrorism appear realist? The answer is, 

the violence itself. We discussed that the category “terrorism” does not only refer to an 

objective reality, it also carries a signification of reality in it, in which object and 

signification cannot be separated. As signification is unknowingly already present in the 

object, the subjective, conscious attachment of meaning to the object by the observer 

becomes almost impossible, for there is already implicit meaning sitting in its way. 

Therefore, superficially, the violence we see becomes meaningless and thus constitutes a 

referential illusion. Every subjective and active interpretation of reality must compete with 

and conform to the interpretation already inherent to the concept “terrorism” being used 

to describe reality, making any recognition of intentions in the violence really hard. The 

reason why terrorism appears to be “real” is because it is so effective at hiding 

intentionality, as we mentioned earlier: the actor’s intentions are masked by the concept 

we categorize them in. We cannot see the self-image or the motivations of the terrorist, 

because we immediately overprint this image with one we ourselves project on the object. 

Intentions are a form of giving meaning to something, making sense of it, and we cannot 

see these intentions as we have already found a way of giving meaning and making sense 

before observing, therefore making intentions redundant in the process of social 

signification. The ontological structure of the category “terrorism” simply does not allow 
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for intentions to be taken into account. This makes the violence of terrorism seem 

meaningless, reasonless. It thereby becomes a signifier without denotation, a referential 

illusion, that gives our own interpretation of the violence a sense of realism. 

Let us recapitulate: the reality effect is what hides our interpretation of reality. It makes 

signification automatic, unconscious. Referential illusions are what makes these 

interpretations and significations look objective, like they are part of reality. The two are 

mutually sustaining, one does not cause the other, they appear and function together. 

Now that we have described the procedure by which terrorism is observed and 

interpreted and by which this interpretation becomes part of the observation, we must 

ask, why does this procedure take place? The reason why what we have identified as 

l’effet du réel appears with regard to terrorism has been described in numerous ways by 

different authors, yet all point to the particular position terrorism occupies in our society. 

Common sense dictates that terrorism is always morally wrong17. We think few things that 

occur on a societal level to be as loathsome as terrorism. Indirectly, the famous aphorism 

“one man’s terrorist, is another man’s freedom fighter” is an exquisite example of this 

fact, as apparently, a terrorist can never be pro-freedom, the struggle for freedom and 

terrorism appear to be mutually exclusive18. Some authors speak of terrorism as a taboo in 

this regard, a subject whose merits can never be discussed19. The dehumanization of 

terrorism is another oft-cited example of this moral absolutism by which Western society 

addresses terrorism. Terrorists are repulsive fiends, terrorism is inhumane, and thus acts 

of terrorism fall outside the region of human comprehension20. Other scholars refer to the 
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fact that the question of terrorism in society touches on the debate over whether an end 

can justify any means, a debate which is suppressed in Western society. The question 

whether violence can be a legitimate tool to reach certain ends in Western society (not 

outside it), is in theory always answered negatively. Change in the Western liberal 

democracies shall be peaceful and mindful, or it shall not be at all21. What all of these 

explanations share, is that their foundations are not rooted in just the use of deadly force, 

but in the combination of deadly force and social change. In our model of society, based 

on consensus and liberal democracy, it is unthinkable that an idea not part of that model 

can motivate people to such a degree that they are prepared to place themselves outside 

this model in order to live it. Slavoj Žižek once described terrorism as the only radical 

political act left in modernity22. This is precisely why Western society is so shocked by what 

it considers terrorism, according to him, as the given that a political idea contradictory to 

the one we live everyday can motivate people to such extreme acts is incompatible with 

our vision of society, which is aimed at consensus within certain boundaries. There can be 

debate within these boundaries, but these boundaries themselves, their imposition, 

cannot be discussed in liberal democracy.  

Terrorism as a liminal category 

We cannot, however, make terrorism an unmentionable as is customary with taboos23, as 

we consider the violence of terrorism to be aimed at manifesting itself with literally 

insurmountable force in society and thus must give attention to it24. The echoes of 

terrorist bombs remain ambient via the media. As opposed to real taboos, terrorism is 

extremely present in our thinking on society, compared to how few incidents of terrorism 

there actually are. How impossible it is to ignore terrorism becomes clear from a simple 

search query in the online archive of the ‘New York Times’. Of the about 1.110.000 articles 

the NYT has published since 11/9/2001, 40.600 contained the word ‘terrorism’, which 

amounts to 3,66% of all the ‘New York Times’ articles since the 9/11 attacks. This means 

8,40 articles every day contained the word “terrorism”25.  
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Terrorism thus has a peculiar place terrorism occupies in our thinking, both taboo on one 

hand, and very much outstanding and central on the other hand. We can describe this 

place as a liminal position. Liminality is an anthropological concept used to describe the 

phase of a ritual during which the ritual’s participants have lost their pre-ritual status, yet 

the ritual has not been completed yet. It is a situation of ambiguity, transformation and 

disorientation, during which the usual social conventions are temporarily suspended26. The 

coexistence of a state of taboo and of extreme presence at the same time, is typical of 

liminality. Turning to the transformative aspects of liminality, one could say that terrorists 

are performing the ritual destruction of either themselves or the model on which society is 

based. However, as they are terrorists, both they themselves (as they are still denotable) 

and society (denoting them) still exist. The transitional ritual cannot be finished as long as 

they are presently considered terrorists, as the completion of the ritual requires the lifting 

of their ambiguous status by either themselves or the society that considers them 

terrorist. In this way, terrorists almost stand outside society, yet they are not completely 

out of the door yet, as to struggle against society means to be involved in it. The same 

goes for terrorism as a concept on a more general level. Terrorism is permanently present 

in our society, either in the form of attacks or in the idea and fear of such attacks, the 

anticipation of the next one coming27. Yet at the same time does not have the existential 

right to exist, the concept of terrorism can be understood as a form of permanent 

liminality. Terrorism is never finished; the ritual is never concluded. We can never look 

back on terrorism; it is never complete; it never becomes post-liminal.  

The suspension of all social conventions, which makes them at the same time 

overwhelmingly present, is another typical liminal trait of terrorism: terrorism is the 

rejection of certain social conventions, but this rejection makes these conventions visible, 

by the very fact that they are violated. Even though the terrorist is on the verge of a 

transformation that will disconnect him from society (by either destroying society or 

himself), he is not yet disconnected the moment we perceive him as a terrorist, as he has 

not lost his original, terrorist ritual status yet. By disconnecting terrorism from society, 

terrorism would lose all its defining characteristics, as we shall discuss in the next section. 

We can understand the permanent liminality of terrorism as the balance between the 

transformative aspects of ritual, which necessitates the disappearance of terrorism or 

society, and the social reality of an ever present (threat of) terror.  
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Signification by binary opposition 

This liminality is what necessitates the effet du reel to give meaning to terrorism: terrorism 

is so often being discussed, addressed and talked about in media, politics and civil society, 

that it has to be given a certain meaning. Yet its taboo status makes this impossible. The 

ambiguous, ritual form of terrorism, its liminal position, make signification both necessary 

and impossible. The only way out of this paradox is by giving terrorism a meaning which is 

automatic and inherent to the observation; so signification by l’effet du reel, as we 

discussed earlier. As signification is automatic and not necessarily a conscious act, we do 

not have to be confronted with the taboo status of terrorism, yet we load it with the 

meaning it must necessarily have. 

The liminal aspect of terrorism is thus responsible for the odd way in which signification of 

the terrorist phenomenon takes place. This means we have discussed in which way 

terrorism is given meaning (by l’effet du reel), why this meaning appears to be objective 

rather than constructed (referential illusion), why this signification procedure takes place 

the way it does (due to its liminal status), but we have not really discussed yet in depth 

what the actual meaning that is given looks like. What is the specific content of the 

meaning that is given to terrorism by the signification procedure we have analysed so 

extensively? Here too liminality plays an important role. The absence and violation of 

social conventions, typical of liminal situations, are an opportunity to articulate these 

conventions very clearly. In this way, terrorism is given meaning by opposing it to our own 

society. It is by opposing certain elements of our self-image to terrorism, that we 

understand what terrorism is, and at the same time, this self-image becomes very clear in 

moments of terrorism. And so we, as a society, are peaceful, the terrorist violent, we are 

rational, the terrorist irrational; we are human, the terrorist is inhumane; we are 

conducting constructive politics, the terrorist engages in nihilistic destruction; we believe 

in freedom, the terrorist opposes it; we believe in means, the terrorist in goals. This 

opposition is clear even in the very nuances of the way in which we talk about terrorism: a 

terrorist is neutralized, he himself murders and slaughters. His victims are, due to their 

victimhood of terrorism, the innocent. This list clarifies exactly what meaning is given to 

terrorism by the effet du réel: the qualities we project on terrorism are the inverted mirror 

of our self-image. Everybody who unconsciously and without any specific, well-reasoned 

explanation uses the term terrorism, automatically uses these representations. They are 

omnipresent in media, politics, public opinion, scientific research,…28  

This way of understanding terrorism is typical of what structuralists and poststructuralists 

call signification by binary opposition29. Numerous basic elements that play a crucial role in 
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developing a society-wide self-identity, are constricted in by binary opposition, a 

combination in which two terms receive meaning due to their opposition, they are only 

meaningful categories because they are opposed to one-another. These binary categories 

are often the very basic elements by which we understand the world around us. Typical 

examples include good/evil, man/woman, black/white, left/right,… It is impossible to have 

a notion of one of these categories without having a notion of the opposed. Basically, you 

cannot think of something as “good”, morally laudable, without being able to think of 

something else as “bad”, morally objectionable. You cannot understand something as 

“left” or “up”, without understanding “right” or “down” 30. In a certain way, we could 

understand the terrorist as the binary opposite of the civilian in our society, as terrorism’s 

traits stem from mirroring and inverting the traits we ascribe to ourselves, not from the 

careful observation of terrorist phenomena. 

Often, these (post)structuralist oppositions are understood as being hierarchical. In the 

binary opposition male/female, male is dominant, in the opposition black/white, white is 

dominant, and we could say the same of the civilian in the opposition terrorist/civilian31. 

Typically, in these hierarchical relationships the dominant category gives meaning to the 

subordinate category, it is the subordinate that is signified by opposition to the dominant 

rather than the other way around. Male gives meaning to female in a stronger sense than 

female gives meaning to male. 

Terrorism is subordinate in the relationship terrorism-society in the sense that terrorism 

receives more meaning from its opposition to society than society gets from its opposition 

to terrorism32. This becomes quite apparent in that when we think of terrorism we think of 

something that opposes society, yet when we think of our society, we do not 

automatically think of terrorism. This does not mean that no meaning is articulated at all 

on the societal side of this opposition. On the contrary, moments of terrorism offer society 

a unique opportunity to articulate social identity. The political rhetoric surrounding 

terrorism often seizes the opportunity of terrorism to very clearly define a political project 

by doing signifying work on the civilian side of the binary opposition terrorist-civilian. 

Terrorism is used as a chance to make clear what society is, by accentuating what it is not. 

An evident example is how the attacks on the Charlie Hebdo offices were used as a 

moment for heads of state around Europe to stress how strong our European civilization is 

at defending freedom of speech. This is a very effective rhetoric, as terrorism can be made 

to signify the absolute opposite of up and about anything one wants to highlight in society. 
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Whether we want to stress freedom33, peace34, openness35, liberty of expression36, gender 

equality37, economic welfare38 or any other quality we ascribe to western society, 

terrorism can be made to signify the opposite, and by attributing this opposite to 

terrorism, the original becomes a quality of society. But this means that even at this 

moment, the opposition remains hierarchical: we project on terrorism the opposite of 

what we want to stress as a basic element of social self-identity, not the other-way 

around. Terrorism is more the opposite of society than society of terrorism39.  

Taking a look at this binary signification process in action is quite easy, as the examples are 

countless. We find a very visible and clear example in the memoirs of former Belgian Prime 

Minister Wilfried Martens, when he reflects on the attacks of the Belgian Cellules 

Communistes Combattantes. Martens notes: “As figurehead of the democratic rule of law, 

which the C.C.C. sought to overturn, I felt personally threatened by their months long 

bombing campaign40.” And further: “I have always wondered what drove C.C.C. leaders 

Pierre Carette and Bertrand Sassoye to consider our state an enemy and to reject the 

structure that lend them so many rights, freedom and care […] I can do nothing but 

conclude that not everybody is gifted with the same sense of reason and humanism 

[…]That same night I held a speech and announced the counterattack: this government 

wants to end any form of violence that threatens the peaceful and democratic society of 

citizens41.” Martens not only portrays the C.C.C. and society as antitheses; in doing he uses 
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very few specific denotations that characterize the C.C.C.. There are no pejorative 

adjectives or other denunciating frames that explicitly target the C.C.C., instead, Martens 

gives meaning to the C.C.C. by discursively opposing it to society. He signifies the group by 

talking about the laudable and positive characteristics of civil society and then contrasting 

the society to the C.C.C., rather than by talking about the negative characteristics of the 

C.C.C. directly. Often these ascribed negative characteristics are mentioned explicitly as 

well, yet due to their absence here, we get a very clear picture of how the binary 

opposition of terrorism and society gives meaning to terrorism by binary opposition even 

without any explicit signification. 

A typical trait we ascribe to terrorism by binary opposition is “barbarism”. The actions we 

consider terrorism use a repertoire of protest in the same way that a strike or a 

manifestation do, according to sociologists42. Yet if terrorism is indeed a protest strategy, it 

one akin to repertoires of contention such as looting and rioting because in the way in 

which we understand terrorism there is the idea of primitivism which these strategies also 

carry in them. There is an evolutionistic component in the way in which we understand 

protest, and its primitive part affects our idea of terrorism43. Terrorism is unorganized, 

uninstitutionalized and violent, whereas our protest as it is envisioned in our society 

should be organized, institutionalized and peaceful, neatly encapsulated in existing 

structures. This makes us understand terrorism as almost an anachronism, in so far when 

we understand terrorism as a form of protest, it is one that resembles Tilly’s old forms of 

protest, which are irrational and ineffective and should have disappeared, but have not44.  

This anachronistic nature we ascribe to terrorism is the reason why we like to think that 

terrorists adhere to archaic ideologies. Jihadi’s are for instance often associated with 

Wahhabism or Salafism, Islamic traditions of which we easily say that they are medieval 

and primitive and stand for a return to the “Middle Ages”. Even the former head of the 

Belgian Staatsveiligheid Alain Winants commented in this vein in 201245. Nor is scientific 

research devoid of this incorrect idea46. Of course not all Jihadists are Salafi’s or Wahhabi’s 

and furthermore, Salafism and Wahhabism are very modern and recent currents of 
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Islam47. However, this anachronistic, primitive nature we ascribe to terrorism is very 

remarkable, because at the same time we tend to think of terrorism as a very recent 

phenomenon, due to the fact that we link it to mass media and modern arms technology. 

We will return to this kind of contradiction extensively in the following section when we 

discuss cognitive dissonance as part of a larger overview of the effects terrorism as an 

ontological category has on oir thinking.  

1.2 The discursive functioning of terrorism 

So far, we have discussed the discursive construction of terrorism as a political reality. In 

doing so, we have made our point that terrorism is a social way of understanding that is 

objectified as a real entity, rather than an objective reality in its own right. The next step is 

now to analyze the way in which this ontological category functions and the impact it has 

on political reflections. What effect does applying the ‘terrorism’ category have on our 

thinking about the situation we classify as such? What implications do the ontological 

dimensions of ‘terrorism’ have for ideologies, ideas and opinions concerning terrorism? 

We will discuss six large structural effects that classifying something as terrorism has on 

our thinking related to the situation we labeled as such, notably homogenization, 

confirmation bias, cognitive dissonance, intentionality, emotionality and problem solving. 

1.2.1 Homogenization and confirmation bias 

A first effect of the term ‘terrorism’ on our structuring of reality we should consider, is 

homogenization. We already touched on the subject fleetingly when we discussed the fact 

that terrorism as a category contains a very wide range of events. The American Ministry 

of Defense’s list of terrorist organizations once contained al-Qaeda, the Irish Republican 

Army, the Animal Liberation Front and the South African ANC, all at the same time48. One 

can say a lot about all these organizations and their leaders, but not that they’re on the 

whole very similar. It is only due to their shared label of “terrorism” that these different 

groups become comparable. The category of terrorism facilitates a comparative approach 

that similarities and contrasts between organizations in repertoires49, organizational 

structures50, responses51 and systemic circumstances52, yet without an overarching 
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category, this type of comparative research would be a lot less intuitive and logical 

because these groups are not very similar in the way they think about the world.  

As such, the label terrorism facilitates comparative approaches, but it strongly limits 

historical approaches. Labeling an organization as “terrorist” places it in a diachronic 

perspective that robs the group of historical meaning it: the category takes the group out 

of its historical and cultural context and makes understanding it within its historic setting. 

This shows how ‘terrorism’ as a category of thought privileges a certain ways of looking at 

and thinking about reality over other ways. We will elaborate in the next chapter on how 

this corresponds with the facilitation of certain methods of analysis that co-opt this look, 

while it makes life tougher for others.  

This effect is related to the fact that as a ontological category, terrorism inherently already 

carries a certain analysis in it (via the effet du réel), as we demonstrated earlier. A result of 

this is that our senses are more susceptible to observations that confirm this inherent 

analysis or are compatible with it; all the while we have a lot more difficulties arriving at 

observations which debunk, invalidate or refute this inherent analysis. Even if we heed 

phenomena that contradict the analysis a priori present in the term terrorism, we perceive 

them as less salient and less important. We see here how the category of terrorism creates 

a strong confirmation bias as a second effect. Terrorism’s functioning as a research 

perspective is similar to the functioning of a sieve: it filters mostly objects which are 

consistent with its internal design and set-up, a set-up that is structured preceding any 

observation.  

As a consequence, our perception is sometimes very sensitive to quite trivial affairs, 

precisely because these strongly confirm the analysis we made prior to observation. An 

example of this is our invariably far-reaching interest in the connections between terrorist 

groups mutually, and between terrorist groups and so-called “evil” nations (North Korea, 

Iran, Russia, Cuba). This idea confirms on a general level our image of a world-wide evil53, 

opposed to our free Western society as a universal ‘good’ and on a more specific level our 

image of terrorism as a homogenous category. When we reflect on possible connections 

between terrorist groups, we tend to believe the existence of such connections alarmingly 

quickly. Our imagination tends to escalate very rapidly, resulting in gross overstatements 
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based on overstrained evidence. The well documented connection between the Red Army 

Faction and East Germany in essence consisted of occasional and irregular ad hoc contacts 

that decreased over time, and eventually resulted in a mounting tension between 

terrorists that got so high that starting during the early eighties every form of practical 

support of the D.D.R. for the R.A.F.’s struggle ended; only militants that wanted to 

abandon the fight were still welcome in the D.D.R.54. However, in the representation of 

unwary journalists and academics, the R.A.F. becomes a covert Stasi operation or certain 

R.A.F. attacks were committed by or in cooperation with the Stasi. Swiftly, a whole 

worldwide anti-western conspiracy develops itself in our mind55. Another example of this 

is an alleged collaboration between the R.A.F. and North Korea that has been suggested 

based on a coded letter recovered from a public bin that is ascribed to the R.A.F., that 

cannot be found in any archive and of which we are only informed by a partial citation 

during the Stammheim trials56.  

A similar example on a political level, we find in Richard Nixon’s treatment of the Weather 

Underground Organization, a violent communist organization that was born out of the 

1969 student movement. Nixon identified all student protests with the Weathermen, and 

considered every sympathizer of the ideology that inspired the WUO a potential terrorist. 

He was also very much concerned over the possibility that the Black Panthers or the WUO 

were supported by the U.S.S.R. or Cuba. One of his staff members penned down “SDS [the 

radical student organization] = WU” and “Soviet -> CPUSA [Communist Party of the USA] -> 

WU/BP [Black Panthers]” during a meeting with the president57.  

Taking up such small details or clues and elaborating them into larger narratives goes very 

naturally, as these details easily trigger the internal framework of the “terrorism” concept, 

and so we perceive them as salient and noteworthy. On the other hand, things that 

contradict this framework have a very hard time triggering our attention. Criticism of 

soviet communism by the R.A.F. has more difficulties is a lot less salient to the observer 
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using a “terrorism” perspective to look at the R.A.F., because it is incompatible with the 

structure of his perspective58. Discussions and conflicts taking place within violent extreme 

left circles in Germany are similarly ignored left out59. Only research ideologically 

benevolent to the (extreme) left considers these criticisms and discussions interesting, 

because they do not use the “terrorism” ontology of violence to look at the R.A.F., but an 

ontology in which this type of comments are a lot more remarkable60.  

1.2.2 Cognitive dissonance 

Of course, this confirmation bias is not absolute. Events which we consider to be terrorism 

are so intensely covered in the media that even facts that contradict our intuitive 

perception of terrorism sometimes must be acknowledged by anyone following current 

political events. Although confirmation bias implies also that we will try to avoid the 

potential confrontation with such facts61, we will always notice things that are incongruent 

with the internal framework of the term terrorism62. This is logical from our 

poststructuralist theoretical point of view, as no single discursive system can completely 

and definitively structure the whole of reality63.  

The term terrorism therefore always carries a certain degree of cognitive dissonance, 

which is the third effect we will discuss. An example of this is the way in which most 

political, legal and academic definitions of terrorism agree on the fact that terrorists use 

violence for political reasons64, while exactly these political implications are swept under 

the carpet by the application of the label “terrorism”. In other words, we do realize on an 

abstract level that terrorism is about politics, power brokerage and different visions on 

society, yet we ignore this in specific cases in favour of an absolute moral attitude. Our 
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perception of terrorism is thus at the same time political and apolitical. A prime illustration 

of this is the statement by which Kurt Waldheim, secretary-general of the UN, called the 

Brigade Rosse to release their hostage Aldo Moro. He stated: “you know without doubt 

that you have drawn the attention of the whole world with your demand. But you must 

also realize that the continued detention of mister Moro […] can only damage your cause, 

whatever it might be65.” Waldheim states the Red Brigades have a cause, and he 

apparently knows it, because he states “the continued detention of mister Moro” would 

damage this cause. Such an analysis can only be made if Waldheim knows this cause. But 

he proceeds by indicating he actually does not know the R.B.’s cause: by stating “whatever 

it [this cause] might be.” These two parts of Waldheim’s statement explicitly contradict 

each other. 

Another fine example of cognitive dissonance is shown in a series of articles by journalist 

Glenn Greenwald in ‘The Guardian’ on the bomb explosion during the Boston Marathon in 

April 2013. Greenwald writes that during their arrest, the suspected perpetrators were not 

read their rights (the so-called ‘Miranda rights’, starting with the phrase “you have the 

right to remain silent…”, well known from police movies). Not reading an arrestee his 

‘Miranda rights’ is only legal during the arrest of known terrorists. Barack Obama spoke 

that same night on television of the arrestees as terrorists. However, at that moment, the 

attack had not yet been claimed, the arrestees had not yet made any statements nor had 

anyone else involved in the plot come forward to clarify its political goals, and the target 

was not of that nature that it immediately clarified the political aims, so there was, apart 

from intuition, no reason to suspect the attack was terrorist in nature66. Still, the agents on 

the scene of arrest and the president in the Oval Office immediately recognized terrorism, 

merely based on a repertoire and the identity of the killers, without being informed in any 

way of political intent. Experts would later indeed show that for at least one of the 

brothers, the clear political intent that we abstractly deem mandatory in cases of 

terrorism, was effectively absent. It was stated that his motivations could better be 

described as criminal rather than terrorist67. And yet president Obama one month later in 
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a speech on his contra-terrorism policy once again referred to the attack on the Boston 

Marathon as terrorism68. However in that very same speech, he stated that he 

understands terrorism as always motivated by clear ideological intent and goal: 

“Most, though not all, of the terrorism we faced is fueled by a common ideology -- 

a belief by some extremists that Islam is in conflict with the United States and the 

West, and that violence against Western targets, including civilians, is justified in 

pursuit of a larger cause. Of course, this ideology is based on a lie, for the United 

States is not at war with Islam. And this ideology is rejected by the vast majority of 

Muslims, who are the most frequent victims of terrorist attacks (emphasis not in 

original)69.” 

This higher goal was at least partially lacking in the case of the Tsarnaev brothers. We can 

conclude that Barack Obama is aware of the fact that theoretically, terrorism is objectively 

always a political act. But when observing terrorism in practice, he paradoxically need not 

to see any political motive, and in his categorization of the attack of the Boston marathon 

a few weeks later as terrorism, he once again heeds the need for a political motive 

necessary to be able to classify the attack as terrorism. The president uses the category of 

terrorism in spite of the lack of any political nature motivating the attack, something he 

considers necessary for this categorization. The depoliticizing effect of the label terrorism 

hides this paradox. Obama clearly shows cognitive dissonance in his understanding of the 

political nature of terrorism, and everybody who uses terrorism as an ontological category, 

as it unifies the two completely opposite lines of thought (political in theory and apolitical 

in observation) in a single concept.  

1.2.3 Ignoring intentionality 

We have previously explained that the label terrorist tends to obscure the intentions of 

the ones labeled as such. We will not go into the why and how of this again, but we will 

take a closer look at some illustrations showing how this functions. 

George W. Bush once stated on al-Qaeda-fighters that they ‘hide in countries all over the 

world, plotting evil and destruction’70. The whole being of a movement that uses terrorist 

repertoires in its actions, is reduced to this essentially instrumental violence. Another 
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example of this is the discursive process by which Margaret Thatcher’s classification of the 

African National Congress (ANC) as a ‘typical terrorist organization’ serves as an excuse for 

the declassification of Mandela’s organization as a legitimate political partner. Thatcher 

stated: “When the ANC says that they will target British companies, this shows what a 

typical terrorist organization it is. I fought terrorism all my life… I will have nothing to do 

with any organization that practices violence”71. A third clear illustration of the way in 

which the category terrorism hides intentionality is citation by Kurt Waldheim on the 

Brigade Rosse kidnapping of Aldo Moro we discussed previously. Let’s readdress 

Waldheim’s statement: “you know without doubt that you have drawn the attention of 

the whole world with your demand. But you must also realize that the continued 

detention of mister Moro […] can only damage your cause, whatever it might be”72. The 

Italian media hurried to condemn Waldheim because he held the idea that the Red 

Brigades might have a ‘cause’, a (noble) goal, even though he states that he does not know 

what that cause could be73. This is very remarkable, as the Brigades released no less than 

nine pamphlets to the media to explain how the kidnapping of Moro ideologically fitted 

into their struggle. This example shows that when a group is identified by the public as 

‘terrorist’, any regard for intentions and political motives is thrown overboard, even 

becomes unwanted. Even a spectator such as Waldheim who might be interested in these 

intentions, sees his view disturbed by the perspective of ‘terrorism’ he applies in observing 

reality. 

1.2.4 Emotionality 

Terrorism is inevitably accompanied by a certain hysterical reaction that cannot be 

reduced to the usual negative response to political violence, such as during riots. Reactions 

to terrorism are always more fierce and emotional than reactions to violent protest or 

“ordinary” crime. Similarly, our estimation of its danger is consequently overblown74. It has 

even been argued that “terrorism hysteria” is a form of mass psychological illness75. That 

we can indeed talk about an overreaction to the point of hysteria, is quite easily proven by 

the statistics on incidents described as terrorism. Data from the Global Terrorism Database 

show that Belgium, between 2008 and 2013 was struck by two events which could be 
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defined as terrorism (even though any definition of terrorism is inherently flawed, 

according to our perspective). An attack in 2008 caused limited damage, and an attack in 

2012 killed one man and wounded another in a mosque in Brussels76. During that period, 

the Coördinatieorgaan voor Dreigingsanalyse (OCAD) spend around ten million euros on 

terrorism prevention77. As combatting terrorism is a fragmented competence in Belgium, 

the Staatsveiligheid, an institution financed separately from the OCAD, also had a yearly 

budget of 43 million euros available in 2010, part of which was destined for countering 

terrorism. Extrapolated this amounts to more than 200 million euros for the period 2008-

2013. That makes that both institutions spend 105 million euros per victim78. In Belgium 

967 counts of first-degree murder were committed over the same period of time 

according to UNDOC, all the while only one victim was killed by terrorism79. This clearly 

indicates that the threat of terrorism, even in these modern times is quite strongly 

exaggerated. This tendency can be linked to the boom of visual and instant media80. 

Another classic example used to illustrate this point are the fact that in the U.S., you are 

several times more likely to get struck lightning or drown in your bathtub than to die by 

terrorism81. 

This emotionality, hysteria and lack of reason when combatting terrorism are not even a 

reaction to actual terrorism, we even face them when considering the possibility of 

(future) terrorism. When we envision a possible terrorist attack, at the very least we think 

of lethal bomb strikes, and often we immediately skip to nuclear, WMD or biological 

terrorism. Under president Clinton, multiple federal agencies participated in a training in 

the White House preparing them to deal with terrorists spreading a genetically engineered 

super virus82. Prominent intelligence and government officials r at a certain point 

considered or eve, consider chemical and biological terrorism to be the greatest danger to 

American security83, despite the fact that – setting aside anthrax letters for one moment - 
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such attacks having happened precisely once on a lethal scale, the attacks of Aum 

Shinrikyo on the Japanese metro84. 

The use of the phrase “terrorism” therefore, does more than just indicate an apparently 

fairly limited phenomenon, it also evokes some sort of hysterical response, to which not 

even politicians and policymakers (probably especially not them) are immune. Cases 

labelled as terrorism tend to be awarded much more attention than their – on a large 

scale often fairly limited – consequences award85. 

1.2.5 Problem solving 

The last cognitive effect of conceptualizing reality as “terrorism” we want to discuss, is the 

way in which a terrorist ontology prioritizes problem-solving ideologies. What we mean by 

this, is that labeling a political reality as terrorism makes salient ideas that propose to deal 

with this reality or at least frame this reality as a problem to be solved. As Cox puts it in his 

foundational theorization of this perspective, problem-solving implies that we accept the 

relations, institutions and structures of the world as we find them “the given framework 

for action. The general aim of problem-solving is to make these relationships and 

institutions work smoothly86.” Cox states that problem-solving approaches are always 

historical and temporary, as they are linked to a specific hegemonic world order. Accepting 

the world as we find it and making it work smoothly only works as an approach as long as 

the institutions and relations governing this world remain the same. Cox links the 

existence of this world order to its acceptance as normative, as the world which ought to 

run smoothly. A change in world order, would thus have to be accompanied by a change in 

conception of what is normal87. In our discourse-driven conceptualization of social 

relations, we could interpret this normative acceptance as a hegemonic discourse on how 

the world is, and “terrorism” as an example of such a discourse. 

As terrorism can be considered, as we discussed earlier, contrary to the “natural state of 

the world”; it is an obstacle to the smooth functioning of our world. This explains why a 

terrorism ontology of reality is often accompanied by ideas on this reality that 

problematize or propose to solve it. In fact, an important critique of Critical Terrorism 

Studies of orthodox research is a stale adherence to this problem-solving approach88. Cox’s 

problem solving theory provides the foundations for this critique, yet his understanding of 
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problem solving as the product of a hegemonic worldview takes his theory further than 

just a methodological critique. It allows us to understand the methodological tendency to 

overtly focus on solving and not enough on understanding as the result of precisely the 

hegemonic worldview that makes us consider something as terrorism in the first place. 

Thus, the overrepresentation of problem-solving approaches in terrorism research can be 

traced to the way in which a terrorist ontology of reality privileges problem-solving 

ideologies in our thinking. Research seeks to solve the problem of terrorism precisely 

because the our understanding of what terrorism is promotes this type thinking. In 

chapter three, we will further discuss how specific tendencies in terrorism research can be 

understood as the product of a hegemonic terrorism discourse. 

Of course, all discursive effects we have discussed in this section to a large amount melt 

into each other, as was also evident from the examples cited. They interact with and 

facilitate each other, and of course the list of effects given here is far from exhaustive, as 

pretty much any idea or opinion on terrorism is affected by the category’s framework. 

What this short list does however adequately prove, is that the use of ‘terrorism’ to 

describe reality is far from neutral or meaningless. The term is accompanied by a frame of 

mind that influences not only our political thought, but also the very basic act of 

observation, our way of seeing and looking at things.  

1.3 Terrorism and narrative 

We have so far extensively discussed the conception of terrorism that exists in public 

society, how it is constructed and how it unconsciously affects the political thought of a 

wide audience. When we state that the functioning terrorism is unconscious, we never 

mean this in the literal, psychological sense of the word. In saying that the functioning of a 

certain discourse is unconscious, we mean that its use is often automatic, the user invokes 

this discourse without thinking about it. Jef Verschueren has compared this to adding an ‘-

s’ at the end of an English verb in the third person. From the moment on someone is 

reasonably proficient in English, he no longer dwells on this rule when speaking in the third 

person, but he uses it anyway, and when necessary, he can also apply the rule consciously 

and warily89. This goes for terrorism discourse too: we can easily use its effects consciously 

and strategically. We do not only use the effects and properties of terrorism discourse 

passively or automatically (e.g. Waldheim on the Red Brigades or Obama on the Boston 

Marathon bombing), we can also use them intentionally to strengthen a rhetorical claim 
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(e.g. Thatcher on the A.N.C.). A typical example of this is when non-political violence, such 

as marital violence, is referred to as terrorism. Private in nature, personal in motivation 

and non-spectacular in means, this type of violence is only called terrorism to employ to 

the cognitive structures of the category ‘terrorism’, for instance its emotional reaction or 

its tendency to ignore intentions90.The next question is to ask is therefore how the 

discourse on terrorism is actively used. So then, why do we call some groups terrorists, 

and do not do that for others? When do we consciously invoke terrorism discourse? These 

questions all revolve around the way in which we use terrorism discourse as part of larger 

narratives. We can answer them on two levels, a collective, societal level and an individual 

level. In the first instance we ask why Western society deems an organization to be 

terrorist, in the second instance we ask why any individual would apply this label.  

1.3.1 Articulating terrorism discourse  

Both on an individual and social level, the relationship between terrorism as a socially 

constructed ontological category and physical reality is mediated by language. The best 

method for investigating this relations depends on the level upon which we want to look 

at this relation. If we want to consider terrorism as a social category, devised on a societal 

level and applied to reality by a society, it’s best to consider language on a social level as 

well, even though this might make the analysis of concrete expressions more difficult. If 

we want to investigate individual, personal discourse on terrorism, it’s best to take an 

approach that considers an approach to language that is less developed to tackle the 

abstract level, but more appropriate to study practical language use. 

In this work, we view language as an abstract entity that structures our world and makes it 

understandable, discussable, and in that way, structures our thinking. This conception of 

language as a system that transcends one-off usage in specific pragmatic contexts is a long 

way from language as used in concrete speech, during day-to-day conversations and in 

commonplace texts; even though these are of course influenced by the overarching 

language system. The distinctive manner in which individuals speak, is in this theoretical 

approach related to the general system. The functioning of the language in turn coincides 

with the society-wide dominance of certain political ideas. This type of assumptions is 

typical of Discourse Theory91. We previously explained the theoretical assumptions of this 

school in detail, but let’s now take a look at how their model can concretely be applied to 

terrorism. Sociologists part of the school of Discourse Theory, often called the Essex 

school, would posit that society considers a certain group ‘terrorist’ because the idea that 

this group is terroristic emanates from or at least fits the general vision of society which is 
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socially hegemonic. Which groups are or are not terrorist is thus dependent on the 

political situation of society. This corresponds well with the idea we formulated earlier 

about the way in which terrorism is given meaning by hierarchic opposition to the self-

image of society. If terrorism is indeed the reversed projection of the self-image of our 

own society, then it makes sense that which organizations are considered terrorist 

depends on the composition of this self-image, and thus the identity of society. When this 

identity changes, so does our idea of what constitutes terrorism. The way in which the 

perspective inherent to the term terrorist prioritizes certain observations over others does 

not change, yet the content and the design of this perspective, the granulation let through 

by the meshes of the sieve so to speak, does. This metaphor explains the relation between 

ontology and ideology, between terrorism as a category and ideas in society on terrorism. 

As society changes, so does our opinion on terrorism, as the binary opposition used to 

signify terrorism inverts image. In this way, what we project into the terrorism frame 

changes, yet the functioning of the frame remains the same, e.g., this ideology will still be 

subject to homogenization, cognitive dissonance and difficulties focusing on intentionality.  

A second level on which terrorism relates to reality, is the level of the individual, who talks 

about certain political realities in terms of terrorism, while distinctively does not do this for 

others. If you were to call someone a terrorist, you make use of the effects and 

characteristics of this term discussed in the previous sections. This can be an automatic 

and passive use, which it is most often the case, but it can also be a strategic and 

purposeful practice. The study of the active strategies and tactics that speakers employ 

during conversation or in text, is rather difficult to study starting from the foundations of 

Discourse Theory, which is more oriented from an abstract language to a specific speech 

level, rather than the other way around. Approaching speech on terrorism in a situational 

fashion is more easily done with a Critical Discourse Analysis approach (CDA)92. Many of 

the examples and illustrations we cited so far, have implicitly used this paradigm.  

1.3.2 The narrative structure of terrorism  

The prime characteristic of the active and strategic use of the effects of terrorism, is that is 

fairly easy to do. Using terrorism discourse as part of a larger argument is so convenient 

because our thinking about terrorism tends to adopt a narrative structure. As the frame of 

mind with which we think about terrorism contains an inherent interpretation, terrorism is 

very easily understood and framed in a larger political picture at the moment of 

observation. We do not have to think about how terrorism fits a certain political history as 
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terrorism has already beforehand been analyzed and so it automatically takes its place in 

the story, without the reader-observer needing to think about it. Terrorism is like a topos 

which we instinctively understand in the same way we immediately know the stepmother 

in a fairytale is a wicked lady. The relationship of the actors, their interaction, the setting in 

a specific context; studying and determining these type of elements in the story we tell 

about reality are normally always part of the historians task, yet in the case of terrorism, 

this seems obsolete93. The structure of the story is already there before the writer sets 

hand to the paper, it is put in place by the use of the term terrorism. Terrorism is in other 

words because it is always analyzed in advance, also ‘emplotted’ in advance94. The easiest 

way to understand this in practice, in by comparing terrorism as we understand it to 

fictional series about it. As Zulaika and Douglas have noted, fictions about terrorism 

resemble suspiciously well the way in which we imagine real terrorism to be and the way 

real terrorism is portrayed in the media also tends to correspond very well to both fictional 

and imagined representations of terrorism95. Are television series like ‘Homeland’ and ‘24’ 

really that realistic, or does the frame of mind inherent in the term just fit the fictional 

representations cited very well? The stereotypical extremes of good and evil, the lack of 

morality on the side of the terrorist-antagonist, the depoliticization of the violence 

involved, the large, all-encompassing and in that way homogenizing conspiracies are not 

just present in TV-series and Cold War movies about terrorism; these are images that 

actually influence our thinking on terrorism, more, that are inherent to our thinking on it 

and to the category itself, even when used in very serious and rigorous academic research. 

Fact and fiction surrounding terrorism are very much alike due to the fact that the mindset 

by which we approach observations of real terrorism, has a narrative structure that easily 

connects to fictional representations. 

The comparison between terrorism discourse and fiction reflects that way in which 

physical reality and discourse are two distinct ontological levels. Only on the second level 

can terrorism be compared to fiction, and it is on this level nearly all of our analysis is 

situated. Even though the violence definitely exists independently from discourse on it, 

any statement on terrorism automatically expresses a perception, as the perception of 

something as terrorism is always discursive. ABC-news anchor Ted Koppel once analyzed 

the role of mass media in the existence of terrorism by paraphrasing the philosopher 

Berkeley’s question whether a tree that falls in the woods makes a sound if nobody hears 
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it: ‘is terrorism still terrorism if nobody notices the attack?96’ We would argue against this 

from the perspective we just formulated, as terrorism comes into existence by the grace of 

observation, by perception. The physical violence stays real, yet the violence only becomes 

terrorism on a discursive level. 

1.4 Conclusion 

What we meant to do in this chapter, is to prove that terrorism is neither an object nor a 

neutral term, but a socially constructed way of classifying reality that has severe 

implications for our understanding of reality.  

We first of all substantiated the claim that terrorism has no fixed, delineated 

characteristics yet that its existence as a category of reality depends on discursive 

construction. We did this by analyzing the hegemonic discourse that constructs terrorism 

as a category and projects it as an objective reality. We illustrated how the observation of 

terrorism does not depend on the qualities of the observed situation or any reflection 

active on the observed, but how it coincides with the invocation of a discourse that 

inherently posits the objective, real dimensions of terrorism as a category in reality. 

Furthermore, we discussed how this objectified category is positioned in society 

(liminality) and what its content is (signification by binary opposition).  

Next, we discussed how the perspective that addressing reality through a terrorist 

ontology implies influences our thoughts and opinions. The use of the term terrorism 

activates a number of fixed structures in our thinking that give meaning to the situation we 

describe using the term. This has a colossal impact on how we perceive this situation, what 

we notice and do not notice and how we place it in a wider context. We analyzed how the 

use of the term stresses in other words certain aspects of reality, and masks others. In this 

way, it legitimates a certain way of dealing with reality for all those involved. The practical 

consequence of this is that we must at all times keep in mind that the way in which 

journalists, politicians and academics speak about terrorism is never neutral, but also has a 

specific active meaning, and we must hold ourselves accountable that even our very 

personal thinking and perceiving is influenced by wielding terrorism as a category to 

classify reality. We discussed cognitive dissonance, homogenization, emotionality, 

problem-solving and the masking of intentionality as effects of terrorism as a 

categorization on our thinking concerning the situation it is applied to. 

Lastly, we discussed the narrative dimensions of terrorism, by analyzing how the social 

construct terrorism and its effects on our thinking are rhetorically employed in certain 
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situations. We did this by theoretically reflecting on the relationship between a hegemonic 

discourse and its use in both society, on an abstract level and in conversation, on an 

individual level. Secondly, we also analyzed the conscious use of the implicit connotations 

of the term as a rhetorical strategy. Terrorism is not only a category of analysis that shapes 

our thinking and perceiving while we are unaware of it, but we can also consciously use 

the effects in our discourse when we describe a group or certain practices as terrorist. In 

this light, we reflected on the apparent correspondence of fictional representations of 

terrorism to what we consider to be real terrorism. 
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In this chapter, we evaluate the existing corpus of research on terrorism based on the 

insights we gained in the previous one. We test research on terrorism for the presence of 

terrorism discourse. The first step will be to analyze the functioning of terrorism research 

as a discipline. We will see that an intellectual orthodoxy has arisen over the last years, and 

that access to this orthodoxy depends on the emulation of its discourse. Next, we will link 

this “terrorism expert discourse” to societal, hegemonic terrorism discourse and show that 

the hegemonic ontology of terrorism holds a strong grip on terrorism research. We shall 

show that through this link, scholars help reify the conception of terrorism that exists in 

society, and we will discuss concrete ways in which this happens. Finally, we will consider 

non-hegemonic discourses on political violence voiced by scholars outside orthodox 

terrorism research, and discuss the interaction of these discourses with the ontology of 

political violence held by groups conducting it. The engagement of scholars in these 

discourses shows that, no matter the discourse scholars actually voice, conducting research 

on terrorism is not a neutral activity, but implies participation in the construction of reality. 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Researching terrorism  

In the previous chapter, we substantiated the claim that terrorism is not a quality of 

reality, but a matter of perception, something we ascribe to reality. Terrorism as a 

category exists not because of its objective qualities, but because it is reproduced by a 

social way of knowing, observing and interpreting that is grounded in a discourse. In this 

chapter, we will evaluate research into terrorism, based on this insight. We will verify how 

and to what degree the study of terrorism has been influenced by this social way of 

knowing, by the specific way in which we discursively construct terrorism as an entity.  

The fact that we will be analyzing research for the presence of this discourse, implies that 

most scientific articles cited in this chapter are not really used as literature to confirm a 

point we are making or a statement we are posing, but rather as actual sources. We will 

not be using them to substantiate our claims, but as textual data of which we will analyze 

the rhetoric for presence of the terrorism discourse we discussed in chapter one. 
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2.1 Orthodox terrorism research 

Since the ill-fated 11th of September 2001, the study of terrorism has exploded1. Google 

Scholar returns 862.000 hits for “terrorism”, an incredible 426.000 of which have been 

published since 2001. Almost half of the research Google finds on terrorism has been done 

after 2001. For comparison’s sake, “economics”, a topic that has also known quite the 

hype over the last decade, hits a ratio of 629.000 to 3.340.000, or less than 1:5. Google 

Ngram tells us the same story: the percentage of new books added to the Google Books 

corpus that contained the word ‘terrorism’ has increased sixteen fold since 1900 and has 

more than doubled since the turn of the last century (in fact, it doubled during 2001-

2002). These data show a huge boom in both the study of terrorism and the public interest 

in terrorism since the turn of the last century. 

 

Figure 1: Google Ngram plot of the evolution of the percentage of news book added that contained the word 

'terrorism' during the 1800-2015 period 

 

 

Figure 2: Google Ngram plot of the evolution of the percentage of news book added that contained the word 

'terrorism' during the 1998-2008 period 

                                                        
1
 Young, J. and Findley, M. “Promise and Pitfalls of Terrorism Research.” International Studies Review 13 

(2011): 411-431 (413-414). 
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What is the influence of this massive increase in quantity on the quality of the research 

being done? To a large amount, it has made the already dominant strain of research on 

terrorism so insurmountable that an outsider needs goggles to find other paradigms. This 

type of research is not truly a school or a closed scientific field, Stampnitzky argues, but 

more an “interstitial space of knowledge production2.” Its scholars do not form a 

community, they belong to their own intellectual “professions” such as security expert, 

international relation expert or economist. Some are not even academics, but rather 

journalists, politicians,… ‘Terrorism studies’, according to Stampnitzky, is a space between 

their respective fields of expertise where they produce knowledge, based on a number of 

assumptions they have in common. It is not a domain in its own right, but rather a field 

that consists of the space where other disciplines overlap. However, as there are no real 

specialists in this open field, there are no ‘gatekeepers’. This makes terrorism studies an 

incredibly accessible field, according to Stampnitzky and Ranstorp, because as long as one 

adheres to the dominant assumptions, one can become a terrorism expert “overnight”3. 

By consequence, the leading journals on terrorism research have a far higher ratio of one-

time contributors, authors who have written only one scientific publication and of non-

academic authors, who do not have a position at a scientific institute4. This might not 

seem to be a problem, but rather a sign of the vitality, the successful communication and 

the openness of the field. However, as there are no true terrorism specialists to guard the 

field, Stampnitzky notes that it is not the intrinsic qualities of one’s work but rather the 

alignment with the basic assumptions of the field and the emulation of expert discourse 

that determine scientific validity within the interdisciplinary space of terrorism studies 

research5. To be accepted, scholars need to talk like the other “experts” and mimic the 

established discourse6. In this way, terrorism research consists of reproducing already 

existing knowledge while steering clear of knowledge that could undermine the current 

perspective7. This of course makes for a very static field in which little innovative work is 

done.  

                                                        
2
 Stampnitzky, L. "Disciplining an unruly field: Terrorism experts and theories of scientific/intellectual 

production." Qualitative Sociology 34.1 (2011): 1-19. 
3
 Ranstorp, M. "Mapping terrorism studies after 9/11." Critical terrorism studies: a new research agenda. 

Ed. Jackson, R., Smyth, M. and Gunning, J. London: Routledge (2009): 13-33 (14). 
4
 Silke, A. (ed.) Research on terrorism: Trends, achievements and failures. London: Routledge (2004): 64; 

Gordon, A. "Terrorism and the scholarly communication system." Terrorism and Political Violence 13.4 
(2001): 116-124, cited in "Mapping terrorism studies after 9/11”, 14. Jackson, R., Smyth M., and Gunning 
J. (eds.) Critical terrorism studies: a new research agenda. London: Routledge (2009): 14-15. 
5
 Stampnitzky, L. Disciplining Terror: How Experts Invented 'Terrorism'. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press (2013): 13-22. 
6
 "Disciplining an unruly field", 1-19. 

7
 Jackson, R. "Unknown knowns: the subjugated knowledge of terrorism studies." Critical Studies on 

Terrorism 5.1 (2012): 11-29. 
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As terrorism research is not exclusively academic but also open to people with a 

background in politics and media, this expert discourse that one needs to emulate to be 

seen as an expert, is not a purely academic scientific discourse8. It carries just as much the 

influence of the mediatized, public terrorism discourse. This means that we can assume 

that there is a substantial influence of the terrorism discourse we outlined in the previous 

chapter on scientific research into terrorism. 

Access to the dominant paradigm of terrorism research is thus dependent on the 

acceptance of the basic assumptions of the field and on the emulation of the discourse 

established experts of the paradigm use. This strain of research is often called orthodox 

terrorism research by its critics and it has long been the sole veritable paradigm of study 

relating to terrorism. Of course, there is also a lot of research being done outside this 

paradigm. The rising interest in the phenomenon of terrorism has urged scholars of a 

myriad of disciplines to study terrorism. Historians, sociologists, criminologists, political 

scientists, security, intelligence and military experts, economists, anthropologists, linguists, 

literary critics and most recently computer scientists have analyzed terrorism from their 

own perspective. However, the resonance of these analyses within the ‘interstitial space’ 

of terrorism research depends on the degree to which this perspective is compatible with 

the basic assumptions and the expert discourse that rule this space. This has limited the 

echoes of the contributions of many scholars mostly to their own discipline, and kept them 

outside this interstitial space of (orthodox) terrorism research. As such, insights have 

remained fragmented and cross-fertilization and interdisciplinary collaboration have 

remained all too scarce9.  

2.1.1 The counterterrorist perspective 

The first question we need to ask, is who was most successful at emulating this expert 

discourse. Security studies are probably closest to the interstitial space that the study of 

terrorism is. Furthermore, other scholars that generally successfully enter the field as it 

stands today are specialized in conflict resolution, strategic studies, international relations, 

military studies and criminology. Most academics whose expertise is specifically terrorism 

have come from these domains and most studies that are focused on terrorism depart 

from the presuppositions shared by these domains, or they are at least compatible to it.  

This does not mean that scholars from other disciplines have been excluded from studying 

terrorism altogether. Yet, as we said, their contributions have had little influence in 

                                                        
8
 Miller, D., and Mills, T. "The terror experts and the mainstream media: the expert nexus and its 

dominance in the news media." Critical Studies on Terrorism 2.3 (2009): 414-437. 
9
 Gunning, J. “Babies and bathwaters: reflecting on the pitfalls of critical terrorism studies.” European 

Political Science 6 (2007): 236-243.  
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terrorism studies as a field between disciplines10. Although studies denying or 

contradicting the basic assumptions of security studies and international political science 

have been flourishing at all times, they never influenced the well-entrenched paradigm 

nor have they managed to develop into an alternative paradigm within the subfield until 

recently11. Testimony to the rising academic orthodoxy of this one perspective is in fact the 

refusal of many scholars researching terrorism to be identified with terrorism studies12 and 

the criticism it has started to draw13. This implies that “terrorism studies” have started to 

become an established domain, implying a certain method, approach and theoretical 

framework which can be criticized and which a scholar can (refuse to) be identified with. 

The vast majority of research done into terrorism, especially by experts whose main 

expertise is terrorism today, is based on the question of how to combat terrorism14. It aims 

to arrive at a level of knowledge that allows to understand why certain terrorist events 

have happened and predict when, where and how similar events will happen in the 

future15. The purpose of this knowledge should of course be, to stop terrorism. The study 

of terrorism in doing so in fact mostly looks to make itself obsolete, by searching for ways 

to eradicate terrorism. This project has so far been unsuccessful though, as experts of all 

walks of life agree the global “War on Terror” is being lost16, and even non-critical scholars 

admit that we have not progressed significantly in our understanding of terrorism since we 

started studying it17. Still, scholars, experts, politicians and military personnel together 

keep looking for ways to counter terrorism. It is the unifying characteristic par excellence 

that holds together the scholars of various fields working in the subfield of ‘terrorism 

research’. Various avenues to solve the issue of terrorism have been pursued, yet the 

attitude that terrorism is indeed most of all an issue that ought to be resolved is what 

binds all these avenues to the same approach. 
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 “Completely Constructivist”, 199-217. 
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 A Case for Critical Terrorism Studies”, 363-393. 
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This has of course meant that terrorism research has largely followed a problem-solving 

approach. The study of terrorism was effectively relegated to the study of particular cases 

of terrorism with the focus on learning from instances of terrorism for future use in civil 

and military policy 18. Relatively little attention was given to the concept overarching these 

cases of terrorism and the meta-story that unifies them in a single category of 

understanding. Practice was favoured over theory, as the study of expressions of terrorism 

was privileged over the study of its nature. Casuistic approach was chosen over a 

conceptual one. The disciplines which had monopolized terrorism research had a 

competitive advantage over other disciplines on this playfield. A historian, an 

anthropologist and an International Relations expert are less useful if you are trying to 

avoid the next great attack on US soil than an intelligence officer, a security expert and a 

criminologist. As security experts began to dominate terrorism studies, the debate shifted 

more and more to their terms and their strengths, and started to focus on short-term 

problem solving capacities.  

This problem-solving tendency is inherent in the way we conceptualize terrorism. Due to 

the analysis inherent in the concept, reflecting on the nature of terrorism is more difficult. 

Posing the nature of terrorism as problematic is one of the effects terrorism discourse has. 

Hence, problem-solving approaches have a competitive advantage when it comes to 

determining which method is appropriate to study terrorism. As such, the claim of experts 

of security, international relations, military and intelligence that their expertise is the most 

suitable to study terrorism is naturally strengthened by the way in which terrorism is 

discursively conceived. The fact that their approach has become “orthodox” can be 

explained by the fact that it fits best the dimensions of the ontological conception of 

terrorism as a category. 

However, this resulted in an academic output that was mostly chasing newspaper 

headlines19. Before the turn of the century, very little attention was given to al-Qaeda and 

related groups. Ranstorp’s warning for coming developments in the Middle East after Bin 

Laden’s declaration of war fatwa in 1998 were a cry in the desert20. Until the sixties, 

academic interest was actually so low novels and fiction contained the most pertinent 

insights, as terrorism had become an obscure issue after the anarchist upsurge at the end 

of the nineteenth century21. The wave of nationalist and leftist violence from the sixties 

through the nineties saw an increase in interest, yet as the monolithic society-wide 

Western perspective on terrorism we described in the first chapter had not fully 
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developed yet, no academic orthodoxy emerged. It was definitely already dominant, but 

there actually was an argument in society over the nature of these acts, unlike today. 

Philosophers, politicians and academics sought to defend the militants they ideologically 

identified with. We will later in this chapter refer to the way in which the rise of such an 

academic orthodoxy coincided with the all-encompassing hegemony of one societal 

perspective on terrorism, as we discussed in the first chapter. And so after 9/11, research 

on al-Qaeda boomed. The focus shifted to Afghanistan, then to Iraq, and to weapons of 

mass destruction, and away from it again22. At this moment, Islamic State knows a similar 

hype23.  

Although definitional and theoretical debates have had a historic importance for the field, 

most research engages specific cases of terrorism, and tries to explain them24. While the 

existence of a general definitional problem is accepted, few scholars actually engage in this 

issue. Most studies look for a definition fit to the case they study and the approach they 

follow, and proceed to the micro-analysis25. Even studies such as those by Hofmann26 and 

Schmid27
, which are explicitly interested in defining and delineating the field, are merely 

descriptive. They give an overview of often-associated traits and ascribed characteristics, 

and provide methods for compensating for this lack of clear-cut definition, yet they do not 

question the undefinable category itself. Cooper said that posing the definitional question 

has become an almost ritualistic start to any article or any conference lecture on 

terrorism, a mandatory formality that one best gets out of the way quickly28. As such, the 

theoretical basis for terrorism research remains weak to non-existent29. This lack of 

development of a theoretical substructure in favour of a problem-solving approach is a 

typical trait of classic “terrorism research” as it existed through the first decade of the 

twenty-first century.  

This problem-solving approach does not only imply a lack of interest in a general theory of 

terrorism, it also coincides with the focus on policy and practical applications. There is a 

large degree of convergence between academics and military and intelligence 
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practitioners, and insights from study have often been implemented in public and business 

policy. Corporate and government interests have quite a large influence on the research 

being done, and have also been responsible for providing funding, data and the 

opportunity for practical experimentation, in return for practice-oriented analysis30. There 

are numerous think-tanks and research institutes investigating terrorism independently 

from traditional academia, most famously the RAND corporation31. 

Adoption of the counterterrorist paradigm 

The specific traits of the developing subfield of terrorism studies have made it more 

accessible to scholars from certain disciplines and less accessible to others, depending on 

how easily they can adapt the conventions of their field to align with those of terrorism 

research. Scholars whose original field has principles close to the basic postulates of the 

subfield of terrorism research will have an easy time gaining access. Scholars who have a 

background in a field, the theoretical assumptions of which do not fit the ones held as true 

in terrorism research will not be able to successfully emulate the expert discourse that 

grants scientific legitimacy in the field and as such will have a lot more difficulties entering 

the field. In this way, the development of a unifying paradigm has been prohibiting for 

some, while also opening up the study of terrorism to others. In fact, this evolution has 

enabled the study of terrorism by scholars from disciplines which are at first sight unlikely 

to access this terrain. Thus, ‘Orthodox terrorism studies’ has not just obstructed a multi-

facetted approach, it has also enabled valuable interdisciplinary work. 

Economics is the first discipline that has had easy access to the classic terrorism research 

paradigm in this way. According to Sandler, the science of economics has contributed to 

evaluating the effectiveness of counterterrorism actions, identifying the causes of 

terrorism, measuring the economic ramification of terrorism, analyzing the time-series 

dynamics of terrorist events, and formulating game-theoretic representations of 

terrorism32. The focus on practical policy measures, the problem resolution approach and 

the focus on cases, elements typical to terrorism research, are easily copied in economics. 

The interaction of counterterrorist measures and terrorist strategies is easily analyzed by 

game theory for instance33, while business management has a lot of benefit from terrorist 

risk assessment34. On a more general level, international business assessments have a lot 
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to gain from having a correct insight into general security risks and developments in the 

field of terrorism, while they can contribute to the analysis of the effects of terrorism on a 

(multinational) company35. 

Health science is another unlikely discipline that has contributed to our knowledge of 

terrorism and its effects. We already cited a number of studies that tried to look for 

psychological and mental deficiencies in terrorists that could explain their violent 

behaviour. A quite disturbing example of this is the way in which the brains of the 

members of the first generation of the R.A.F. were removed to be screened for 

deformations which could explain their turn to violence36. Studying the brain of the 

terrorist (and its inevitable ailments) as well the mental wellbeing of a terrorist’s victim 

provides a range of causes and effects of terrorism that can be screened for and be tackled 

by practical counterterrorist measures37, 38. Furthermore, moral and ethical dilemmas over 

the legitimacy of a terrorist struggle are avoided by medicalizing its motivations and 

focusing on the damage to the victim. This way, the focus of terrorism research can remain 

on practical ways of dealing with terrorism by public policy. Philosophical, cultural and 

moral questions which are harder to tackle in a problem-solving perspective are avoided. 

In a similar fashion, psychologists have been involved in terrorism research, studying the 

mind of the terrorist. Analysis ranges from individual case studies to general reflections on 

the way in which marginal ideological belief systems are held in the face of a majority39. 

More theoretical studies on the way in which ideology is used to interpret and understand 

reality is less compatible with the orthodox paradigm, however. Even though such 

approaches have been successful in the study of racism as a society-wide phenomenon, no 

comparable work exists for terrorism40. 

The criminal side of terrorism, studied from the perspective of law and criminology, has 

flourished as well under the paradigm of terrorism research. Penal studies have 

investigated the most efficient way to deal with terrorism from a legal perspective, while 
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lawyers and judicial experts are often involved in the definitional debate, trying to distill a 

workable definition applicable in as many cases of terrorism as possible41. The 

collaboration of law experts under this paradigm also reinforces the perception of 

terrorism as a crime that must be dealt with, rather than a social phenomenon that must 

be theorized. In this light, it is an interesting anecdote that nearly all books on terrorism in 

the Ghent University collection are to be found in the library of the law faculty, and not in 

sociology, history or anthropology libraries, where such books would have been more 

appropriately catalogued.  

Computer scientists have been involved too, as terrorism in the twenty-first century has 

become a digital as much as a physical affair. They are key in the fight against cyber 

terrorism, online propaganda and digital communication via mail and social networks, yet 

they can also help develop practical measures to trace terrorist networks both nationally 

and internationally42. ISIS, as the first large scale terrorist group to truly use the internet to 

its full potential, has given a huge boost to the concerns over the presence of terrorist 

propaganda outlets on the internet. This has only made the collaboration of digital experts 

in developing counterterrorist policies more important.  

That all of this research shares the same perspective does not necessarily mean it agrees 

on everything. Not every single contribution has been completely consistent with all 

others to the field, and as such, even while converging, the field of terrorism research has 

remained diverse43. What allows critical scholars to identify all of these contributions to 

the knowledge of terrorism under a single paradigm, is the fact that they share a coherent 

set of presuppositions typical for the counterterrorism perspective. That is, they all to a 

certain degree share a problem-resolution based approach, a focus on praxis and practical 

applications, a moral rejection of terrorism and the unproblematic attitude towards the 

identification and the nature of terrorism, including a strict duality between terrorism and 

the observer44. This list clearly shows how strongly the research on terrorism has been 

influenced by the terrorism discourse and by the ontology of terrorism as a category we 

discussed in the first chapter. 
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2.1.2 Criticism of the counterterrorist perspective 

Over the last years however, the counterterrorist, problem-solving approach has been 

hitting its limits. Practitioners of terrorism research began to feel a grumbling discontent 

over the results it produced45. The ever-louder critical voice began to be heard not just in 

the corridors of classic terrorism research, but also on the stage. We listed a number of 

criticisms in the introduction, but we will now specifically tackle the ethical, 

methodological as well as epistemological issues in more detail. 

The question of professional ethics mostly revolves around the links many scholars 

specializing in terrorism have to government institutions, business interests and field 

operations. It has been shown how numerous journals, think tanks and experts have 

strong ties to organizations and states who have a vested interest in the fight against non-

state terrorism46. Obviously, the research interests, perspectives and analyses of 

“embedded” experts is at least influenced by their affiliations to stakeholders47. The 

sponsoring of research for political reasons creates ‘experts’ that are not those who have 

the most relevant experience, but those who support the sponsoring political view, which 

results in the scientific legitimation of any policy concerning terrorism 48 The resulting bias 

towards condemnation, the claiming of the moral high ground and solution-based 

research has been the subject of critique. 

On a methodological level, the ‘orthodox terrorism research’ has been faulted with an 

astounding lack of interaction with primary data49. Schmid and Jongman noted in 1988 

that at that point in time very little articles were based on actual first-hand research of 

original documents and persons involved – and that was before the major focus in the 

study of terrorism shifted towards the Middle East and Arabic documents50. Silke sighed 

that most research was in fact little less than glorified literature reviewing51. Additionally, 

the problem-solving based approach has come under fire. Tackling practical questions 

useful to real world field work led to a situation in which reality was accepted as given and 

in which the social and political dimensions of terrorism were hardly problematized52. The 
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range of questions that could be asked with a traditional terrorism research method thus 

remained very limited and monodimensional. The recognition and categorization of 

terrorism was considered to be too intuitive and unproblematic in the classic paradigm by 

many scholars, which also contributed to an excessive focus on non-state violence and a 

lack of focus on the participation of the state in terrorist practices53.  

Finally, on a theoretical level, terrorism research was charged with not really having one at 

all. Very little conceptual work was done on terrorism, and if this were the case, it was 

mostly the definitional question once again rising like a Loch Ness monster54. The 

epistemological problems of classic terrorism research are plenty. First of all, the concept 

of terrorism was hardly ever interrogated at all. Terrorism research is mostly very applied 

and geared towards counterterrorist practice. Secondly, terrorists themselves were 

actually fairly neglected. Little research into their ideological motivations or their 

perception of reality was done in classic terrorism research. Thirdly, as counterterrorist 

application was the supreme objective, the practice of chasing the newest hype in 

terrorism land led to a very ahistorical field. A “one-size-fits-all” approach ignores 

sociopolitical context and historic patterns and cohesion55. Typical of this is the 

methodological criticism that the unit of analysis of terrorism research is often unclear and 

that the identification of different types of terrorism in one category is an issue. This is 

perceived as a problem of methodology by many scholars, when in fact, they stem from 

the unclear epistemological grounds on which their paradigm is built, and so they are of a 

more general, theoretical nature. 

In addition, there were number of concrete problems. Primary amongst them, the 

difficulty putting to rest unproven and often clearly politically motivated theories. Even 

highly appraised works on terrorism from a classic counterterrorist perspective claim that 

religious terrorism’ is void of political theory and knows no constraints against killing 

‘infidels’56. Crenshaw observed that the idea that negotiating with ‘terrorists’ encourages 

further ‘terrorism’ is accepted without need for empirical proof57. All of these revolves 

around the unquestioned belief that terrorism is inherently illegitimate. The continuing 

adherence to such very shallow and populist ideas damaged the scientific credibility of the 

research paradigm that cannot let go of them58. 
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Even more disastrous were instances where it became clear that what expertise on 

terrorism consists of and who is an expert on terrorism is not necessarily determined by 

research quality, but by posturing, rhetoric and confirming to expectations. An example of 

this are self-proclaimed pseudo-experts. A French journalist, Alexis Debat, made it to the 

position of ‘Director of the Terrorism and National Security Program’ at the Nixon Center 

without having any expertise in terrorism research whatsoever. He is not the sole example 

of a sham expert doing well in terrorism research. Evan Kohlmann and Rohan Gunaratna 

are two self-proclaimed experts on al-Qaeda who testified as expert witnesses on 

numerous trials, even though they too had very little actual theoretical or research 

background in the field of terrorism59. British research journalist John Crace wrote a 

longread for The Guardian on how several self-proclaimed terrorism experts who in fact 

had very little actual expertise wound up as expert witnesses and in prominent positions in 

government and research facilities60. The success of such charlatans questions the 

scientific validity of the field which they claim to represent.  

It is easy to link these problems to the way terrorism research is configured a field, which 

we discussed at the beginning of this chapter. “Embedded expertise” flourished due to the 

openness and accessibility of the field, while the tendency to reproduce older knowledge 

stems from the desire to be coherent with previous research. The issues with putting to 

rest outdated theories has the same origin. The way in which “fake” experts manage to 

pose as real ones can be explained by the fact that it is not expertise or the production of 

high-quality research that grants access to the status of terrorism expert, but the 

emulation of an “expert discourse”. Unsurprisingly was growing awareness of not just 

these problems but of the realization of the structural nature of the problems with 

“orthodox” research on terrorism that gave rise to the new school of Critical Terrorism 

Studies. We discussed this current in the introduction. Yet what we want to know at this 

point, is why classic terrorism studies, their insights and their inherent problems, are a 

product of the terrorism discourse we identified in chapter one. We have illustrated the 

how terrorism discourse influences terrorism research in the previous section; in the next 

one we’ll venture into why it is able to do this. 

2.2 The influence of societal terrorism discourse on scientific 

research 

The answer to the question why terrorism discourse holds such a large grip on most 

research into the phenomenon is actually quite simple and logical. Research into terrorism 
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is influenced by the discourse we sketched in the first chapter due to the simple fact that it 

is this discourse that sustains the object classic terrorism studies wants to research. The 

‘terrorism’ classic terrorism research aims to investigate is not an objective reality, yet a 

social construct. Therefore, in order to be able to research terrorism at all, terrorism 

studies must emulate the discourse that constructs terrorism as a category of reality. If 

they did not employ terrorism discourse, there would not be any object to research, as it is 

only this discourse that enables us to constitute terrorism as an object. No terrorism 

discourse, would mean no objective reality to research.  

This means that academics as much as all member of society, are caught up in voicing 

discourses on – what in one discourse is called - “terrorism”, in order to be able to 

understand the nature of the events they study. Classic terrorism research uses a 

hegemonic discourse, yet we shall see further on that some scholars have also voiced non-

hegemonic discourses on terrorism. This implies that what is considered knowledge in 

terrorism research, depends on the compatibility of the formulated ideas with the 

discourse used. This idea is in fact a specific application of the larger theory in the 

sociology of science that stipulates that what science considers true depends on the 

dominant scientific ‘regime of truth’61. The degree of truth ascribed to scientific research, 

depends on the degree to which the discourse of the study is compatible with the 

hegemonic, institutionalized discourse in the field62. 

This clearly holds true for terrorism research, as the examples cited above have shown. 

The reason why the interdisciplinary attention of terrorist scholars mostly goes to law, 

criminology and exact sciences, is because the discourse in which those sciences wrap 

their research on terrorism is closer to that of mainstream terrorism research than the 

discourse voiced by linguists, historians and anthropologists. Similarly, it also explains why 

half expert half charlatans such as Debat and Kohlman are so difficult to discover: as 

source-checking is difficult when research involves intelligence, the prime way to judge 

validity becomes whether or not an insight is coherent with the established truth63. 

Exceptional claims require exceptional proof according to the philosophy of science, yet 

this often also implies that ordinary claims require less rigorous proof. By making relatively 

plausible claims and sticking close to the typical rhetoric on terrorism, these frauds could 

go undiscovered for long: their most important token of credibility, was the successful 

emulation of terrorism discourse. As their rhetoric was compatible with mainstream 
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terrorism discourse, their tales acquired the aura of truth, at least, if one did not check the 

facts contained in it64. 

Burnett and Whyte cite numerous examples confirming this convergence of discourse 

between scholars and society as a whole. A good example of this is the ‘new terrorism’ 

discourse. ‘New terrorism’ is a concept first proposed around 2000 by Laqueur that gained 

a lot of traction after 9/1165. It echoes the popular idea that terrorism has taken on a new 

character and a new nature, and as such should be fought with new means66. The political 

use of this idea to scare the public opinion has been very well researched67. However, in 

research too, this idea has impacted the rules of the game: its “abstract assumptions” 

legitimate the idea of an unstructured, intangible and global network of terrorists, 

“consolidate or confirm intelligence speculation about the access some groups might have 

to WMD [Weapons of Mass Destruction]” and confirm the idea of a much less 

discriminating terrorism that has no qualms in targeting civilians68. Furthermore the use of 

the ‘new terrorism’ concept allows us to throw much of the previous research overboard 

and has substantiated the assumption that new terrorist groups such as al-Qaeda or IS are 

incorrigible and irrational, which makes any attempt at reasoning or negotiation 

superfluous69. 

Burnett and Whyte then proceed to show how these ideas have entered terrorism studies 

not because of empirical evidence or fundamental research, but because of the fact that 

they fit into established terrorism knowledge70. They argue that what the use of the ‘new 

terrorism’ concept does, is allowing the non-events which the public fears and speculates 

about (hypothetical terrorist attacks yet to happen or thwarted), the overhyped and 

overstretched potential of terrorism to enter factual terrorism research. The concept 

provides a framework in which potential attacks and an ever-present, indiscriminate, 
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global threat play a large role, which makes claims about possibilities of terrorism and 

speculations about possible threats intellectually legitimate71.  

Because it is societal terrorism discourse that constitutes the object of research, scientific 

research must be compatible with the societal conception of terrorism, because 

otherwise, there is nothing to research. So the statement “WMD terrorism is a low threat, 

because there is no empirical prove substantiating any claim that terrorists might possess 

WMD” becomes invalid in terrorism research. Even though it follows the laws of general 

logic, it is incompatible with the axioms of terrorism research specifically, precisely 

because these axioms are dependent on mainstream societal terrorism discourse. Yet by 

adopting the ‘new terrorism’ discourse, scientists make sure that the knowledge terrorism 

research produces is compatible with societal assumptions on terrorism, which it 

necessarily has to be.  

Thus what terrorism research actually states on weapons of mass destruction (WMD) is 

not the hypothetical statement we mentioned above, but the following one: 

“consideration must be given to the possibility of the deployment of WMD by al-Shabaab 

because not only it is recognized as a prominent terrorist organization but it also operates 

in an area which is currently under turmoil72.” Others look like this: “emerging nuclear and 

other 

 WMD threats – both proliferation and terrorism – are seen as growing dangers giving rise 

to increasing global insecurity73.” Although recently many scholars have also argued that 

this threat is completely overestimated, research into WMD terrorism continues to be an 

important subfield of terrorism research74. Speculating about potentialities and 

possibilities in research is encouraged because of the adoption of societal terrorism 

discourse in scientific terrorism research. This interest in potential and possibility is itself a 

product of the tendencies of terrorism discourse towards overhyping and emotional 

engagement as well as its capacity for cognitive dissonance.  

Now, if the emulation of hegemonic terrorism discourse is indeed a main factor in the 

construction of credibility for terrorism research, this means that academic research and 

the interaction of scholars with the broad public are part of the discursive process that 

constitutes different ontologies of what hegemonically is understood as terrorism. This 
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implies that academics as much as any domain of society must be studied if it if we want 

to understand how terrorism is constructed. This is why many adepts of Critical Terrorism 

Studies have called for reflexivity, for active reflection on the role academics plays in the 

formation of the societal perspective on terrorism75. As such, we cannot consider 

terrorism research to be but background, presented at the beginning for the sake of 

having a frame in which to situate the research presented. The theoretical frames in which 

this thesis is situated are part of what it seeks to investigate. In this way, all literature cited 

in this chapter is also a primary source, as it contributes in its very own fashion to the 

constitution of terrorism as a category of thought. We will illustrate the role of academics 

in this discursive process through a number of examples in the following section. 

2.2.1 Academics and the discursive process surrounding terrorism 

We can discern three ways in which academics participate in the discursive conception of 

terrorism in society. First of all, they act as experts, presenting their opinion on terrorist 

events in the public debate. Secondly they play an advising role in devising policies dealing 

with terrorism and inform the way governments tackle terrorism and related phenomena. 

Thirdly, they distribute knowledge on terrorism. They teach on terrorism in seminars and 

classes and they testify as expert witnesses in court. In the first capacity, they voice their 

own discourse on terrorism that can influence other actors in the discursive process that 

constitutes terrorism. In this way they can affect the way in which others perceive reality 

and how they consider terrorism. In their second and third capacity, they reify terrorism, 

lending the credibility offered by their position to someone else’s perspective. In doing so, 

they basically strengthen the discourse of other actors (governments, politicians, 

prosecutors, lawyers, the academic consensus) on terrorism and thus reproduce already 

existing discourses on terrorism, in most cases the hegemonic terrorism discourse. 

Furthermore, the fact that this is the dominant scientific practice of course also disciplines 

other scholars into following the same path76.This guarantees the continued existence of 

terrorism as a category.  

It is important to note that in all three capacities, academics act as experts. This lends an 

authority to their discourse which other voices in the discursive process might lack, an 

authority that often goes unchallenged and therefore lends increased credibility and 

convincing power to the discourse they voice77. In the previous pages, examples of all 
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three forms of discourse have been mentioned. We will now analyze them more 

rigorously. 

Academics and the public debate 

We do not need to look far to find academics entering the public debate on terrorism. In 

Belgium, the recent problems with the “radicalization” (although a better word would be 

“extremization”) of young Muslims saw a string of experts take the stance to voice their 

opinion on how to best deal with this phenomenon78. In doing so, all of them reified 

terrorism in a specific way and in this manner influenced the ideas circulating on the 

nature of terrorism, its status in society and how to deal with it. Unsurprisingly, the way in 

which they did mostly confirmed generally held believes. An example of this is the way in 

which nearly all of them implicitly or explicitly spoke of Islamic State as a terrorist 

organization. Professor Coolsaet stated: “it is not the case that they [youngsters returning 

from Syria] are all hardened jihadist, terrorist who pose a threat to Belgian society on their 

return […] yet five to ten per cent of these Syrians 'returnees' must really be watched, as 

they are potential time-bombs79.” Researcher Montasser AlDe’emeh, who became a public 

figure by editorializing and commenting on Islamic State, said that “IS knows that 

American intervention will increase support for the organization” and that “every dropping 

bomb makes the organization stronger80.” By explicitly linking IS to terrorism in Europe 

and by referring to IS as an organization rather than a rebel group, guerrilla band or even a 

state, Islamic state is framed in a way made to fit our image of a terrorist group, and so it is 

loaded with the associations linked to terrorism we discussed in the first chapter. 

Considering Islamic State has in fact state-like dimensions (a territory for instance), 

accentuating its terrorist characteristics is quite remarkable, as usually we limit the 

category of terrorism to non-state actors81. In describing IS as terrorist or in a way that 

refers to terrorism, this rhetoric hides the state-like properties of IS, even though most of 
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the articles cited do refer the geographical dimensions of IS. In this way, scientific experts 

influence how we perceive reality. It promotes the importance of certain aspects of reality 

(the terrorist nature of IS) while it makes other mentioned aspects less salient (the 

territorial success of IS) or explains why they are not mentioned at all. By doing this, 

academics participate in the public discourse that constitutes terrorism. 

Another example showing that research does not just mimic but also influences other 

discourses on terrorism, is the considerable corpus of research on potential WMD 

terrorism in the years before 2003 we already mentioned previously. Scholars conducted 

risk analysis on the threat of nuclear and biological terrorism82, there was concern over 

Osama Bin Laden acquiring a nuclear weapon83, researchers theorized on policies best fit 

to acquire information on which groups were interested in using nonconventional 

weapons84 and there were even concerns over hospital preparedness for incidents of 

WMD terrorism85. Even before 2003, some scholars stated that the inordinate amount of 

attention given to this topic was overblown86. In 2003 of course, there was the invasion of 

the ‘coalition of the willing’ in Iraq, which was in large part motivated by concerns over 

WMD attacks. The booming corpus of scholarship on WMD understandably went into a 

crisis after the failure to find any meaningful threat of al-Qaeda or Saddam Hussein or 

other actors conducting WMD terrorism87. We are absolutely not suggesting that the 

research done before 2003 caused or provoked ‘Operation Iraqi Liberation’. Yet the 

research at least helped substantiate and legitimate a threat proved to be non-existing. By 

talking about WMD terrorism, investigating it and speculating about it, the scholarship we 

mentioned at least made the threat look more real than it would have been without 

scientific backing of the political claim that WMD terrorism was a threat requiring action. 

At the very least the public was coaxed into believing that the degree of hazard was 

alarming. A CNN/USA Today/Gallup survey reported a few days after the start of the war 

that 90% of the Americans believed Iraq indeed possessed weapons of mass destruction88. 

As history showed, these weapons existed only in the minds of politicians, intelligence 

                                                        
82

 Falkenrath, R. A. “Confronting Nuclear, Biological and Chemical Terrorism.” Survival 40.3 (1998): 43–
65. 
83

 McCloud, K. and Osborne, M. "WMD Terrorism and Usama Bin Laden." CNS Reports Monterey: Center 
for Nonproliferation Studies (2001). 
84

 Marlo, F. H. "WMD terrorism and US intelligence collection." Terrorism and Political Violence 11.3 
(1999): 53-71. 
85

 Treat, K. N. et al. "Hospital preparedness for weapons of mass destruction incidents: an initial 
assessment." Annals of emergency medicine 38.5 (2001): 562-565. 
86

 Cameron, G. "WMD terrorism in the United States: the threat and possible countermeasures." The 

Nonproliferation Review 7.1 (2000): 162-179. 
87

 Ackerman, G. "WMD Terrorism Research: Whereto from Here?" International Studies Review 7.1 
(2005): 140-143. 
88

 Newport, F. “Seventy-Two Percent of Americans Support War Against Iraq.” Gallup, 24/3/2003. 
Available online at<http://www.gallup.com/poll/8038/seventytwo-percent-americans-support-war-
against-iraq.aspx>, last checked on 15/3/2015. 



78 
 

agents, academics and thanks to the convincing efforts of the previous three, the 

American public. 

The inverse is also true, researchers are influenced in their opinion by the way in which the 

dominant discourse on terrorism understands terrorism to be. Political scientist Dare 

Arowolo remarks that “the commonest feature of terrorism is the political underpinnings 

of the act. Terrorism is a political tactic, not unlike letter writing or protesting, that is used 

by activists when they believe no other means will affect the kind of change they desire. 

The change is desired so badly that failure is seen as a worse outcome than the deaths of 

civilians89.” He identifies terrorism as a tool for applying political pressure, similar to 

writing letters or going on strike. We could therefore assume that he would tackle 

terrorism in ways similar to other tools of political pressure, in a contentious politics 

framework, yet this appears not to be true. Arowolo does not analyze any content of the 

terrorist organization, he never seems to be interested in finding out which goal such 

pressure might serve. Instead, Arowolo asks about the relationship between terrorism and 

democracy: “Can democracy influence terrorism, based on the argument of the 

opportunities and freedoms that democracy offers90?” And the answer is apparently 

positive: “democracy may not be able to eliminate terrorism, it is, however, capable of 

minimizing it through exclusive adherence to the tenets of democracy91.” Yet instead of 

focusing on the content of terrorism, Arowolo focuses on the content of democracy. The 

claim that democratic space may play a role in determining whether a social movement 

turns to violence and force or not, is indeed an interesting one, but a contested one as 

well92. However, even if Arowolo’s claim were true, in order to understand how 

democracy can affect terrorism, studying terrorism seems to be absolutely crucial. What is 

terrorism? What makes it vulnerable to democracy? How could democracy affect terror? 

Questions that are crucial to backing Arowolo’s claim, yet that cannot be answered as 

Arowolo omits any analysis of terrorism altogether.  

By passing on a content analysis of terrorism in favour of a content analysis of democracy, 

Arowolo reveals the way in which he is influenced by the dominant discourse on terrorism 

we described in the first chapter: we see terrorism as the reversed mirror image of 

ourselves, and when talking about the essence of terrorism, we are in fact more interested 

in articulating a self-image. This binary opposition makes any explanation of how terrorism 

could be affected by democracy superfluous, as changing ourselves immediately leads to 
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changes in the mirror. Signification by binary opposition is a mechanism that allows many 

studies to do without any specific definition or without engagement with primary sources, 

as it makes talking about society, democracy or humanity a proxy for talking about 

terrorism. The fact that Arowolo does not focus on the “political underpinnings of the act” 

even though he considers these underpinnings to be a catalyst for change so strong that 

“failure is seen as a worse outcome than the deaths of civilians93”, is another remarkable 

feature. If one is interested in discovering the reasons motivating a struggle for change, 

and one of the reasons is so strong, it seems evident to focus on it, yet Arowolo chooses to 

bypass it completely. In holding the conception of terrorism as political, yet completely 

neglecting intentionality, Arowolo furthermore also illustrates the cognitive dissonance we 

discussed in the first chapter, typical of the dominant terrorism discourse. 

We find the same influence of terrorism discourse on scientific analysis in the research of 

Carsten Bockstette. In his book on Jihadist communication, he summarizes al-Qaeda’s 

communication strategy as aiming to promote their political project; legitimating this 

project and applying pressure on state actors to implement this project94. While in the 

context of a book on jihadist communication, this might be a fair conclusion, taking them 

out of context for a second makes the reader realize that these goals are of course not 

specific of al-Qaeda, but typical of the general conceptualization of what we consider 

terrorism. These are very broad statements that are part of nearly any attempt at defining 

terrorism, which are portrayed as typical of one movement. By framing attributes of 

terrorism in general as particular of one organization in particular, Bockstette’s work 

stresses the applicability of general schemes to unique cases. This is a clear illustration of 

the presence of the homogenizing tendencies we found in public terrorism discourse in 

academic discourse. 

Academics, politics and policy 

Academics do not just participate in the public debate or do research on items that are 

relevant to the general public, they are also very much caught up in active political 

matters. Scholars help shape government policies, not only with their ideas as discussed 

above, but also by advising governments as experts. Others might voice criticism of certain 

decisions, thereby lending credibility to alternatives. Still others might do research directly 

for a political or government institution. The association of scientists to political ideas 

lends credibility to the rhetoric they support. When they affiliate themselves with political 

idea, scientists in effect borrow the inherent authority of their position to the political 
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ideas they support95. By participating in political work, scientists legitimate the resulting 

product, whether this be an idea, a law, a policy or a political rhetoric. In every way, 

terrorism experts supporting a specific way of dealing with terrorism strengthen the 

understanding of terrorism this policy is based on.  

Burnett and Whyte have shown how close many academics in terrorism research in fact 

are to political institutions96. They give particular attention to the centrality of the RAND 

corporation in (American) terrorism research, and note how much of the paradigm-

shaping research has originated with researches related to the RAND, how many of them 

have occupied important institutional positions in the academic world (particularly in main 

peer-reviewed journals in terrorism studies) and how close terrorism experts employed by 

RAND are to the academic consensus of orthodox terrorism research97. The RAND 

corporation however, explicitly aims to support public policy, and links itself to the U.S. 

government as a think-tank helping to provide ideas and analysis for informed political 

action. In fact, it was founded with the main goal of informing the U.S. Armed Forces.  

A striking example of the association of scholars to politics through the RAND is the figure 

of Bruce Hoffman, author of the arguably foundational study Inside Terrorism, one of the if 

not the most esteemed scholars on terrorism and editor-in-chief of ‘Studies in Conflict and 

Terrorism’. He is the director of RAND’s Washington office, served as a member of the 

‘U.S. Department of Defense Counterterrorism Advisory Board’ and he was awarded the 

US Intelligence Community Seal Medallion, the highest level of commendation given to a 

non-government employee in 199498. Clearly, his whole career, Hoffman has been close to 

policy.  

What is crucial to note here is that more often than not, a scholar’s explicitly expressed 

opinion is not the key element in his discourse. Rather, it is the projection of terrorism that 

lies beneath this opinion that determines our understanding of terrorism. Robert Pape has 

written extensively on the way in which the American occupation of Iraq and Afghanistan 

increased terrorism in the region99. He is critical of American policy, yet the operational 

idea of terrorism is identical to that of scholars who believe the occupation is helpful in the 

war on terror. Terrorism in his work remains an objective reality that exists out there and 

is recognizable by its specific characteristics. His ontological projection of terrorism is 

similar to that of scholars supportive of the very policies he criticizes. As such, his readers 
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are not invited to question the ontological dimensions of terrorism, they are only asked 

the ideological question how to best fight it. The same goes for experts participating in the 

public debate on terrorism. 

Academics and the reproduction of knowledge 

Academics do not only reify terrorism by doing research on it, talking to the press about it 

and advising politicians about it, they also reproduce terrorism discourse by teaching 

about it. The fact that some universities and institutes offer courses on terrorism already 

constitutes a certain discourse. If a course is given on something, it implies that the subject 

matter is something that can be investigated and analyzed, that there is a reality out there 

to talk about to the students. Thus, instituting a course on terrorism often already 

constitutes the projection of terrorism as an objective reality and so implies the use of the 

hegemonic ontological discourse on terrorism. 

This is confirmed by the going down the list of classes offered on terrorism. Often, they are 

taught as part of a programme which features ‘crime’, ‘security’ or ‘international relations’ 

in the subject line, or the other way around, a programme on terrorism also featuring 

classes on ‘crime’ and ‘security’. This further determines the attitude of students planning 

on attending a course. Someone attending the University of Leiden’s honour classes on 

‘Researching Terrorism and Counterterrorism’ will expect to research cases of terrorism 

and learn about ways to deal with it. In spite of the brief mention of “social constructs”, 

the class indeed aims to “introduce different topics of terrorism and counterterrorism” 

and “the main focus” is “on sharing their [experts’] practical insights and experiences100.” 

Similarly, somebody in the master programme on ‘Government Strategy; Counter-

Terrorism & Homeland Security Studies’ at the Interdisciplinary Center Herzliya101 or in the 

master programme on ‘Counterterrorism and Security Studies’ at the University of 

Pomezia102 is offered a certain understanding of what terrorism is right away. Indeed, 

nearly all courses on terrorism in both programmes are taught in line with the orthodox 

perspective on terrorism. 

A similar effect emanates from scholars attending terrorism trials as expert witnesses. A 

few pages earlier, we cited examples of how charlatans made quite a lot of money posing 
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as terrorism experts on the stand, but academics whose integrity is beyond question have 

participated in the juridical process as well, a good example being Matthew Levitt, who 

has published with Georgetown and Yale University Press, and appeared for the 

prosecution in multiple lawsuits103. By teaching and testifying on terrorism, scholars doing 

so reify terrorism. An academic who agrees to be deposed in a criminal case with terrorism 

charges confirms the image of terrorism as a crime, a specific type of behaviour that can 

objectively be determined and observed, and thus be punished. 

Academia and terrorism discourse 

All three types of examples show that scholars play a significant role in the presentation of 

terrorism, its nature and its characteristics to the general public. They do this by 

presenting their opinion in the media and by doing scholarship legitimizing certain policies. 

By talking about terrorism in certain ways, scholars can influence the way in which the 

public thinks about terrorism. Similarly, by advising on terrorism and teaching about 

terrorism academics reify a certain image of what terrorism is. Of course, in the first two 

ways they are also influenced by what others thinks terrorism is: the public opinion 

impacts on academic work; governments tend to sponsor scholarship that supports their 

point of view. Scholars and their research are thus not independent from the discursive 

process through which society forms an image of the nature of terrorism (not even if they 

write on the process itself, like this work does), but they help shape it and are in turn 

influenced by it. We can catalogue these interactions between academic research and 

wider society on two levels, ideological and ontological.  

On the ideological level, academics have influence on and are influenced by ideas and 

opinions on terrorism. They offer solutions to terrorism, talk about terrorist groups, 

evaluate existing ways of dealing with terrorism, applaud counterterrorism efforts or 

criticize its side effects, identify potential future outbreaks of terror and discuss the 

current situation of global terrorism. This interplay between public and academia is visible 

in the opinion pages of newspapers, in the advice academics give governments, political 

parties and think tanks and in their publications in academic journals. The opinion of a 

scholar can affect the way the public is predisposed to peculiarity relating to terrorism, 

indirectly by impacting others who sway the public, or directly with their scientific 

authority. In other words, scholars voice an ideological discourse on terrorism. Yet the 

public opinion also influences what an expert might think. We will see that when the 

public held conflicting views (mostly negative, but support existed) on the attacks of the 

R.A.F., we found similar mixed scholarship (cfr. infra). Most of the concrete examples we 

cited above fit into this category. 
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Secondly, in talking, teaching, advising, investigating and testifying about terrorism, 

scholars are also, more interestingly to us, part of the discourse that actually creates the 

category of terrorism. The ontological status of terrorism becomes a lot less dubious when 

the academic world researches it. By making terrorism an academic subject, the academic 

world helps constitute terrorism as a real and objective entity. The duality of object of 

terrorism and the observer in society most people instinctually presuppose is affirmed by 

the fact that scientists are investigating the object they think is out there. This effect of 

academic discourse is situated on a different level than the mere expression of opinion or 

influencing of policy. As the example of Robert Pape showed, opposite views on a certain 

aspect can project a similar idea of what terrorism is on reality. Of course, it is not 

academia deciding that terrorism is a reality and the public dutifully following. There is an 

alignment of academic and public view on what terrorism is that is created by a shared 

discourse. Research is tuned in with the perception of civil society, which in turn sees its 

conception of reality confirmed. 

What all of these examples attest to, is that scholarship on terrorism is very much part of 

the discursive process of terrorism, both on the ideological and the foundational 

ontological level. We are not standing on the sideline, studying and commenting on a 

social phenomenon; we are part of the discourse that constitutes the phenomenon. 

Basically, by studying terrorism, we help society reify it as a category of reality, objectively 

existing and as real as other types of deviant behaviour. We are enveloped in the 

discursive process of terrorism, we are influenced by and influence other voices. Most of 

us confine their scholarship on terrorism to the way in which the category is defined by the 

social consensus. In turn, our scholarship helps define this category not always well 

delineated for a society that nevertheless wants to use it.  

2.3 Academics, philosophy and non-hegemonic conceptions of 

“terrorism” 

We have now comprehensively shown that the academic discourses on terrorism are part 

of the discourses in civil society that constitute terrorism. However, even though 

important scholars on terrorism became leading through emulating hegemonic terrorism 

discourse, non-hegemonic discourses have been used by scholars just as well. In fact, one 

of the greatest deficits of the monistic tendencies in Critical Terrorism Studies, is its 

negligence of non-hegemonic discourses. We will venture deeply into non-hegemonic 

discourses on terrorism in the fourth and fifth chapter. Still, we do want to go into the 

issue of scholars influencing and being influenced by non-hegemonic discourses here 

already.  
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The non-hegemonic conception of political violence is always based on a set of ideas, a 

worldview that gives meaning to this violence. We will go far deeper into this in the fourth 

chapter, but for now, it is sufficient to say that if there were no ideas to give meaning to 

this violence, it would be isolated and reified in the dualistic fashion that is typical of 

hegemonic terrorism discourse. Furthermore, most people who do not conceive what we 

call “terrorism” as terrorism, are the terrorists committing the violence and their 

supporters, who in general nearly always have an idea motivating them. Terrorism without 

ideology is the exception, as Baudrillard explains104. 

Non-hegemonic discourses on political violence link this violence (identified as terrorism in 

society) to an idea, and some of these ideas have in fact been formulated or influenced by 

academics. As such, academic ideas and worldviews have impacted on those we brand 

terrorists. This type of influence is ideological, and situated on the first of the two levels 

we discussed in the previous section. But also on a more ontological level, in their 

conceptualization of reality and of how certain actions potentially could alter this reality, 

social scientists have impacted “terrorists”.  

Let us consider a few examples from the type of non-hegemonic discourses we will 

investigate later on, Marxist-Leninist terrorism. Was the worldview in which groups like 

the R.A.F and the R.B. understood their violence influenced by academics? Was the way in 

which they conceptualized their violence influenced by post-Marx and post-Lenin scholars 

theorizing on Marxism? This can indeed be argued in different cases.  

The most obvious example would be Antonio Negri. The Italian Marxist professor and 

intellectual was probably not directly involved in the Red Brigades, but rumours of his 

participation in the Aldo Moro murder have long existed and he even suffered a legally 

dubious conviction to thirty years in jail (later changed to thirteen) for being an “instigator 

of and morally concurrent in terrorist practices”105. While he probably never actively 

participated in R.B. activities, Negri’s intellectual influence on the Brigades has been well 

documented.  

First of all, he was a co-contributor to Quaderni Rossi, a journal of which six very popular 

editions in the late fifties and early sixties revived the Italian radical left thought and which 

laid the foundations for the later success of workerist, autonomist, communist and other 

leftist groups106. Furthermore, many who would later (after they left the movement) go to 

lead the Red Brigades received their intellectual training in Potere Operaio which Negri 
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helped found and lead107. Richard Drake credits him with destroying the ambiguity in 

Gramsci’s heritage, which called for revolution and a changed world, yet which in its 

cultural dimensions and humanist focus also idled the Italian left. Negri stressed the 

revolutionary implications of Marxism-Leninism, the centrality of revolutionary 

consciousness and the inherently violent nature of the Marxist revolution. Although we 

will argue these dimensions were present in Gramsci’s work too, Negri brought them back 

to the front108. This type of rhetoric frames can be found in the pamphlets of the Red 

Brigades, who gave Negri’s remarks about the revolutionary and violent aspects of 

Marxism-Leninism a central place in their worldview109. 

Although Antonio Gramsci was often described as a kind of reformist communist for his 

stress on the humanist dimensions of Marxism, we would argue that he too shaped the 

discursive context which gave rise to the Red Brigades. Gramsci’s “gnostic” vision of the 

revolution, as Orsini described it, was very attractive to the Brigades110. He points out that 

Gramsci’s idea of communism was that of pure society, in which only humans who were 

completely cleansed of bourgeois or counterrevolutionary interests could live. The 

communist paradise was in his eyes one in which only post-capitalist humans could live. 

He considered the bourgeoisie a “foul”, “corrupt”, “putrescent” class111. Key in his 

conception of the revolution was a revolutionary vanguard that could purify society of 

bourgeois interests. The communist party was absolutely crucial to the communist 

revolution in Gramsci’s mind, no party would mean no revolution112. Orsini sees a parallel 

between the very negative worldviews of Gramsci and the Red Brigades. Social reformism 

was doomed to fail, yet so was the proletarian revolution itself, without the help of an 

“enlightened minority”113. Orsini asserts that Gramsci’s pessimist worldview and the 

obsession with a borderline religious purity influenced the cathartic and cleansing 

potential the Red Brigades ascribed to violence. Gramsci’s ideas of an unadulterated 

society also marked the worldview of the brigades. Orsini notes the similar, almost 

spiritual language in Gramsci’s rhetoric and ‘Drops of Sun in the City of Ghosts’ (‘Gocce di 

Sole nella Città degli Spettri’), a short-story written by two Brigade leaders expressing their 

worldview114. The Brigades’ conceit of the revolution as some sort of apocalyptic end of 

time whose cataclysmic violence purifies the world and marks the dawn of a new era is 
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inspired by Gramsci, Orsini states, but he goes even further. He speculates that this 

specific view of the revolution was “taught” to the Red Brigades members during their 

Marxist “education” in the CPI, the Italian Communist Party. This explains the popularity of 

the Red Brigades in leftist worker’s circle’s, as the language and violent symbolism 

employed by the Brigades resonated with their party “indoctrination”115. The idea first 

formulated by Gramsci was disseminated by the CPI. Future Brigade members borrowed 

from it, and their use of this discursive register triggered recognition on the part of the 

Italian extreme left, who initially took it as the hallmark of the revolution they had learned 

so much about. 

This case shows how a theoretical, scholastical idea of violence different from the 

prevailing notion of terrorism can be disseminated from scholarship as was the case in a 

fashion similar for more mainstream discourses on terrorist violence. Academics not only 

voice hegemonic understandings of terrorism, they also use non-hegemonic discourses, 

which too are part of the discursive process and which can affect the non-hegemonic 

ontology of violence held by a minority. The influence of neo-Marxist scholarship on the 

Red Brigades is an incredibly contentious issue in Italy. Yet, it can at least be said without 

making claims over moral or actual guilt that the discourse of the neo-Marxist intellectual 

tradition created an understanding of revolutionary violence. It shaped the logic and 

ideology of the Red Brigades, and influenced their revolutionary rhetoric. In turn, these 

aspects of the Red Brigades’ rhetoric resonated and were recognized in the deep-red 

factories and industrial plants of post-’68 Italy, where militant students and autonomist 

movements such as Potere Operaio and Lotta Continua who were steeped in the same 

intellectual tradition as the Brigades, were constantly militating116. 

2.4 Conclusion 

The goal of this chapter was to analyze the influence of the terrorism discourse as 

described in the first chapter in terrorism research. We first of all discussed the way in 

which terrorism research as an academic field is constituted, not as a true independent 

tradition, but as an interstitial space. As there are no true terrorism “experts”, scientific 

validity does not depend on achieving a specific standard, but on emulating the “expert 

discourse”, we found. Access to this interstitial space depends on the ability of scholars to 

emulate this “expert discourse”. 

In the second section of this chapter, we proceeded by showing how this expert discourse 

is influenced by societal terrorism discourse. We saw that the dominant paradigm of 

terrorism research is a products of different discourses on what terrorism is, and how 
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these paradigms are influenced by the discourse that sustains them. We argued that 

conducting research on terrorism in fact presupposes a certain conceptualization of what 

terrorism is, and thus the voicing of a specific discourse on terrorism. Most research voices 

a discourse similar or identical to that of civil society. This makes sense, as any other type 

of research would not be considered by society to be research of terrorism, but about 

something else. Consequently, only research with a congruent discourse on terrorism can 

be considered of practical use to society, because politicians and interested civilians would 

not understand research voicing a different rhetoric about the same events they perceive 

as terrorism to be ”terrorism research”. Research is thus influenced by how society thinks 

about reality, about specific events and whether or not they are perceived as terrorism, 

about specific groups and whether or not they are perceived as terrorism, about specific 

people and whether or not they are perceived as terrorist.  

We then discussed three ways in which terrorism discourse reifies terrorism in a way that 

is consistent with the way society does this: by participating in the public debate on 

terrorism, by participating in policy and by teaching on terrorism so that it confirms the 

way in which society understands terrorism, terrorism research shows how it both 

influences and is influenced by the societal conception of terrorism. This interaction 

between society and academia can be on an ideological and on an ontological level. The 

first one concerns the ideas people hold on terrorism and here a lot of variation is 

possible. Scholars can advise for and against certain policies to deal with terrorism for 

instance. On the second level, very little variation is possible: nearly all scholars confirm 

the hegemonic conception of terrorism as a category identical to how all of society sees it. 

We noted that different ideologies on terrorism can fit a similar ontology. 

Finally, we remarked that while most scholars voice a hegemonic discourse on terrorism, 

not all of them do. We discussed Gramsci and Negri as examples of this, and discussed the 

interaction of their non-hegemonic conception of political violence with that of the R.A.F.  

However in the case of both hegemonic and non-hegemonic ontologies, academic 

discourse is not isolated from other discourses, but interacts with them, influences them, 

and is influenced by them. Which ideas, opinions and perspectives can be formulated, 

depends on how terrorism is constructed to be in this discourse. This means that different 

opinions and ideas can in fact be supported by the same discourse, but that one discourse 

cannot understand an idea formulated in another discourses which uses categories of 

reality that are not defined in the first discourse. 

This means that conducting terrorism research is not a neutral activity. In fact, in order to 

conduct “orthodox” terrorism research, one must conform himself to mainstream 

understanding of what is and what is not terrorism. Research is thus completely caught up 
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in the discursive process that constructs terrorism, it helps society in this constructing 

effort by voicing a similar discourse with scientific authority; which it is awarded only by 

voicing an conforming discourse. Yet dissenting voices are too part of the same process, 

their impact is just not strong enough to sway the “public opinion”, and only minor groups 

share the construction of reality that is performed by articulating this discourse. But they 

too are part of the discursive process as a whole as well. Research is not only the field on 

which “orthodox” and “critical” scholars hold scientific discussions, they represent 

hegemonic or non-hegemonic discourses too, they shape and reproduce them.
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This chapter aims to give a conceptual history of the term “terrorism” and to discuss the 

factors that have influenced the changes in the concept. We start out by discussing the 

meanings of terrorism before the current discourse on the concept became hegemonic and 

during its rise to hegemony. We will then move on to ideological changes within the 

currently dominant ontology of terrorism. We will explain all of these developments as well 

as the rise to hegemony of the contemporary terrorism discourse, by linking them to the 

growth of mass media. Finally, we will use this discussion of the relationship between 

terrorism and mass media to evaluate constructivist critical terrorism discourse. We will 

see this type of research focuses on the top-down transmission of a discourse that is 

supposed to “manufacture consent”, and we will propose a more holist approach which 

considers reception by the public as well as by the “terrorists” themselves. 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

Historical dimensions of terrorism discourse 

What we have described in the previous chapters is the way in which a great part of 

society constructs the nature of the situation they call terrorism. We explained elaborately 

the ways in which we understand what terrorism is, how this understanding is discursively 

constructed and what its effects are on someone using the category in ordinary 

communication, and in the previous chapter, we verified the influence of this discourse on 

research.  

Yet when did the discourse that constructs terrorism in the way we understand it currently 

become hegemonic? We said that the way in which we understand terrorism is socially 

determined, rather than determined by reality itself. If this is the case, this discourse must 

have roots, it must have a history and an evolution that lead it to the hegemonic status it 

occupies today. What are the historical roots of terrorism discourse then? Where did it 

origin? Which historical processes determined this evolution? What caused civil society to 

develop the discourse that could project the ontological category of “terrorism” as we 

understand it today on reality? 

And has “terrorism” as a category, since it became hegemonic, always had similar effects? 

We mentioned that even though nearly all of civil society ontologically constructs 

terrorism in a similar fashion, still different ideas on terrorism exist in civil society. Barack 

Obama proposed to deal with terrorism in a completely different fashion than George W. 

Bush as president of the U.S., even though both men voiced a similar discourse on 

terrorism on an ontological level. The reality they constructed in their discourse was nearly 

identical, yet they derived different ideas from this construction. Any social construction of 
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reality thus allows for a set of practical approaches to that reality, not just one. 

Nevertheless, this set is very much limited by the way in which reality is constructed. You 

cannot discursively draw out terrorism in the way Obama, Bush and almost everybody 

does, and then proceed to claim that terrorism is completely unproblematic. That 

statement would not make any sense at all, as it contains information incongruent with 

the characteristics of the reality we have constructed in our discourse. “Terrorism” as a 

discursive category contains predetermined information, and only ideas that do not 

contradict this inherent framework can be formulated meaningfully. Yet has this 

predetermined framework always been the same? Have the effects of terrorism as a 

category of reality on the ideas formulated about this reality always been the ones we 

discussed in the first chapter? Or has the impact of these effects varied, even after 

terrorism became the hegemonic discourse to understand reality with? And has there 

been an evolution in the set of ideas that one could formulate on a reality identified as 

terrorist? Was it once possible to say that terrorism is unproblematic, unlike now? 

These questions all gauge the historical dimensions of the socially constructed category 

terrorism and its sustaining discourse we discussed in the first chapter. We will start by 

venturing into the first set of questions, that ask for the roots of the terrorism discourse 

and the associated ontological category. We will discuss the previous understandings of 

the term terrorism and map out the rise of the currently hegemonic understanding. This 

section in essence entails a Begriffsgeschichte of the term terrorism and overview its 

conceptual history. Next, we will critically overview the historical developments that took 

place within contemporary terrorism discourse itself after it became hegemonic. Laclau 

states that a discourse has to rearticulate itself when challenged in order to remain 

hegemonic1. In the second part of this chapter we will take a look at what adaptions 

terrorism discourse had to make to maintain its status. We will assess whether the 

discourse indeed has always had similar features, whether terrorism as a category has 

always been constructed in the same fashion, and whether the effects it has on ideology 

have varied over time. Based on these two inquiries, we will formulate a theory on the 

historic causes of the emergence of this discourse and its rise to hegemony. 

Before we begin though, it is important to note that we do not have the ambition to 

completely and thoroughly write the conceptual history of terrorism discourse. Such an 

enterprise would require more resources, more time and more space than we have at our 

disposal here, and it would take us too far from our main topic of inquiry. So we merely 

aim to roughly sketch the historical origin and general evolutions of the concept terrorism 

and to formulate a hypothesis explaining the broad developments we outlined. In this 

light, we will not conduct a meticulous and detailed analysis that can uncover every aspect 
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in the story of the concept “terrorism”, yet as we state here, this was not our ambition in 

the first place. 

3.1 The conceptual history of the term “terrorism” 

The currently dominant “terrorism” frame on highly visible and spectacular political 

violence outlined in the first chapter is nowadays shared by nearly all citizens in society, 

yet as it is a social construction, it has a history. It is not ahistorically universal, it 

developed, it came into existence through change. This section aims to trace this history 

that led to the ascendance of our current understanding of terrorism to hegemony. 

Writing an extensive long-term history of mentalities and would take us too far, yet a 

discussion of the origins of our historic conception of the political violence we nowadays 

describe as terrorism, will help show that not only terrorism is a constructed reality, but 

that the way in which we have constructed it evolved over time and that our current way 

of constructing it, is not a given. 

3.1.1 Terrorism before “terrorism” 

When Guy Fawkes wanted to blow up the Houses of Parliament, nobody called him a 

terrorist, and he was not convicted of terrorism either, but of high treason2. Even though 

the violence we would nowadays probably call terrorism was already there, the category 

of thought nowadays denoted by “terrorism” apparently was not. Still, modern day 

researchers have tackled the question whether or not the Gunpowder Treason was an act 

of terrorism3. Although acts similar to the Gunpowder Plot could nowadays be understood 

as terrorism, the social way of recognizing such acts as terrorism did not exist in the 17th 

century. The category “terrorism” implies the reification of a social construct as an 

objective reality, yet this way of reifying is typically contemporary, and it was not present 

in 17th century England. Nowhere in the trial documents, nor in any contemporary account 

was the act referred to as “terror” or “terrorism”4. Even more remarkably, neither did the 

discourse voiced exhibit any of the effects associated with the category of terrorism. No 

association was made between the conspirators and other ‘enemies of the state’ (no 

witch-hunt into Catholics occurred), nor were the acts considered any different than other, 

“normal” uprisings or conspiracies at the time. The political dimensions of the plot were 

nowhere ignored and even seen as crucial in the understanding of the events. In fact, 
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during the trial, the prosecution even engaged in an argument with the conspirators 

concerning the legitimacy of these motivations, by discussing whether or not the king had 

indeed explicitly promised improvements to the political situation of Catholics in England5. 

The intentions of the perpetrators were indeed considered very important, and much 

attention was devoted to their cause6. This handling is very different from the modern day 

procession of something we recognize as terrorism. This means that the Treason was not 

understood as terrorism without the word being used, the whole category of thought and 

its associated mindset just did not exist. As such, the question whether the Gunpowder 

Plot was an act of terrorism is a very ahistorical one. It requires reinterpreting the past in a 

modern day fashion, and understanding past phenomena in modern day categories, which 

serves no purpose. A similar argument goes for the way in which scholars sometimes seek 

to understand the first century Sicarii Zealots, Jewish rebels trying to expel the Roman 

Empire from Palestine with assassinations7 or the 11th century Isma’ili sect of the 

Hashshashin fighting the Fatimid rule in Syria as terrorists8. Seeing something as terrorism 

is a social way of understanding reality, calling anything terrorist before this way of 

conceiving reality existed constitutes Hineininterpretierung. However, the way in which we 

still seek to recognize terrorism in an act that to its contemporaries could never have been 

understood this way is a good illustration of how we now construct and reify terrorism as a 

category. More importantly, the argument made above shows that terrorism discourse 

and the category sustained by it as they exist now, are no universal phenomenon. There 

was a time when the social recognition of terrorism did not exist the way it does now. As 

such, we can go and look for its roots. 

3.1.2 Terror, the French Revolution and anarchism 

The term terrorism first came into a meaning somewhat close to its modern one during 

the French Revolution, when the Jacobins called their dictatorship a system of Terror. 

During the nineteenth century, the main meaning of terrorism was that of a state practice 

reminiscent of the revolutionary Reign of Terror of 1793, which could be either approved 

of or disapproved of. It explicitly excluded non-state violence, in fact, a reign of organized 

government terror was often seen as the lesser of two evils compared to arbitrary and 

volatile mob violence9. Nowadays, philosophers still discuss terrorism as a practice that 
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can be used by states, or promote such an approach, yet it is obviously no longer the 

dominant ideological view within the hegemonic terrorism discourse10. 

When the revolutionary forces that wanted to change society through violence failed to 

seize power again after 1793, strategic adjustments had to be made. The radicals 

advanced the violence one stage, from the phase of ruling, to the phase of taking the 

power. Rather installing the political regime of their choice and then model society 

through violence, they wanted to model society through violence in order to make the 

political regime of their choice possible, in the way Babeuf and the Conspiracy of the 

Equals had sought to do11. The revolution and the revolutionary violence switched places. 

An important consequence of this was that violence was by its practitioners no longer 

considered a state tool, yet a means employed by a non-state actor. These ideas are often 

attributed to the famous Catechism of the Revolutionary written by Sergei Nechayev and 

the nineteenth century anarchists are often taken a typical example of this tendency12. An 

interesting feature is that some of these anarchists explicitly labeled themselves terrorists. 

Up until now, the practice had been described as “terror”. Since terror was a state 

practice, there were no “terrorists” as of yet, until groups like Nechayev’s Narodnaya Volya 

(the People’s Will or the People’s Freedom) started considering terrorism an inherent part 

of their revolutionary aims, part of their revolutionary ideology, and as such, referred to 

themselves as “terrorist”13.  

This last point is interesting. Typical of use of “terror” up until this point, whether it was by 

the state or by terrorists, was that the violence was never considered instrumental by its 

user. The phrase “terrorism” in fact indicated an ideological dimension for this violence. 

Both Robespierre and the anarchists thought that violence could change the way people 

are, that it could change the nature of society. As such, they saw violence not as a tool to 

get what they wanted, yet more as a cleansing fire that could purify man. In this way, 

violence was an end in itself, it was not the leverage used to realize the ideological 

framework, it was part of the larger ideological framework itself. To these late 18th and 

19th century revolutionaries, violence was the birthmother of a new society, inherently 

linked with the end the revolutionaries were striving for, and not just a means to achieve 

this end. Testimony to this is Robespierre’s concept of the “republic of virtue”, which was 

to be built through violence. Robespierre argued the idea that terror could spread virtue 
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amongst the people14. The anarchist concept of the ‘propaganda by (or of) the deed’ in its 

extreme interpretations, expresses the same sentiment, only is the terror exercised by 

terrorists and not the state. Galleani for instance believed that the masses could be 

“awakened” by the use of violence15. Enrico Malatesta, although an opponent of 

propaganda by the deed believed that the transformative aspects of revolution lay in the 

violence that would necessarily accompany it. “Until an external, ideally or materially 

violent event comes and changes that environment, propaganda, education and 

instruction remain helpless (emphasis ours)16,” Malatesta claimed. 

3.1.3 20th century: instrumental violence and the disappearance of 

“terrorist” self-reference 

Both this self-denoting rhetoric as “terrorist” and the ideological nature of violence would 

disappear completely by the middle of the 20th century. Whereas anarchists described 

themselves as “terrorists” and supporters of the offspring of the Jacobin movement during 

the French revolution also used the term “terror” in a positive fashion, both vanished 

during the 20th century. Movements such as the old (pre-WWII) IRA, the post-treaty IRA, 

decolonization movements and others, did no longer use the term terrorism for self-

description17. Furthermore, decolonization movements, nationalist terrorist and most 

religious terrorists detached the violence from its goal. They relegated it to a mere tool 

useful for achieving the end it was serving whether this end was independence, 

decolonization or any other type of revolution (we shall see that some religious and 

Marxist groups are slightly ambiguous in this, and do not wholly fit the other 20th century 

groups in this aspect). When to the public opinion terrorism became synonymous with 

something negative, violent revolutionary groups also stopped referring to themselves as 

such, in order to not alienate the public sympathy they held18. According to Hoffman, the 

last ones to use consistently “terrorism” as a description of their own methods (although 

they had already stopped referring to themselves as terrorists), were Lehi, also called the 

Stern Gang, a Jewish organization that existed until 194819. Revolutionary theoretician 
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Carlos Marighella, in his Mini-manual of the Urban Guerilla, referred to the methods he 

advocated and to the people he supported as “terrorist” on a few occasions, but he is 

clearly well -aware of the new, negative meaning of the term, and uses the phrase more as 

a nom de geux than as an actual description or label20.  

The fact that the disappearance of self-reference as “terrorist” and the instrumentalization 

of violence happened at the same time is fairly logical. To someone using violence for a 

political purpose, there is always an idea motivating this violence. If not the violence would 

not be political. The ones using political violence see themselves as representing this idea, 

and will refer to themselves with this idea. When this idea is no longer the violence itself, 

they will of course no longer refer to the violence when referring to themselves. The fact 

that self-reference as “terrorist” disappeared the moment violence became instrumental 

means that the way in which the ones we designate as terrorists identify themselves 

indeed depends on their worldview and ideas.At all times, they prefer to identify 

themselves by the idea they stand for; “terrorist” when violence was the idea, no longer 

“terrorist” when violence becomes instrumental. This means their conception of 

themselves is not dualistic in the way our terrorist conception of violent groups is, but 

monist, as their identity as a violent group is always based on their worldview, whereas in 

our dualistic understanding, violence and worldview are separated and terrorism is 

objectified, ripped away from the world of ideas and placed in material reality21. We will 

elaborate on this in the last chapter.  

3.1.4 The public opinion of terrorism 

Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, however, the public opinion on certain 

issues continued to identify terrorism and state practices even though the radicals using 

violence no longer did. In particular, socialist, communist and anarchist activism was linked 

to the threat of the Soviet Union. In America, the second Red Scare of 1948 connected the 

practices of anarchists and communists to the U.S.S.R. and sees individual revolutionary 

efforts as orchestrated by a global communist network linked to the Soviets22. Concerns 
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over the ties of individual revolutionaries to the Soviet Union peak in the wake of the 

Russian Revolution23, and again after World War II24.  

On the other side of the spectrum, European communists wondered in the wake of the 

Red Terror whether violence could be a legitimate tool to build a new society and whether 

the state terror in the U.S.S.R. serves a revolutionary purpose25. The philosophical 

ruminations over the use of violence for revolutionary purposes in general and the state 

terror of the U.S.S.R. in particular tore many communist groups apart. Some turned away 

from communism altogether when understanding the scale of the atrocities committed by 

the U.S.S.R.. Others maintained the revolutionary cause but abandoned the hope that it 

would crystalize in the U.S.S.R., while still others remained true in their faith to the 

Soviets26. As the immediate threat of the U.S.S.R. receded and the debate over the 

revolutionary character of the U.S.S.R. died down when nearly all European communist 

turned from the U.S.S.R. after the invasion of Hungary, the focus on the state aspect 

terrorism disappeared again.  

Gradually, this association of terrorism with the state disappeared and the modern day 

conception of terrorism started to develop. We would contend that after the second world 

war, the refusal of those branded terrorists by society to consider themselves as such 

indicates that a contemporary understanding of what terrorism had begun to form. 

Whereas before the second world war, there was discussion over the legitimacy of 

terrorism27, as we discussed above, this debate quickly disappeared afterwards. A 
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discourse stereotyping terrorism as negative had become prevalent, making the term 

inaccessible to the ones portrayed as terrorist. This means terrorism as a term had begun 

to evolve towards the concept it is now, however teleological that may sound.  

Yet when did it become what it is nowadays, when was this evolution complete? When did 

terrorism as a category reach the ontological dimensions and ideological effects we 

described in the first chapter to its full extent? When did terrorism discourse like it exists 

today become the hegemonic? During the 1970s, we would argue.  

During this period the coverage of ‘terrorism’ in the media and the public debate started 

to resemble contemporary handling of terrorism. A series of articles published in 1977 by 

the Toronto-based Global Mail concerning the transgressions of the Royal Canadian 

Mounted Police (RCMP, or “Mounties”) in the fight against terrorism illustrate this. The 

RCMP was accused of physical abuse of radical defense lawyers28, arson, breaking and 

entering, illegal electronic surveillance, illegal bugging the office of MPs29 and illegal 

reading of personal mail30. In discussing the political implications of this scandal, the 

journal clearly notes that this incident benefited the ruling liberals, who legitimized these 

practices in the frame of a fight against terrorism31. When the scandal reached the top 

levels of Canadian politics, the liberal prime minister argued that “the force may have 

been justified for some of its acts by the temper of the times - many of the illicit activities 

took place in the early 1970s after Front de Liberation du Quebec (FLQ) terrorism had 

peaked - and that the RCMP may be justified in breaking the law if that is what is needed 

to catch law-breakers32.” Despite the anger of public rights groups at these violations, this 

rhetoric gained the liberal’s extensive public support33. The public acceptance of the 

government’s rhetoric that “the law may have to be changed to permit measures that are 

considered necessary to combat terrorism” shows that the government discourse that 

‘terrorism legitimates extraordinary measures’ resonated with the public’s understanding 

of terrorism34. The resemblance of this rhetoric to for instance the rhetoric legitimating 
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the “War on Terror” is obvious. The fact that this contemporary discourse on terrorism 

was accepted by a large part of the public shows that “terrorism” discourse as we 

discussed it in the first chapter had become hegemonic at this point in time. The fact that 

the PM successfully overcame this scandal, was because his discourse connected to the 

societal conception of terrorism.  

We find a similar case during the ‘German Fall’ in 1977. This time we see not only the 

public, but even the media taking over the terrorism discourse voiced by the German 

government, whereas this was not yet the case in the Canadian RCMP scandal35. When the 

R.A.F. kidnapped Hans-Martin Schleyer in October 1977, the German government 

appealed to the German media in the struggle against terrorism, asking the media to be 

completely silent and to only publish false reports issued by the government intended to 

confuse the terrorists. The call was almost uniformly followed36. When the German 

magazine Der Stern asked whether the German government was not taking a lot of risks in 

not seriously negotiating with the terrorists, this was met with public outrage37. The media 

were asked to accept and publish the government’s version of what happened, and duly 

did so38. What we see here, is the German government appealing for unprecedented 

measures on the grounds of the threat of terrorism, and the German public and media 

accepting these measures. This acceptance not only shows a shared understanding of 

terrorism by all involved, it shows the power of this understanding, so strong that it 

eclipses any other possible perspective on the events. The almost universal adoption of a 

political reasoning on “terrorism” by both media and civil society in this case shows a far-

reaching convergence throughout all of society in the understanding of what terrorism is. 

We clearly see the discursive hegemony of a modern day ontology of terrorism reflected in 

these events, and we can discern discursive effects on ideology that are identical to the 

ones we see when terrorism discourse is invoked today. The same urgency, the same 

confusion, the same insuperable hype and the same irrational overreaction that typifies 

contemporary reactions and opinions on terrorism are present in the political handling, 

public reaction and media coverage of the Schleyer kidnapping.  

These same traits occur more and more in the handling of terrorist incidents during this 

period. When Hanafi Muslims occupied three buildings in Washington in 1977, the 

occupiers themselves had telephonic contact with the media, blocking off negotiation lines 

for the government, and continuous media coverage provided the occupants with 
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extensive information on the situation outside the building, yet when the Hanafi were 

incorrectly associated on the radio with a rival group, this almost led to the killing of a 

hostage39. And when the Symbionese Liberation Army kidnapped Patty Hearst in 1975, a 

journalist nearly drove an innocent couple off the road, thinking the two were SLA 

members. She hacked into the FBI radio channel, and harassed victims. A few months 

later, she published a book on the SLA, filled with mistakes40. As we discussed in the first 

chapter, the discursive label ‘terrorism’ always invokes opinions and ideological reactions 

typified by an inordinate amount of attention to the events themselves, a lack of attention 

to the intentions of the “terrorists” and a problem-solving logic in analyzing the events. As 

the Hanafi and the SLA incidents show, the correctness of the information on intentions or 

ideological roots is not a concern when talking about terrorism. The blurring of rules, 

norms and deontology (whether by harassing victims or feeding false information to the 

public) too are typical of the liminality terrorism discourse carries. We see these effects of 

the ontological category terrorism appear for the first time during the seventies. 

Another sign of the new hegemonic status of this type of discourse is the fact that its 

effects became so strong at this point in time that terrorists themselves start to take 

advantage of it. The discursive hegemony of a “terrorism” conception of political violence 

does not automatically play to the advantage of the authorities and the disadvantage of 

“terrorists”. In fact, as it makes both government and media reactions predictable, on a 

purely strategic level it mostly does the other way around. The Montoneros in Argentine 

managed to obtain advertisement space in international newspapers in return for the 

release of a kidnapped Mercedes-Benz director, taking advantage of the problem-solving 

logic of terrorism and of the large amount of attention media are willing to devote to 

terrorism41. The SLA too demanded and obtained widespread media attention when they 

kidnapped Patricia Hearst, threatening to hurt their captive if the media did not carry their 

messages42. We see the media bending to the terrorists due to their willingness to 

contribute to “solving the problem” of terrorism, fearing that not doing so would 

aggravate the situation but also motivated by a drive to cover anything related to 

terrorism. In doing so, they overstep many ethical and juridical boundaries, but this is 

typically less felt when terrorism discourse is invoked. As intentionality seems 

unimportant, publishing ideological tracts does not even seem that problematic.  

One final and telling example is the introduction of the notion “terrorist organization” into 

West German law. This actually only happened in 1976, and it was done with the exclusive 
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purpose of creating a legal equivalent for the hegemonic political perception of the R.A.F.43 

An example that shows to which degree terrorism as a category is a construct, and also 

shows that the way in which we currently construct terrorism to be, criminal and inimical, 

originated during the seventies. 

3.2 Evolutions in the ideology produced by terrorism discourse 

In the last section we overviewed the history of terrorism as a concept and mapped out 

the evolution that eventually made our current understanding over the term hegemonic. 

But does this mean that nothing has changed in our understanding of terrorism over the 

last forty years? To answer this, we must once again draw the attention to the difference 

between the ontology of terrorism and associated ideologies. We indeed contend that the 

way in which we use terrorism as a discursive category has been established for over forty 

years. Over this span of time, the same hegemonic discourse has constructed terrorism as 

the same objective entity in a fashion that has barely changed at all. But this does not 

mean that ideologies relating to terrorism have not changed. During the last decades, 

many different ideas and opinions have been formulated on terrorism, have gained 

traction, and disappeared again. We will focus on the ideological developments within the 

terrorism ontology in this section. 

The evolutions of the ideological notions surrounding terrorism are in fact very easy to 

follow, thanks to the never-ending quest for a definition of terrorism. The incredible 

amount of definitions continuously being formulated and reformulated allow us to sketch 

a map of which ideological elements are considered important at which moment in time. 

In 1985, Schmid et al. circulated a questionnaire amongst leading terrorism scholars asking 

for definitions of terrorism, and distilled a number of “definitional elements” from the 

answers44. Weinberg et al. twenty years later compared these results to the aspects 

featuring in the definitions of terrorism given in the three major mainstream journals on 

terrorism research (Terrorism, Studies in Conflict and Terrorism, and Terrorism and Political 

Violence). In doing this, they managed to overview how the key elements in our 

perception of terrorism have changed. Although they concluded that in large parts, what 

we see as terrorism is still the same, there are also some remarkable changes45. However, 

we disagree with Weinberg, Pedazhur and Hirsh-Hoefler when they link these changes to 

the evolving nature of terrorism. Whereas they try to use the data to arrive at a consensus 
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definition, we would rather use them to follow changes in the ideological perception and 

processing of terrorism.  

Weinberg notes that scholars thought the psychological aspects of terrorism, its purposive 

nature, its arbitrariness and its coercive effects were far less relevant in 2002 than they 

were in 198546. The number of scholars indicating these elements as relevant has 

decreased by at least 20% for each of these aspects. We would argue that this indicates a 

strengthening of the aspects of terrorism discourse that hide intentionality. Three cited 

criteria that dropped severely in citation relate to the motivation of terrorism: inducing 

fear, some higher purpose, or coercion. Also a fourth criterion, arbitrariness, was 

considered to be less important. This makes clear that it concerns not just a decline of 

interest in goals, but in intentionality altogether: arbitrariness and thus a lack of intentions 

is only remarkable if intentionality is of interest. Its decline testifies to a decline in concern 

with intentions altogether. (It could also be a sudden increase in the recognition of 

intentions in what is considered terrorism, yet this is disproven by the decline of the other 

three factors). The decline of these four factors between 1985 and 2002 shows that the 

emphasis on intentions has diminished to almost none at all. At the same time, our 

capacity for cognitive dissonance increased, because the recognition that terrorism is 

inherently political, without any specification whatsoever, declined only marginally47.  

We can easily do a similar experiment with Google Scholar and Google Ngram, to prove 

that the association of the fight against terrorism with the terrorism itself has become 

stronger. Whereas for 1980-1990, 2,367% (on 21.000 results) of the studies mentioning 

terrorism also mentioned counterterrorism, for the period 2005-2015 this number 

increased to 6,001% (on 348.000 results) according to Google Scholar48. If we make an 

Ngram using Google Books, we find a ratio of 0,406% (mentions of counterterrorism to 

mentions of terrorism) in 1980 to 2,082% in 201549. This shows that as terrorism became 

more prominent, the struggle against terrorism gained prominence within terrorism 

discourse. 
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A final illustration of historic changes in the ideological notions surrounding terrorism 

discourse is the concept of ‘New Terrorism’ we mentioned earlier. Academics and non-

academics alike have post-9/11 proclaimed the rise of a new type of terrorism, different in 

its form of expression from “old” terrorism yet both terrorist in nature50, while others have 

contested the claim that terrorism underwent fundamental changes at the end of the 20th 

and the beginning of the 21st century51. Central in the debate is whether or not some 

aspects of the religious terrorism of the 21st century are distinct from those of the political 

terrorism of the 20th century. From our paradigm however, this discussion does not 

question the changing nature of terrorism as much as it illustrates a change in the 

ideological use of the terrorism discourse. The ‘New Terrorism’ is an ideological attempt to 

make sense of the events like the Oklahoma City Bombing and 9/11 on a historical level 

within the established discourse on terrorism52. It marks an ideological shift, but not an 

ontological one. This debate involves a discursive battle between proponents of the ‘new 

terrorism’ concept and opponents, yet both discourses only differ on an ideological level 

and base their worldview on the same ontological construction. 

What this means, is that within a certain ontological conception of reality, there is room 

for multiple ideological discourses to be formulated. For a discourse to be plausible, its 

articulation must be coherent with the internal structure of the ontological discourse. The 

feasibility of a discourse depends on how well it fits the ontological discourse within which 

it is formulated. While there has been no change in the ontological hegemony of terrorism 

discourse since the seventies, there have been changes on an ideological level. A fine 

example of this is the notion of “sympathy” for terrorism. A famous poll from the 

Allensbach institute found considerable sympathy for the R.A.F. among the German 

population in 197153. Today the mere fact that in 1971 40% of the people could think that 

the R.A.F. was a political, and not a criminal organization and that 10% would consider 

hiding an R.A.F member in their home, seems astonishing54. This change in attitude reveals 
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a change in the ideological conception of terrorism. Cautious, prudent and reserved 

sympathy existed within the terrorism discourse of the seventies, but while this terrorism 

discourse has ontologically been largely unchanged, the ideological notion of cautious 

sympathy has almost completely disappeared. 

In research too, we find these small but noticeable ideological changes within the same 

“terrorism” ontology. This implies that in older research we might find discourses that 

ideologically seem strange to our modern eyes. So If we take a look at academic research 

being done on the R.A.F. in the days it was still active in West Germany, we indeed see 

some ideological notions and ideas we would no longer agree with today. A glance at the 

first issue of Terrorism (now Study of Conflict and Terrorism), one of the leading magazines 

in terrorism research, reveals that most research ontologically fit the perspective we 

described in the first chapter. We find an article trivializing intentions and ideology55, one 

overstraining the security threat by reducing the goals of terrorism to causing massive 

damage56, and an editor’s note presenting terrorism as a single and homogenous 

conceptual unit57. But in the International Journal of Law and Psychiatry, we find an article 

critical of psychological, psychoanalytical and medical attempts to understand terrorism as 

a sick, psychopathological type of behaviour58. The author, Wilfried Rasch, a German 

professor at the Free University of Berlin in West Berlin and thus situated right in the 

middle of the conflict, warns “science […] to be aware of the danger of being abused in the 

struggle between differing political or religious beliefs59.” In doing so, he reframes 

terrorism as a conflict between perspectives, motivated by ideology and possessing 

different moral dimensions. Absolute ideological stances on moral, so typical of our 

contemporary perspective on terrorism, are equally absent in the ‘Terrorism Reader’ 

edited by Laqueur and Alexander in 1987. The first chapter of the reader presents papers 

on ‘tyrannicide’, examining “the origin of tyranny, the slaying of public tyrants, whether 

killing is necessarily murder, and whether it is right to destroy a tyrant60.” Hacker’s 

‘Crusaders, Criminals, Crazies – Terror and Terrorism in our Time’ and Hyams ‘Terrorists 

and Terrorism’ testify to a more mixed research trend. Hacker’s book considers two of the 

three types of terrorism to be completely void of any political intentionality (criminals and 

crazies have few ideological goals), yet at the same time contrasts non-state terrorism 

with state terror, taking political and social injustice and a lack of negotiation to be as 
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much a fall from grace as the acts of terrorism themselves61. Hyams conflates the IRA, 

nineteenth century anarchists and the mafia, but also claims terrorism to be an effective 

social strategy, especially in the face of inopportune counterterrorism, something scholars 

would find quite controversial today62.  

These examples show us that although the broad concept of terrorism functions in the 

same way as it does today on an ontological level, and although the effects of this category 

were largely similar, we find the ontological category to contain ideological nuances that 

are sometimes different from contemporary ones. Furthermore, it seems the academic 

rhetoric is less homogenous than it is today. Thus, the evolution of terrorism as a 

historically and culturally determined category we saw in society is present in academic 

literature too. The changes in the frames used in terrorism research are parallel to those in 

the public discourse. Once again, we see that research is not just a way of describing 

reality, but that it follows and contributes to the way we see reality. It illustrates how 

academia is very much invested in the societal terrorism discourse, a point we discussed 

extensively in the previous chapter. 

Further research into mentalities is necessary to confirm whether the turning points 

outlined above are indeed as key as they might seem at first hand, and to better 

understand what the depth, meaning and cause of these mentality changes were. As such, 

the small history discussed above oversimplifies the historic mentality expressed by 

referring to terrorism and the content of the historic terrorism perspective. Yet it proves 

that a historic evolution - without making claims as to the what this evolution pertained - 

has indeed taken place, that terrorism is indeed a construction based on historical 

circumstances and that even within hegemonic terrorism discourse, ideological 

developments have continued to take place. 

3.3 Terrorism and mass media 

If indeed modern day terrorism discourse became hegemonic during the seventies, why 

was this the case? And what determined further evolutions within the concept once it 

became hegemonic?  

Looking at factors that could have been the trigger for this development however, will 

prove to be unfruitful. We could indicate one political speech or one article in which 

modern-day terrorism discourse was used for the first time, but can we really assume that 

after this one time, everybody just started copying the rhetoric of this one speech or one 
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article? We want to look for structural factors that could have affected the developments 

we discussed, we are interested in the underlying developments that steered this process 

as a whole.  

We argue that the developments in the meaning of the term terrorism and especially 

within terrorism discourse, were since the twentieth century principally influenced by 

media processes. In quoting Paul Wilkinson, “when one says 'terrorism' in a democratic 

society, one also says media63.” Mass media have captured and amplified the discourse of 

different sides, brought different discourses in dialogue, allowed them to influence each 

other, negotiate meaning with each other and contradict each other; in this way causing 

small changes in the perspectives of certain individuals, groups or parties and allowing 

groups to converge their discourse and in this manner create discursive perspectives. Mass 

media are effectively the forum which links the way in which an individual discursively 

constructs terrorism with a vast web of other discourses. The way in which this discursive 

process functioned has essentially resonated with the rise of mass media society.  

That does not really seem to help us all that much, for one could argue that the printing 

press marks the birth of modern communication technology, even though the fifteenth 

century definitely does not mark the birth of the modern discursive processes let alone 

contemporary discourses on terrorism64. We seem to have moved our problem from the 

origin of modern day terrorism discourse to the origin of modern day mass media, yet this 

is not the case. To wit, we are not interested in pinpointing the exact moment or period 

with which the rise of modern day terrorism discourse coincided, we want to pinpoint a 

development that brought it along. From this angle, we have to take a look at the 

evolution of mass media and mass communication over the last centuries, and see which 

changes could have impacted the history of the social construction of terrorism. 

The main development in media and communication over the last century has been, as for 

so many other social phenomena, globalization65. We will analyze the impact of the 

changes globalization brought about in communication on the discursive process 

constituting terrorism along the two major axis of globalization; extensive and intensive 
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expansion66. Media and communication have, over time, developed bigger audiences, 

spread out over a larger portion of the globe, which can be characterized as extensive 

expansion. On the other hand, these audiences have also been offered more news, events 

are mediatized quicklier after they happened, media have become quicker in reaching 

their audiences and news in general has a stronger impact on its audience, so all in all a 

single receiver is offered more data to process. This is intensive media expansion67. 

Along the extensive axis, the major point is that the current discursive process surrounding 

terrorism is global. The way Western society conceives terrorism is spread all over the 

globe, and even where it is not hegemonic, it makes itself felt. We must therefore ask 

ourselves when news truly became a global phenomenon in order to understand when the 

current dialogue of terrorism discourses also became global. In this light, it is interesting to 

take a look at the two periods of ‘Red Scare’ in the United States. After both World Wars, 

the U.S. was seized by the fear of a communist revolution, which never came along. When 

we look whether the discourse that dominated in the U.S. was emulated in Europe, we see 

that this is twice clearly not the case. After World War I, a number of anarchist and 

communist attacks and a rhetoric predicting incontrollable uprisings in the future hyped 

America into a state of overstrained fear68. However, at the same moment in Europe, the 

same panicking rhetoric was absent, even though actual communist uprisings took place. 

They were organized by the parties that often were legal entities, participating in 

parliamentary elections, whereas in the U.S. similar organizations even without 

revolutionary ambitions were forbidden69. The overstated threat died down in the States, 

when a much anticipated communist uprising failed to take place in May 192070. In 

Europe, parties involved in revolutions were residing in parliament months later71.  

We see a similar pattern arising after World War II. In America, senator McCarthy 

proclaimed: “this is the time for the show-down between the democratic Christian world 

and the communistic atheistic world72.” In Europe, just after World War II, communists 

resided in governments and Paul-Henri Spaak stated that “Europe Occidentale [… 

considère…] que pour beaucoup de pays le communisme est une épreuve sans doute 
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nécessaire
73

.” We do not claim that there were no similarities or interactions between 

discourse on violence, uprising and terrorism in the U.S. and Europe in this period. Indeed, 

it would be interesting to venture deeper into this.What appears clearly from these 

examples however, is that no systematic discursive system in which all discourses were 

aligned had already arisen at this point. Discourses within European countries and within 

the U.S. had started probably to align already under influence of national media, and both 

probably resembled the modern terrorism discourse that started to develop after WWII. 

Yet no truly global interactive process had arisen so far. 

Similarly, developments on the intensive axis are crucial to the form of the current global 

discursive process constituting terrorism. As Luhmann argued, mass media seem to 

determine the way in which the world is read74. In applying Luhmann’s reasoning to 

terrorism, we could say that in order to have the world read through our contemporary 

terrorism perspective, a constant and very quick bombardment with messages is 

necessary. At least on the societal side, intensification of mass communication has 

spawned the current perspective on terrorism. Different discourses on the same reality 

only aligned into a single “terrorism” perspective by being confronted over and over again. 

Let us illustrate this with an example. During the anarchist campaigns at the turn of the 

nineteenth century, no homogenous perspective on these events could be developed as 

not all discourses could hear each other. Some people only read the newspaper of their 

political alignment. Others only heard of these bombing campaigns through the anarchist 

educating and teaching in the countryside and the slums. Some never heard the vision of 

the anarchists as they could not distribute their propaganda at the same scale as is 

possible in the age of mass media. And some probably even never heard of the attacks75. 

This leaves room for a wide range of perspectives which is no longer the case today. 

Discourses constructing a certain reality already existed in the 19th century of course, but 

the interaction of these discourses only became intense enough to converge most 

discourses in society into a single perspective in the age of mass media. 

3.3.1 Mass media and critical terrorism research 

We see how the development of a mass media society and a society that understands 

terrorism the way it now does, coincide. It is this process that has slowly but surely made 

all discourses on what we now understand as terrorism align and in that way created a 
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hegemonic discourses that frames terrorism as the apparently objective category of reality 

it is now. 

The idea we have developed so far differs from the point of view taken by most critical 

terrorism scholars on two counts. First, there is our argument that terrorism, as a social 

construct, depends on individual voices employing the discourse sustaining it. In order for 

a terrorism understanding of reality to remain hegemonic, the discourse objectifying it as 

such must remain hegemonic, and so a majority of the individual actors in society must 

use it when they talk about terrorism. Most critical terrorism research however, sees this 

construction mostly as a top-down activity, as a story spun by governments and adopted in 

media, public opinion,… 76 We consider it an interactive process, in which all actors engage 

in articulation and reception. A second aspect in which we diverge from Critical Terrorism 

Studies, is in that we will claim that terrorists too participate in this discursive 

construction, not only isolated, but in interaction with the rest of society. There are very 

few studies in critical terrorism research that take this perspective77, in which those 

framed as terrorists are often merely considered objects of framing, rather subjects 

participating in a discursive process. Let us elaborate on these two points. 

The top-down dimensions of constructivist research 

The understanding of the construction of social reality as top-down is very clearly present 

in the most famous work of CTS, Richard Jacksons ‘Writing the War on Terror’78. According 

to the book itself, it “discusses how language has been used to deliberately manipulate 

public anxiety about terrorist threats to gain support for military action, and how the 

abuse of Iraqi prisoners has been normalised through rhetoric and practice. The author 

argues that the normalisation and institutionalisation of the administration's current 

counter-terrorism approach is damaging to society's ethical values and to democratic 

political participation79.” What we see here, is the portrayal of a process by which the 

public is “manipulated” by the “administration”. While Jackson definitely has a point, he 

also states that the narrative has taken on a life of its own and is firmly established as the 

dominant way of understanding international terrorism80. The question we need to ask 

ourselves is how it acquired that established position. To put it in Gramscian terms: why 

have social classes that have no interest in emulating this story decided to adopt it as a 
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their ontological understanding of what terrorism is and what needs to be done about it? 

We can only answer this question if we leave the idea of a ‘war on terrorism’ developed to 

legitimate wars in the Middle East for a theory that explains how this ideological narrative 

so quickly became dominant. We would argue that this is because it very much buys into 

the inherent effects of terrorism as a category. “Terrorism” was not reinvented by the ‘war 

on terror’ narrative, the narrative became popular by very effectively playing on the 

framework of the already existing ontological category ‘terrorism’. The “war on terror” 

was such a plausible story because it takes advantage of our way of understanding 

terrorism. 

This means that we need a theory of discourse that does not just depend on the top-down 

forced internalization of an ideological notion, but one that can account for the way in 

which meaning is negotiated bottom-up as well. We can only understand the success of 

the “war on terror” narrative if we analyze it as a negotiated way of dealing with a political 

issue (al-Qaeda) motivated by a shared way of understanding this issue. This implies 

accounting for the interaction of different opinions and the reception of a political idea in 

a specific worldview. Our analysis based on the ontological functioning of terrorism as a 

category provides this. If we consider the terrorist ontology described in chapter one we 

can understand how the “war on terror” narrative very much falls in line with the 

characteristics of this way of understanding the world. By doing this, we can understand 

how it became so popular as a political idea: it was founded on a shared understanding of 

what terrorism is, held by people that might have different ideological ideas concerning it, 

yet share a similar ontology. As the ideas of the “war on terror” narrative very much fit 

into this shared understanding, they become plausible. Merely regarding “the war on 

terror” as a propaganda ploy instituted by a government to legitimate a war can never 

account for why this rhetoric became so successful. Only a constructivist approach taking 

into account the negotiation of meaning from below can fully explain the success of the 

“war on terror” narrative. 

Most terrorism research from a monistic perspective however uses the discourse analytic 

approach set out by Jackson that looks at the way consent is manufactured top-down. 

Approaches that are not discourse-based are of course very difficult in practice. 

Ethnographic research in communities close to “terrorism” is incredibly hard. Moreover, 

its results are also often ignored, for the results of this type of analysis do not easily fit the 

assumptions of orthodox terrorism research. Even within Critical Terrorism Studies, this is 

often the case. Greenwood notes that the anthropological passages in ‘Terror and Taboo’ 

are its weakest aspects, stating that “Zulaika and Douglas’ analysis of terrorism as a 

discourse is very powerful, but their insistence on contrasting discourse and reality 



110 
 

undercuts their position81.” Due to the heuristic and paradigmatic problems of 

ethnography, a discourse-based approach remains dominant within Critical Terrorism 

Studies. A rich corpus of literature investigating the construction, functioning, 

reproduction and effects of the terrorism discourse has been produced in critical terrorism 

research during recent years82.  

The absence of the terrorist in constructivist research 

As we noted this discursive often fails to take into account the main actors of what we 

constitute as terrorism, the ones using the violence. It is concerned with those who 

construct, but not with those who are constructed. Very little work has been done on how 

those who conduct the violence construct a nature for their violence, and none at all on 

the impact of the hegemonic terrorism on this non-hegemonic construction. In a way, this 

is understandable. When one has argued that terrorism is a social construction, it is quite 

hard to proceed by studying the “terrorist” himself, as this completely undercuts the 

constructivist premise. The fine line between studying the impact of hegemonic discourse 

on the construed actors and reifying terrorism is one few scholars have been able to 

successfully walk. Moreover, constructivist scholars are quick to accuse colleagues of 

smuggling dualistic notions into their research in a game of ‘who is the most rigorous in his 

constructivist approach’83.  

Consequently, the focus has been on the practice of construction through media, politics 

and research, and on its manifestations in policy. The resulting influence on the object of 

this metaphor, the one identified as terrorist, has been neglected so far. “Terrorists” 

themselves are rarely investigated from a constructivist angle of research, which thus 

limits itself to a form of media studies. This is a problem for two reasons.  

First of all, if we truly want to adhere to a monistic ontology of terrorism, we cannot deny 

the role of the one being made the subject matter of the terrorist metaphor. They too play 

an active role in the social construction of terrorism. Leaving them out of the picture in 
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fact constitutes reintroducing dualism by the backdoor, as the reason for leaving them out 

would be that they are the object of the metaphor, not the one formulating it. This implies 

a re-separation between terrorism as an object in reality and our idea of it. Any 

explanation for only focusing on mediatized and political construction of terrorism and 

ignoring the role of the subject matters themselves results in the objectification of 

terrorism many scholars adhering to a constructivist perspective want to correct. 

Considering civil society’s members to be the sole source formulating terrorism discourse 

and the “terrorist” to be the passive object of its metaphor and its constructed narrative 

reifies terrorism as objective reality.  

Secondly, it repeats some flaws it previously identified in orthodox terrorism research, 

notably a lack of engagement with primary sources and a tendency to revisit the same 

ideas over and over again. B 

y neglecting to inquire the terrorist side of the construction of the terrorism narrative, we 

leave the study of what we consider terrorism monopolized by a problem-solving 

approach that will continue to dominate policy and the public debate. First-hand 

engagement with discourse by “terrorists” can help CTS go beyond illuminating the historic 

dimensions of terrorism as a perceived reality, and help clarify the engagement of the 

objects of this construction as active subjects in the discursive process. Historic research of 

primary sources provides a hands-on approach for this. This is why in the fourth and fifth 

chapter, we will analyze discursive engagements of “terrorists” in this discursive process, 

by studying their non-hegemonic conception of violence and the influence the hegemonic 

discourse has on it.  

3.3.2 Communicative models to understand terrorism discourse 

We will conclude this chapter by comparing the perspective on discourse used by most 

critical terrorism scholars to Shannon and Weaver’s models of mass media 

communication, to explain the problems of a top-down focused approach.  

We explained how most critical terrorism research is concerned with analyzing the way in 

which government propaganda and media coverage seeps into the public opinion84. Let us 

focus on Jackson’s research to clarify how this perspective relates to mass media 
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communication. This approach focuses on government framing of terrorism and 

(inter)national security, the resonance of these frames in the media and the adoption of 

these frames by the public. It studies, as Jackson crudely puts it, “the process of inducing 

consent85,” in a paraphrase of Chomsky’s famous phrase ‘manufacturing consent’86. In a 

more articulate fashion, Jackson states: “the public language […] the American 

administration has […] used to construct a whole new world for its citizens87.” This process 

can be understood as a small elite (government, political parties, the “war business”) 

transmits a complex message stressing the need for a “war on terror” to the general 

public, by using ‘the media’ as communicative medium. The message is sent successfully 

according to Jackson, resulting in the construction of a ‘terrorism’ language used by all of 

civil society that portrays a social reality in which terrorism is a real, grave danger and in 

which a war on terror is both an adequate and a necessary response88.  

We can conceptualize the process sketched by Jackson and several other scholars using 

Shannon and Weaver’s classic transmission model89. Shannon and Weaver’s model 

consists of an information source, a transmitter, a channel, a receiver and a destination. In 

Jackson’s theory, we can interpret the language framing terrorism as a major threat and 

legitimizing the ‘War on Terror’ as the information, the government and political groups 

wanting to wage this ‘War on Terror’ as the transmitter, mass media in every form as the 

channel, the public sphere its destination and all citizens as the receivers. This 

conceptualization of terrorism stresses the top-down dimensions of quite a lot of the 

constructivist research we mentioned earlier. 

Although we are concerned with exactly the same subject as Jackson, namely the 

construction of terrorism as a social reality through language, and although we by and 

large agree with his analysis, we feel that it is an oversimplification of the discursive 

process taking place and that what he describes is but one part of the reality that needs 

addressing.  

On the first issue, Jackson and many critical terrorism scholars focus on how governments 

have developed a new ‘War on Terror’ worldview and how this has been propagated. Yet 

its adoption by the public, leading to the society-wide articulation of a ‘terrorism’ 

worldview, often goes unquestioned. The process by which this worldview and the 

discourse in which it is founded develop a hegemonic status is taken too much for granted. 
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We do not only want to know why a discourse serves the purpose of the politically 

dominant class, we also want to know why it is articulated in its current, oppressing, form 

by the other classes in society and how it is negotiated into such a form90. Simply put, we 

do not just want to study the act of sending and receiving a message stressed in the model 

of Shannon and Weaver, we want to study how the receivers negotiate which message 

they accept. As such, we are interested in how a discourse is shaped, influenced, molded 

and reshaped in its quest to hegemony and during its hegemony. We want to know how 

the articulation of a discourse can be changed, by new elements entering its composition.  

On the second issue, we feel a model that leaves places for only one dominant message is 

not only a 

 bit self-fulfilling (assuming one wants to study a communicative event, the message sent 

will be received, otherwise there would be no communicative event), it also – at least 

theoretically - leaves no room for any resisting of this message. As we are concerned with 

the process by which a certain worldview became dominant, we are also very much 

interested in other worldviews and their sustaining discourses, for the hegemonic status of 

one discourse can only be explained by its surpassing of other, non-hegemonic discourses. 

In combination with the first issue, it is obvious to us that these discourses interact with 

each other and impact on each other. A hegemonic discourse affects non-hegemonic 

discourses, yet over time, non-hegemonic discourses can also change or even overthrow 

the hegemonic discourse. Thus, one can only understand the hegemony of a discourse in a 

wider process of discursive interaction. Furthermore, no discourse is ever universal, there 

are always groups that self-determinate rather than be determined by a dominant 

discourse91. As such, no matter how dominant the modern discourse on terrorism might 

be, how real terrorism might appear to us, we must always assume the existence of 

discursive alternatives. A negative side effect of Critical Terrorism Studies’ focus on 

hegemonic discourses and the ‘War on Terror’ narrative is that it has relatively little to say 

about the phenomena labeled as terrorism, as we mentioned in our second critique on 

CTS. If CTS truly aims to be a realistic alternative to classic terrorism research, it ought to 

develop an alternative theory of what “terrorism” is and how this being is affected by its 

hegemonic conceptualization as terrorist.  

These two elements force us to put aside the classic transmission model, and focus on a 

model that allows us to understand multiple discourses, their development and especially 

their interaction. It must cover the articulation and construction of a discourse and the 

role of other discourses, the interaction of discourses and the way in which discourses 

construct and sustain worldviews. As mentioned in the introduction, such a model is 
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provided by the Discourse Theory developed by Laclau and Mouffe in their paradigm-

shifting Hegemony and socialist strategy
92

. A modernization of the Gramscian concept of 

hegemony, the societal model of post-Marxist Discourse Theory developed by Laclau and 

Mouffe translates itself to a view of the political sphere that is dominated by conflict in 

which consensus can only be temporary. These conflicts are essentially the ever-ongoing 

battle on how to make sense of the world, manifested as the strife between different 

discourses. Discourse is understood as a way to structure the social field, the world. Such 

attempts are inherently imperfect and incomplete, as Hegemony and socialist strategy’s 

adheres to the poststructuralist idea that every form of fixation in discourse is necessarily 

temporary. Every attempt at making sense of the world hinges on a specific assembly of 

signifiers that can never completely grasp the social world and that must, in order to 

remain hegemonic or become hegemonic, borrow, remodel and develop new signifiers. 

This focus on constant restructuring coincides with our focus on interaction, change and 

development in discourse. Without using the complete instrumental repertoire developed 

by the Essex School of Discourse Analysis, we inscribe ourselves into their view of 

discourses as negotiated positions of constructing and giving meaning to the world that 

only temporarily become hegemonic and always exist amidst other alternative ways of 

making sense of the world with which they converse.  

3.4 Conclusion 

In our history of “terrorism” discourse we substantiated the historical dimensions of our 

current understanding of terrorism. The first step of this history dealt with the concept of 

terrorism before it acquired its current meaning. We traced the way the “terrorism” was 

understood from the French revolution to post-war Europe, in a small conceptual history 

of the word. This process took a decisive turn in the birth of current terrorism discourse 

after WWII and culminated in it acquiring hegemony during the sixties-seventies. 

Next, we discussed changes within terrorism discourse after it became hegemonic. Even 

though the ontological category was established, there was still room for ideological 

disagreement. We showed different ideas and opinions could still be formulated within 

the same ontology. 

Having overviewed the whole history of terrorism as a concept, we looked at which 

historical processes influenced this history. We stated that the development of mass 

media was crucial in the way terrorism discourse as we know it was born and became 

hegemonic. We illustrated this with historical examples as well as examples taken from 
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literature, for the relationship between terrorism and media has been thoroughly 

investigated. 

Finally, we rested on the way this media analysis of terrorism has been conducted. We 

found that this type of analysis almost exclusively focuses on the way in which government 

or media discourse manipulates the public opinion. It presumes a discourse being 

formulated on one end of the communication chain by the state and being accepted at the 

other side by the people, in a process that manufactures consent. Furthermore, it 

completely neglects the way in which the “terrorist” formulates meaning for his actions in 

his own discourse, and how mainstream terrorism discourse might affect it. We explained 

these problems, present even in Critical Terrorism Studies, by linking them to the 

assumptions of the standard transmission model developed by Shannon and Weaver.
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This is the first chapter of the second part of this thesis, in which we turn our attention 

from the hegemonic discourse on terrorism to the non-hegemonic construction of violence 

by the ones using it. We will specifically focus on the way in which fighting communist 

organizations produce both an ideological discourse and an ontological discourse 

concerning violence. This chapter consists of two different parts. First, we will discuss 

methodology. Our focus here is on topic modeling using MALLET software. We will explain 

what topic modeling does, discuss previous applications, analyze its advantages and 

disadvantages and explain the methodological and heuristic choices we made. We will also 

discuss the compilation of a corpus of texts that were produced by fighting communist 

organizations. Next, we will use MALLET to build a topic model of the selected texts. We 

will analyze how the different organizations deviate from the overall model in order to gain 

an impression of their individual concerns. This allows us to compare groups, but also, if we 

arrange them chronologically, to gain an impression of the overall evolution in our corpus. 

We will formulate a tentative theory explaining these differences and the overall evolution, 

which will then be tested in the next chapter. 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

A topic model of the revolution 

We have so far mainly focused on the social construction of the term “terrorism” and the 

associated category of understanding in society. This is a well-researched topic in Critical 

Terrorism Studies. However, as we noted towards the end of the previous chapter, a lot 

less has been written on the way terrorists themselves construct a coherent frame of 

understanding for their actions, and even less on the way in which societal understanding 

of these actions as “terrorism” affects the ones conducting them. This is what we will be 

dealing with in the second part of this thesis. This chapter looks to analyze how political 

violence is conceptualized by those using it. We aim to do exactly what we did in the first 

chapter, but this time not for the hegemonic discourse that understands a specific type of 

violence as “terrorism”; but for the non-hegemonic discourse used by the ones conducting 

the violence that understands this violence in the framework of a revolution, a religion, a 

nation,… The next chapter will look for evolutions over time in this non-hegemonic 

conception, which will allow us to investigate the interaction of hegemonic and non-

hegemonic discourses in the last chapter by comparing the changes in both and looking for 

parallels and mutual influencing. 

The first step is of course to delineate the non-hegemonic discourse we want to analyze 

(while there is only one hegemonic, there are plenty of non-hegemonic discourse). We will 
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do this by delineating a group of organizations of which we presume that they construct 

violence in a similar manner. We will then proceed by investigating how these different 

groups exactly do this by analyzing their discourse. As there is far less research available 

regarding the discursive construction of reality by terrorists than there was for societal 

“terrorism” discourse, using literature and explanatory examples will not be sufficient as a 

method to do this. We will therefore thoroughly analyze the discourse used by the 

“terrorists” using digital text analysis. The results of this analysis will reveal what these 

groups considered to be the nature of their violence and what they understood their 

actions to be. 

4.1 The monistic nature of violence to the perpetrators 

What is crucial to understand before we start this analysis, is that the construction of 

violence for the ones using is not dualistic in nature. The societal construction of terrorism 

projects it as an objective, self-sustaining reality existing out there. Terrorism is terrorism, 

even if we choose not to think about it for a while, it seems. Of course this is not the case, 

what we consider terrorism is very much related to our self-image because it is our self-

image which dictates how terrorism is constructed to be, yet this dualistic ontology hides 

the fact that terrorism is a social construction and as such artificially separates our 

understanding of terrorism and our understanding of society. This makes it possible to 

think of terrorism without consciously (although it does happen automatically) reflecting 

on society. We explained this in depth in the first part of this thesis. We revisit it here 

however, because for somebody using violence, this approach to constructing meaning for 

violence is not a possibility. Unless the violence to him is meaningless, he cannot reflect on 

his violence without reflecting on why it is used and thus on the ideas, worldview and self-

identity motivating this view. Logically, political violence would not be political violence if 

the violence was not integrated in a larger understanding of the world, an understanding 

that makes this violence political. We already visited this point before briefly when during 

our discussion of the history of the term “terrorism”, we touched on the changes in the 

meaning of violence to “terrorists”. We found that “terrorists” stopped calling themselves 

as such when their violence became an instrument towards a larger goal rather than a goal 

in its own right1. This is because it is there worldview that allows them to understand their 

own position in society and their violence, and as soon as this worldview was extended 

beyond violence, a term for self-reference beyond this violence was necessary too. Apart 

from meaningless violence, political violence is on an ontological level always understood 

in a monistic fashion by the ones conducting it. 

                                                        
1
 Polianski, I. "Between Hegel and Haeckel: Monistic worldview, Marxist Philosophy, and Biomedicine in 

Russia and the Soviet Union.” Monism: science, philosophy, religion, and the history of a worldview Ed. 
Weir T. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan (2012): 197-222. 
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As such, we cannot separate the discussion of ontological construction itself and the 

discussion of the ideas formulated on the object constructed and the effect of this 

construction on our thinking as we did when analyzing the societal construction of 

terrorism. To the perpetrator, the conceptualization of what his actions are, is in every 

aspect intertwined with his ideas surrounding the action and his reasoning patterns. As a 

civilian, we can (or at least could) think about terrorism without immediately thinking 

about specific ideas concerning it or the influence it holds on our thoughts. A Marxist 

militant cannot think of an attack against a bank without also thinking of a whole 

ideological set of ideas that motivate this attack and the specific line of reasoning that 

connect these ideas to the action of attacking a bank. 

Therefore, there will be no distinction between the discussion of ontology, the effects of 

this ontological construction and the ideas and ideology based on this ontology, as there 

were for the societal construction of terrorism. This is simply because it is impossible to 

isolate the ontology from its ideological surroundings in the perpetrator’s discourse. 

4.2 Delineating a non-hegemonic ontology 

Whereas in Western society there is one ontology of terrorism, to the ones branded as 

terrorist, there are many. The way they construct their violence depends on the range of 

ideas and the pattern of thought surrounding the violence. Different ideologies therefore 

means different ontologies, different patterns of thought and thus a different discourse in 

which all of this is constructed. This means that there are not two types of discourse on 

terrorism (the one labeling it as terrorism, and the one by the terrorists), but many. While 

to society there might be a link connecting nationalist, communist, Islamic and 

supremacist violence, to the ones conducting the violence there is none. Since we’re 

taking the second perspective in this part, we need a specific group to focus on. We have 

chosen to focus on groups motivated by a communist ideology, but a similar exercise could 

be made for others. 

This poses an interesting challenge as it means we have to delineate a group of fighting 

organizations which we believe to share a conception of violence. This is point of 

departure however, problematic, because we can only know of if they truly share a similar 

conception of violence after having studied them. Therefore, if we want to identify a range 

of groups of which we suspect that they share such a conception, the only way to do so, is 

to start from the societal ontology of specific violence as terrorism. Based on the way in 

which society labels certain groups as belonging to a specific type of terrorism, we can 

suspect that if they indeed form such a type together, that they will share a common 

conception of violence. Unfortunately, this means taking the construction of terrorism in 

society at its problematic face-value, something we want to avoid at all costs. In order to 
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overcome this issue, we had the group of organizations to be included in our analysis 

delineated by the groups themselves. We took three groups who were active in the period 

just after May 1968 and whom research has shown to be influenced by the spirit of the 

1968 uprisings: the British Angry Brigade, the German Red Army Faction and the American 

Weather Underground Organization. We proceeded by looking at whom they ideologically 

considered to be part of the same struggle. In this way, we could delineate a number of 

groups who – according to themselves - shared the same worldview and constructed 

violence in the same way without having to use denominations such as “communist 

terrorism” based on the dualistic understanding of violence as terrorism by society, which 

is irrelevant when studying the auto-understanding of violent organizations. 

The Angry Brigade did not refer to any other groups in their pamphlets nor were they 

referred to by others. However, the Weather Underground and the R.A.F. proved to be a 

solid starting point for our network of groups who confessed to a shared understanding of 

ideology and violence. 

The R.A.F. itself engaged in ideological discussions with the Italian Red Brigades2 and the 

French Action Directe3, even forming a temporary alliance with both4. The German 

feminist Rote Zora was a splinter group posing as the feminine and feminist equivalent of 

the R.A.F. and the Revolutionary Cells5. These Revolutionary Cells form an interesting case. 

They had heated discussions with the R.A.F. about the strategy a revolutionary 

organization should follow and about the merits of an underground revolutionary 

vanguard versus a group that remained “amongst the people”6. The fact that they had this 

discussion, however, indicates that they saw this revolution and the violence that ought to 

lead to it in the same manner. This implies that, despite their discussions, they shared a 

worldview – had they not, they would not have had the discussion in the first place. As 

such, we included the Cells in the corpus. Groups that referred extensively to the R.A.F. 

include the German Anti-Imperialist Cell7, the Belgian C.C.C.8 and the Greek Revolutionary 

Organization November 179. Pierre Carette, leader of the C.C.C., as well as many R.A.F. 

                                                        
2
 R.B., PCC Communique on the Armed Robbery of a Postal Van in Rome, 14/2/1987; R.B. and R.A.F., 

Joint Communique: PCC with Red Army Faction, 9/1988. 
3
 R.A.F. and D.A., For the unity of West European revolutionaries, 1/1985. 

4
 Idem. 

5
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Press (2014): 10. 
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Post-Fordist Era, 1989. 
7
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On The CDU Office In Dusseldorf, 1994. 
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Answers to Concrete Questions, 4/1985. 
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members held hunger strikes on numerous occasions in solidarity with comrades of the 

Turkish Dev Sol10, and other groups such as the A.I.C. pledged their support as well11. The 

Japanese Red Army Faction referred to the R.A.F. in their foundational documents12. The 

Spanish GRAPO did the same thing13, and expressed solidarity with the R.A.F. on multiple 

occasions14.  

The Weather Underground was referred to by the R.A.F., but they also themselves 

referred to the Symbionese Liberation Army and the Black Panthers15. 

This does not mean all groups referred to in texts by the groups who were included in our 

corpus were actually included in our survey. The E.T.A. and the I.R.A. are for instance 

referenced in GRAPO and R.A.F. manifests, in a manner that indicates sympathy, but that 

is also clear on the distance between the groups16. 

Due to insufficient data available for statistically sound analysis using topic modeling or 

the lack of adequate translations, the Japanese Red Army Faction, the Symbionese 

Liberation Army and the Black Panthers were left out, which means that our definitive 

group consisted of the R.A.F., the A.B., the W.U., the C.C.C., GRAPO, N17, the R.B., the 

A.I.C., the R.Z., Dev Sol, D.A and Rote Zora. 

4.3 Methodology and heuristics 

Before we move to the actual analysis of the discourse voiced by these groups, we must 

describe the methodology we used to investigate this discourse. Essentially, we have 

compiled a set of communiques, manifestoes and pamphlets by the twelve groups 

discussed above, and subjected them to a text analysis using two approaches for digital 

text analysis topic modeling and concordancing. In the following sections, we will explain 

some of the methodological and heuristic choices we made. We will first focus on 

explaining the specific methods we used. We will explain what topic modeling and 

concordancing exactly are; what the programs we used, MALLET and AntConc, exactly do; 

and what the advantages of this approach are. Then, we will turn to the data. We will 

discuss how we compiled a representative corpus, and defend the heuristic choices we 

                                                        
10

 Belga, “CCC-kopstuk Carette in hongerstaking uit solidariteit met Erdal.” De Standaard, 18/8/2000. 
Also see Alexander, Y. and Pluchinsky D. Europe's red terrorists: The fighting communist organizations. 
London: Routledge (2012): 30. 
11

 A.I.C, Statement Concerning The Attack On The CDU Office In Dusseldorf, 1994. 
12

 Farrell, W. Blood and Rage: The Story of the Japanese Red Army. Amsterdam: Free Press (1990). 
13

 PCE-R, Programa de lucha del Partido Comunista de España –reconstituído. Available online at 
<http://www.noticiasdelarebelion.info/?p=4599&print=1>, last checked on 10/3/2015. 
14

 GRAPO, GRAPO prisoners on the hunger strike by imprisoned RAF members, 12/1/1985. 
15

 W.U. (Bernardine Dohrn), An open letter from the Weather Underground, 20/2/1974. See also Jacobs, 
R. The Way The Wind Blew: A History Of The Weather Underground. London: Verso (1997): 76–77. 
16

 For instance PCER, GRAPO and ETA: Two Strategies and Two Different Policies, 1991. 



122 
 

made in the light of the methods employed. We will also indicate some problems we 

encountered and some potential vulnerabilities our corpus might exhibit. 

4.3.1 Methodology 

The first step in preparation of the actual analysis, is the presentation of the method we 

used as tool to conduct this analysis. As we already mentioned, these alternative 

discourses, not part of the mainstream understanding in society of terrorism, are not easy 

to fully grasp. Not only are they based on a completely different understanding of the 

meaning of violence as we explained, the rhetoric of Fighting Communist Organizations 

(FCO), as Alexander and Pluchinsky call them, is steeped in dense Marxist terminology that 

is quite inaccessible17.  

This means we need a method that lends itself to a more profound, a more rigorous and a 

more systematic analysis of discourse. Digital text analysis provides the necessary tools for 

this. We chose to use two specific methods of digital text analysis, namely topic modeling 

and concordancing, because they lend themselves very well to this kind of thorough 

analysis. Before we legitimate this choice, let’s first briefly introduce these two methods. 

Topic modeling 

Topic modeling is a tool that essentially identifies which themes and topics are present in a 

set of texts. It looks for “patterns of co-occurrence of words”18. What this means, is that 

when we enter a large number of texts into a topic modeling tool, the tool can tell us 

which themes are present in the corpus, and which themes feature strongly in which texts. 

A topic modeling tool does this by using an algorithm that calculates which words often 

appear together in the same text. When the algorithm finds a number of words that co-

occur together more often that statistically likely, it places them together in a topic. We 

can interpret such a cluster as a theme because in a meaningful text these words co-

appearing are likely to have substantive bearing on each other19. To paraphrase the 

example of Scott Weingard, if I enter all the recent speeches of Flemish nationalist leader 

Bart De Wever into a topic modeling algorithm, it will probably return a topic that clusters 

together words related to job creation, a topic related to immigration problems, a topic 

related to economic reform, etc.20 A word can of course be related to multiple topics, Bart 

De Wever might discuss “austerity” in relation to his own party programme as well as in 
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relation to political advice from Europe, and as such, we will see it appear in topics that 

discuss his party programme as well as in topics that discuss the European Union. 

A topic from the corpus we used in our analysis could look like this: 

4  group police secret ccc carry building information munich honeywell 

systems car officers morning guards target van shape perfectly phone 

A topic actually consists of more than these twenty token words, but the first twenty are 

the most important, as the earlier a word is located in the topic, the more strongly it is 

linked to the topic. This means that a word has a higher chance to be attributed to a 

specific topic if it is earlier in the topic and that if this topic is strongly represented in a text 

from the corpus, the words from that topic have a higher chance to be mentioned if they 

are earlier in the topic. E.g., if the words “group” and “van” are mentioned in a text, there 

is a higher chance for “group” to be attributed to topic 4 than for “van”, and similarly, if 

10% of the words in a document are attributed to topic 4, there is a higher chance of 

“group” appearing in the document than “van”. It is important to note that only key words 

will appear in the topics we will discuss, as words like “the”, “and”, “by”, “as” and “you” as 

well as punctuation are filtered out. 

Applications of topic modeling in research 

Despite the promising results of pilot studies, topic modeling has been used relatively 

little, particularly in historical research. This is in spite of the considerable advantages topic 

modeling offers to historians. To illustrate the benefits the use of topic modeling offers, 

we will discuss some of the studies that have applied topic modeling over the last few 

years. 

First and foremost, topic modeling is a form of text mining21. Its primary use is to gain a 

first impression of the content of huge, unprocessed and unexplored corpora of text, 

something very useful to historians, especially historians in the digital age22. Topic 

modeling can basically create a rudimentary and general table of contents for a vast 

amount of text that has not been read yet (except by the algorithm). This allows the 

readers to go straight to the texts that deal with the subjects they are interested in. In this 

form, it is a useful heuristic tool to historians. An illustration of this is the way in which 

Newman and Block analyzed the contents of the eighteenth century newspaper 

Pennsylvania Gazette, a major colonial newspaper in the U.S.23. They entered all 80.000 
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articles and advertisements from the 1728-1800 period into a topic modeling tool. This 

enabled them to quickly overview which themes were discussed in the Gazette and how 

the prevalence of topics changed over time24. Their approach uncovers “important 

information about the content of this colonial newspaper, and suggests the value of such 

approaches to a more complete understanding of early American print culture and 

society,” the authors contend25. This example shows how topic modeling is a perfect tool 

for drawing precise conclusions about a corpus that is too big to be analyzed for close 

reading. As such, it could be a valuable tool for historical studies that depend on the 

quantity of data rather than on their quality. The study of historical communication, 

mentalities and text culture might benefit from such an approach.  

Topic modeling has also been applied to corpora of texts which are thematically more 

coherent. Such a use allows us to gain a detailed insight, as topic modeling can detect 

small nuances in the way in which a specific subject is approached and allocate these 

similar but slightly different approaches to two separate topics. This allows us to conduct a 

precise analysis of a large amount of data in a short period of time. A great example of this 

is the way in which DiMaggio, Nag and Blei studied the attitude of different American 

newspapers to cultural funding and the evolution of these positions over time26. They first 

(digitally) selected all articles dealing with art funding. By proceeding to examine this 

enormous amount of articles with topic modeling, they were able to isolate different 

discourses and opinions on and framing of the issue of arts funding. They could then trace 

the presence of these different discourses and frames to specific papers and points in 

time. In this way, they managed to analyze in detail all media coverage of a particular 

political issue for a particular period. Topic modeling as an approach offered them the 

possibility to cover all articles dealing with arts funding, rather than having to make a 

small, less representative sample for close reading. Furthermore, due to its sensitivity to 

each and every word, topic modeling observes even the tiniest change in language use, 

and can analyze discursive changes at a far more nuanced and subtle level than both close 

reading and other corpus analysis tools can.  

Benefiting from this last advantage of topic modeling is Cameron Blevins’ analysis of the 

diary of a late 19th century midwife. Each day, the midwife called Martha Ballard wrote in 

her diary. Blevins uses MALLET to produce thirty topics that dominated her life and 

writings during the 27 years she wrote, and see which were more important at which point 
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of Martha’s life27. He concludes he managed to gain a far more comprehensive and clear 

insight into the diary than he could by close reading it28.  

Huijen et al used topic modeling as a method in the history of science. They focused 

specifically on the public debate on eugenics, and were able to cover more ground in a 

single study than any study before them29. These results are very interesting to us, 

because even though Huijen et al tackle a completely different topic, we too are 

effectively conducting what Huijen et al call “comparative historical research on the 

intensity, diversity and fluidity [of discourse]”30. Furthermore, they managed to be more 

comprehensive than other studies in eugenics, because where previous studies only 

focused on debates in eugenic journals, Huijen et al managed to incorporate other 

discourses too, such as discussion on eugenics and genetics in fields like economy, sports 

and education31. 

Our approach is based on the insight by Underwood that at a certain level of thematical 

coherence in a group of text, the results of a topic modeling analysis are no longer “topics” 

or themes in a corpus, but rather “discourses” on a topic32. The result of topic modeling is 

thus a number of word clusters, yet what these word clusters represent, depends on how 

thematically coherent the text corpus from which they were extracted are, as well as how 

short the texts entered into the algorithm are33. The more coherent the corpus, the more 

specific the content of the clusters will be, and the more these clusters will represent a 

discourse or an attitude. Identically, the shorter the texts, the more precise and detailed 
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the content of the text will be, and thus the clusters will be more specific and the more 

likely it will be that the topics represent a discourse or an attitude rather than a subject34. 

The study by DiMaggio, Nag and Blei cited above is an excellent example of how topic 

modeling can be a tool for empirical research. As they state: “topic modeling provides a 

promising approach because the sets of terms that constitute topics index discursive 

environments, or frames, that define patterns of association between a focal issue and 

other constructs35.” However, they also point to the fact that these methods are still very 

new and experimental. The trio calls for more developmental research to further clarify 

the exact relation between the results of a topic modeling analysis and the frames, 

discourse and voices contained in the texts analyzed and how the design of a model 

influences the results of the analysis36.  

This study thus not only uses topic modeling as a method, it also furthers our 

understanding of topic modeling as an approach and helps us grasp the relation between 

topic modeling as a hands-on approach and classic concepts employed in the sociology of 

culture such as discourse, framing and signification. The research of framing and discourse 

is often richer on a theoretical and conceptual level than on an empirical level37. While this 

work definitely aims to contribute to our theoretical understanding of terrorism discourse, 

the use of numerous historic examples in the first chapters and a topic modeling approach 

in the last two should operationalize these abstract insights and help verify them 

empirically38. 

We will not venture into the mathematical underpinnings and logical foundations and 

assumptions supporting topic modeling, beyond stating that both tools, MALLET, employ a 

mathematical model based on latent Dirichlet allocation (LDA)39. An excellent guide for 

further familiarization with topic modeling is Scott Weingart’s fantastic blog on the 

subject. Particularly his blogpost introducing topic modeling in a very basic and practical 

way of conducting text analysis40 and his presentation of the dangers and pitfalls of topic 

modeling as a method41 are worth checking out. For a specific introduction to the MALLET 
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 Underwood, T. What kinds of “topics” does topic modeling actually produce?, 1/4/2012. Available 
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topic modeling tool, the Programming Historian’s guide to MALLET is a fine starting 

point42. Finally Matthew L. Jockers has a hilarious but informative blogpost in which he 

explains the mathematics of topic modeling and LDA using a fairytale43. 

AntConc 

AntConc, unlike MALLET, makes no calculations nor does it have an underlying algorithm 

that goes beyond counting44. It is a tool that allows to search for specific words and 

phrases, but it’s true value lies that it can also count how many times a word appears 

within a specific distance (five words is often the standard) of any other group of words. 

This is called ‘collocation’. The advantage collocation offers, is double45.  

First of all, it allows us to account for the meaning of words. Topic modeling does not use 

any human interpretation during its calculation process and has no knowledge of language 

or grammar. As such, it cannot differentiate between the ‘bass’, the music instrument, and 

‘bass’ the fish. This is problematic for us, because how do we know if the ‘imperialist’ in a 

topic is meant as a characterization of the police (“imperialist pigs”) or in the frame of the 

struggle against imperialism (“anti-imperialist struggle”). Often, the sense of a word in a 

specific topic can easily be figured out in the context of the other words in the topic, but 

this becomes problematic when we want to combine topics into frames. It is there that 

AntConc and concordancing will come into play.  

Secondly, it allows us to go into even more detail than MALLET. Whereas MALLET took co-

occurrence to be words appearing in the same entry, in our case in the same paragraph, 

AntConc can zoom in to count how often certain words appear within but a few words of 

one another. This allows us to attain even more accurate results, and makes AntConc a 

useful tool to support deeper analysis by close reading. 

4.3.2 Heuristics 

Of course, the method we outlined above has important consequences for the data we 

use. Analysis using topic modeling requires the texts we want to study to be prepared in a 

specific manner. These heuristic preparations can be compared to deciphering and 

transcribing medieval texts: we need to distill some essence from the original document to 
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work with, in order to be able to work with the texts at all. Yet the way in which this 

preparation is performed of course inevitably affects the results of our research. 

Documents selection 

The point that their texts are the best source to study the discourse and worldview of the 

groups we mentioned is quite evident, seeing as apart from early videos messages (the 

broadcasted media were never truly embraced by any of the groups we study) and very 

short televised statements at trials, written media are our only sources. Luckily for us, 

militant communists have been more productive writes than any other strain of 

“terrorists”, giving us plenty of data to work with46. Let us discuss for a moment which 

types of documents we have included in our corpus. 

Pluchinsky and Alexander distinguish three types of publications issued by the groups 

themselves: the attack communiqué, legitimating and explaining a concrete action by the 

group; the strategic tract, explaining tactics and affirming ideological positions; and the 

commentary communiqué, dealing with a particular topic not related to the ideological 

foundations or an specific offensive operation, such as commenting on a national event, 

issuing a solidarity declaration, et cetera47.  

Yet there are other sources in which we can find the discourse of a group. First and 

foremost, imprisoned members often form a “prison front” and continue to make 

statements on behalf of the group and take part in the struggle. Their production includes 

trial statements, interviews, hunger strike declarations, ideological commentaries, 

comments on the actions of its free members, etc48. 

Less frequent sources are interview conducted on rare occasions by free members, joint 

statements issued by two groups and minutes of meetings between two groups (we have 

in fact, only one example of this last type of document).  

It trying to make our corpus as representative as possible, we used as many different types 

of communication as possible. We have included attack, strategic and commentary 

communiques, interviews, trial statements, hunger strike declarations, the one set of 

meeting minutes and various other types of documents difficult to classify in our corpus. 

This intentionally varied composition should avoid biasing the discourses distilled from the 

corpus. The genre of some types of documents lends itself more easily to some discourses 

and hampers others, and focusing on just one or some types of documents would 

therefore obfuscate the results. 
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We have avoided including overtly long documents in our corpus. The inclusion of 

publications of over a hundred pages long would tilt the results of our analysis in a 

significant way to the discourse voiced in these documents. For this reason, we for 

instance chose to exclude “Prairie fire: the politics of revolutionary anti-imperialism: the 

political statement of the Weather Underground”, an ideological and strategic tract over 

160 pages long issued by the Weather Underground49. On a similar basis, we ruled against 

including the 165 pages of “We are right, we will win”, a translation made by Dev Sol itself 

on the basis of an original manifesto over 1.000 pages long)50. 

Finally, it is worth mentioning that our corpus reflects but a fraction of the literature 

published by the organizations we study, as the examples above illustrate. It does, 

however, represent nearly all published and translated material. Most documents lie 

unpublished in archives or in leftist antiquaries and collections. As such, despite the 

abundance of potential data to work with, the amount of data that was actually available 

for a project of this scope was limited. Some flaws in our corpus can be attributed to these 

heuristic limits, although we feel the amount of data we finally covered gave us enough 

flexibility to compose a representative and coherent whole.  

Translation 

The second level on which our heuristic choices potentially affect our results is the 

translation of the original documents. Since topic modeling tools have no prior knowledge 

of lexical or grammatical structure, they can only work in a single language51. We therefore 

could not enter the D.A. pamphlets in French, the R.A.F. manifestoes in German, the 

GRAPO documents in Spanish, all of them had to be translated. Yet as we want to make a 

discourse analysis at the level of specific words and particular expressions, we needed 

adequate translations which remain as close as possible to the original meaning. The fact 
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that we deal with specialized texts was a complicating matter which limited the number of 

translations that we could use. In this light, a good translation requires not only good 

knowledge of both the source language and English, yet also expert knowledge of the 

specific Marxist jargon which marks the texts we want to use. 

To that end, we saw two possible sources of translations as good fits for our goals. The 

first one were of course professional academic translations, made to fulfill research needs. 

We based our corpus mainly on this type of data. In particular, we used the impressive 

collection of translations of D.A., R.A.F., R.B., GRAPO, Dev Sol, C.C.C. and N17 documents 

in Europe’s Red Terrorists: the Fighting Communist Organizations, by Yonah Alexander and 

Dennis Pluchinsky52. As far as we know, no other collections this rich, large and well-

constructed exist. Furthermore, we used the translations of R.A.F. documents by Smith 

and Moncourt, made available in full text by the International Institute of Social History, 

Amsterdam. Although Smith and Moncourt are no professional academics and have clear 

leftist sympathies, their The Red Army Faction: a Documentary History (2 vol.) is 

unparalleled in its kind53. Dennis Pluchinsky was also kind enough to share some 

translations of his personal collection, made for ongoing research, with us. A detailed 

overview of the texts we analyzed and their origin can be found in appendix B. 

The other translators we trusted to be accurate and most importantly capable of fully 

understanding the meaning of the text, were anarchist, Marxist and other leftist 

magazines. While they obviously do not produce the same methodologically sound and 

verifiable work as academics, they have similar interests and capacities. That is to say, the 

authors of the magazines want to make available the original source, so they will probably 

remain as close as possible to the original text, and they have a profound understanding of 

Marxist vocabulary and train-of-thought. What they lack in training and scientific rigor 

compared to professionals, they make up for in familiarity with the kind of documents 

with which they work. We used the pamphlets of the British Angry Brigades collected by 

Bratach Dubh Anarchist Pamphlets, republished by Elephant Editions (now Active 

Distribution)54, and R.A.F., R.B., R.Z., Rote Zora, A.I.C. and N17 documents collected and 

translated by the people of the Arm the Spirit information collective55. Finally, we used the 
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material collected on the Weather Underground by the Freedom Archives
56, as well as 

documents digitized by a group calling themselves the “SDS and 60s Leftists” and made 

available online at the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) Archives and Resources, 

hosted by New Left Notes
57. These last documents by the Weather Underground are 

obviously not translations, but were nevertheless archived in a way that is far from 

professional. However, in most cases the archived documents concerned scans of original 

documents rather than plain text. 

Processing the data 

Of course, the data we found in this form were not immediately ready for analysis. 

MALLET and AntConc require not only a digitized corpus, documents also have to be 

written in plain text, saved in .txt format., and we need at least over a thousand 

documents to gain statistically sound results. Furthermore, we want to be able to follow 

the evolution of the topics through time, so we needed to time stamp the documents, and 

we wanted to be able to compare groups, so we have to be able to attribute texts to their 

an author.  

These last two elements are the least problematic, both elements just had to be included 

in the name of the documents. However, the need for the text to be plain, easy to 

manipulate and searchable is more difficult. Most of the translations we mentioned above 

are not digitized, or have only been made available digitally in photographic (jpeg) format. 

The only way to resolve this issue was to digitize the translations and run both these scans 

and the documents in a photo format through Optical Character Recognition software 

using Adobe Acrobat. This method is not flawless. As far as possible texts were checked by 

hand and mistakes corrected, but many errors without doubt remain. However, OCR 

software has the inclination to repeat the same errors over and over (e.g. to write 

‘communist’ as ‘cornmunist’). Most such errors were found and corrected, so the number 

of errors remaining can be supposed to be low and they in all likelihood had no impact on 

the final results due to the fact that the number of errors is negligibly small compared to 

the size of the corpus. The most important decision we had to make was the size of each 

single entry in our corpus, and consequently the scale to which we cropped the documents 

composing our corpus. We had multiple options: one pamphlet for a single document; a 

single paragraph for a single document; all publications by a group during a fixed period (a 

month, a year) for one entry; all publications of a single group for one entry;…  
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No less than five different factors had to be taken in account in making this decision: the 

need for enough entries to make our findings statistically robust, the need for each entry 

to be equally relevant, the preservation of the textual integrity of the documents we used, 

the amount of data available and the goal of our analysis. 

The first criterion implies that we need at least a thousand, and preferably more entries, 

and that most entries must be at least a few dozens of words long. This stands of course in 

direct opposition to the fourth criterion: while most groups we investigate have published 

a considerable amount of material, they have not released thousands of publications, let 

alone that thousands of translations have been made and that all these translations were 

available to us. This made any cropping at the publication level or above problematic. 

Cropping at the publication level is problematized even further by the second and fifth 

criteria. Many publications are less than a page long, yet some contain thirty, forty or 

more pages. The nature of topic modeling algorithms is to attach equal importance to 

every entry58, which gives twenty publications of one page twenty times more impact than 

a forty page document containing double the amount of information. While in some cases 

this is a sacrifice worth making, this would be unwise in ours, considering the fact that 

even though we had many texts available, our corpus is still fairly small for a topic 

modeling analysis. Furthermore, cropping our entries at the publication level would not be 

in the interest of the research questions we aim to answer. We’re interested in discourse 

and rhetoric on a detailed level, and whole publications cannot offer us that amount of 

detail. Most publications would for instance probably contain the word ‘communist’, and 

thus we would not be able to say anything on the (different) discursive context(s) of the 

term, because our results simply would not lend themselves to this kind of analysis. 

Taking into account all of this, it would be wise to crop the entries in our corpus below the 

document level. We could run the publications we used through a text-editing program 

cutting each document in a pre-set number of equal pieces. Yet this would not solve the 

relevance problem. It would be downsized by a factor equal to the pre-set number, but we 

would still face the problem that twenty documents one-fifth of a page long are twenty 

times more important than an eight-page document containing double the amount of 

information. The solution for this would be to crop each document to have it contain a 

specific number of words, and thus be of equal length. However, both approaches violate 

the textual integrity of the publications, the fourth criterion we proposed. Words standing 

right next to each other would be separated and hence fail to impact on each other in the 

analysis. 
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To overcome this last problem, we cropped our entries according to paragraph. This 

means that one document in our corpus represents a single paragraph from a publication. 

This way of processing the data is consistent with linguistic insights into the nature of 

discourse units. A paragraph is traditionally considered a unit of discourse. It is the 

structure in which a single discursive development is contained59. In other words, if we are 

to split a text into different parts together constituting the discourse, these parts would be 

paragraphs.  

4.3.3 Corpus 

After accumulating, digitizing and OCR’ing the pamphlets, manifestoes and other 

publications we wanted to us, we divided them into plain text files (.txt), each of them the 

length of a single paragraph. A single plain text file forms a single corpus entry 

To facilitate statistical manipulation of these entries, we needed a system of labeling these 

entries that was systematic, and contained the necessary information to attribute an entry 

to an author, a date and a place in the publication. Our corpus was thus labeled using a 

system featuring the following elements (in order): name of the group; year of publication; 

a number indicating whether it’s the first, second, third,… publication (only included if 

more than one document from that author and that year included in the corpus, the first 

document has no number, the second 1, the third 2, etc.); a number indicating the position 

of the paragraph in the text (e.g. 45 if it’s the 45th paragraph). This system can be 

represented as follows: 

• Author_Year(_NumberOfPublication)_ParagraphNumber 

So the fifteenth paragraph of a hypothetical Rote Armee Fraktion manifesto published in 

1978 (only one publication that year included in the corpus) would have this name in our 

corpus: 

• RAF_1978_15 

While the one hundred and fourth paragraph of the hypothetical second Brigade Rosse 

publication of 1983 would have this name60: 

• RB_1983_1_104 
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Note that unlike the other organizations, the Angry Brigade did not to date their 

pamphlets, but they numbered them. All their communiques however, are from the 1969-

1972 period. This left us with a corpus containing 2.451 entries, authored by the twelve 

groups we mentioned above. It spans the period from 1969 and the founding of Weather 

Underground and the Angry Brigade to 1998 and the auto-abolition of the Rote Armee 

Fraktion. The only group whose activity spans almost the entire period we’re looking at, is 

the R.A.F. The following table illustrates the structure of our corpus.  

Year 

Total number 

of docs in 

corpus 

Number of 

R.A.F docs 

in corpus 

Year 

Total number 

of docs in 

corpus 

Number of R.A.F docs 

in corpus 

1969 127 0 1984 128 29 

1970 157 25 1985 363 0 

1971 93 93 1986 120 49 

1972 11 11 1987 51 0 

1973 35 35 1988 163 23 

1974 55 27 1989 131 14 

1975 24 24 1990 73 50 

1976 77 18 1991 232 80 

1977 26 9 1992 164 46 

1978 061 0 1993 33 19 

1979 10 10 1994 92 0 

1980 23 23 1995 60 0 

1981 74 30 1996 0 0 

1982 17 062 1997 0 0 

1983 39 0 1998 73 73 

Table 1: Corpus distribution and distribution of R.A.F. documents: amount of entries over time 
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years could be obtained. 
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Group Number of entries per organization Number of words per organization 

R.A.F. 708 (20 together with D.A.)63 61449 

GRAPO 89 6939 

C.C.C. 296 23134 

R.B. 202 (27 together with R.A.F.) 19144 

N17 129 13062 

R.Z. 245 26979 

Rote Zora 125 14326 

A.I.C. 99 11998 

A.B. 106 4100 

W.U. 240 24223 

Dev Sol 132  9740 

A.D. 80 4728 

Total 2451 219822 

Table 2: Corpus distribution: amount of entries and amount of words per organization 

 

 
69 70 71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 80 81 82 83 

AB 4 10 
            

 

AIC 
              

 

CCC 
              

 

DA 
              

 

Dev Sol 
              

 

GR 
             

1 1 

RAF 
 

2 1 1 1 3 1 1 1 
 

1 1 2 
 

 

RB 
            

1 
 

 

RZ 
        

1 
     

1 

N17 
              

 

RoZa 
              

 

WU 1 4 
   

2 
 

1 
      

 

 84 85 86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 Tot. 

AB                14 

AIC         2 1 1     4 

                                                        
63
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organization. The document consisting out of minute of a meeting between the R.A.F. and the R.B. was 
split into two, with the R.A.F.’s statements treated as an R.A.F document, and the R.B.’s statements 
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CCC 1 5              6 

DA 2 1 2             5 

Dev Sol     1   2 2       5 

GR 1 1     1 2        7 

RAF 1  1  1 1 1 2 1 1      25 

RB 1 1 1 1 2           7 

RZ      2  1 1       6 

N17  1  1 1   2   1     6 

RoZa 1          1 1    3 

WU                8 

Table 3: Corpus distribution: amount of documents per organization per year 

4.4 Topic modeling militant discourse  

Now that we’ve discussed the methodology and heuristics, it is time to look at the results 

of our analysis. We will first discuss the model in general and explain how to interpret it.  

Our first step will be to look at the discourse of each organization individually, discussing 

their ideological focuses. This will allow us to draft a profile for each group, which we can 

use to compare the groups to one another, and to check which groups stress which issues. 

We will also put these groups in chronological order, to see if we can establish a trend. 

In the next chapter, we will first focus on the topics in the corpus as a whole. We will try to 

identify overlap between different topics and see whether different topics can be 

combined into thematic “frames” consisting of multiple topics. We will use this 

opportunity to briefly reflect on the relation between frames and topics. 

Next, we will use some key topics as well as the frames we’ve built by combining our 

topics to track the prevalence of a number of discourses in our entire corpus through time. 

This will allow us to verify whether the theory we formulated on the discursive evolutions 

in our corpus after establishing the ideological profile for each group, was correct. For this, 

we will treat our entire corpus as representing one ontological view on violence, but we 

will also doublecheck our results by tracking the discursive evolution of just the R.A.F. over 

the entire 1969-1998 period. 

4.4.1 Interpreting the results 

The analysis of our corpus with the method outlined above gave us the topic model that is 

included in Appendix A. The model consists of 100 topics (numbered 0 through 99) and 
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was built in MALLET, the most often used topic modeling tool, using 5.000 iterations with a 

hyperparameter optimization every 10 iterations64. 

The following table shows for how much of the whole corpus each topic accounts. This 

means that if the table indicates the value of topic 26 as 0,01, MALLET attributed 1% of all 

words in the whole corpus to topic 26. 

 

Figure 3: Topic prevalence
65

 

This table in itself does not tell us all that much, except what the weight of each topic is in 

the whole corpus, which can help us interpret the importance of each topic in the corpus. 

More importantly, it is a very interesting baseline to assess the topic weight distribution 

for a specific organization. This means we compare the weight of each topic in the entire 

corpus to the weight of each topic in the documents of a specific group. This allows us to 

verify how a group diverges from the overall picture. Comparing the use of topics and 

frames by a specific organization to the overall use by all twelve organizations allows us to 

draft up a profile.  

                                                        
64

 This means that MALLET was given 5.000 tries at making a topic distribution before having to pick the 
mathematically and statistically most sound model. Every 10 tries, MALLET was allowed to make some 
topics more prominent than others in order to better fit the data. This last option gives topics that are 
more consistent, and which allow for greater differentiation between prominent and general topics and 
less prominent, specialized topics. This setting is optimal in that more than 5.000 tries are probably not 
going to make the results more meaningful mathematically, and hyperparameter optimization every 10 
iterations is advised by the authors of MALLET. MALLET, Topic Modeling. Available online at, 
<http://mallet.cs.umass.edu/topics.php>, last checked on 27/4/2015. 
65

 The number of words accounted for is 99,96%. The 0,04% missing can be attributed to the 
imperfections in the Microsoft Excel output of MALLET. As MALLET numbers the documents in the 
corpus, Excel recognizes document numbers 0 through 99 incorrectly as topic numbers. This leads to 
Excel misidentifying the topic name (which he considers 0) as the proportion of a specific topic for that 
document, instead of the actual proportion. 
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Before we do this, let us first discuss the actual topics under consideration. We will not go 

into a detailed analysis of each topic (as this would defeat the purpose of making a topic 

model; if we wanted a detailed view, close reading would have been a more appropriate 

method), but as we shall show, it is one of the advantages of topic modeling that this is not 

necessary to reach a comprehensive understanding of the content of our corpus.  

4.4.2 Analyzing the topics 

Most topics in the list are quite easy to understand. They deal with a clear subject, and no 

long reflection is necessary to understand what discourse might cause these topics to 

appear together. Topic 27 deals with economic issues, topic 70 with immigration, topic 73 

with a particular campaign of attacks, topic 92 with racism,… Almost all topics can be 

interpreted straightforwardly in this manner. This does not mean all topics are completely 

transparent. Topic 54, for instance, the most prevalent topic throughout the corpus, deals 

with the historic struggle against “the system”. However, its interpretation is not as clear 

as that of some others, and it can be understood in multiple ways. 

Furthermore, if we go down the list of topics in this way, it is clear that some look quite 

similar. Some are almost identical, like 16 and 19. Both contain the words “revolutionary”, 

“struggle” and “political” among their first four words. In these two topics, very small 

nuances of a similar discourse are represented. Others contain different words but are 

clearly thematically related: topic 15 mostly revolves around words relating to “workers” 

and “oppressed” whereas topic 23 is more concerned with the “bourgeois”-“proletariat” 

opposition, but it is clear that both revolve around the issue of class struggle and class 

consciousness. 

Other topics however, are 

quite unique, such as 81. No 

other topics in the model deal 

with “medical“ issues or 

“Zaragoza”. Often, these 

topics are related to a specific 

issue that was salient for only 

a small period of time, as is 

shown in Fig. 1. For most of 

the period, the issue covered 

by this topic was absent, but 

in 1975 2,67% of our corpus 

was concerned with it, and in 1990 2,18%. In 1991 this number had dropped to 0,28, and it 

was below 0,088% the rest of the time, which is negligibly little. 

Figure 4: the prevalence of topic 81 through time, showing its relation 

with specific issues that remain of interest only for a limited duration 
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Lastly, some topics make little sense, such as topic 12. This topic consists of the following 

words: reached, precisely, quickly, essential, consent, claimed, indignation, foot, proceed, 

swindlers, required, refused, reports, thought, deformation, products, desert, banks, 

dialogue. Clearly, this combination of words is not very meaningful, and analyzing it 

further is very unlikely to produce any insights into ideology or ontology. 

We will not give a complete rundown of the way we interpreted each topic, as this would 

not only be both time and space consuming, the interpretation of a topic must also always 

be confronted with actual instances of the topic in texts, in order to verify our 

interpretation. Furthermore, not all topics are equally interesting in the light of our 

research questions. However, the examples we just cited provide a good insight into how 

topics can practically be interpreted. 

4.4.3 Ideological profiles 

The first thing we can do to gain insight into the worldviews of the organizations we’re 

researching, is to compare them to each other. We will do this in the way outlined above, 

by comparing topic distribution for a particular group to the overall topic distribution, i.e., 

how much of the text production of a group MALLET attributes to a specific topic, 

compared to how much of the overall corpus is attributed to this topic. Significant 

deviations can indicate an ideological difference or even a different conception of 

revolutionary violence and self-identity. 

Angry Brigade 

The following graph shows which topics were significantly more or less present in the 

Angry Brigade’s texts than in the whole corpus. 
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Figure 5: Divergence of Angry Brigade texts from the overall corpus 

We calculated that the standard deviation for A.B. documents was 0,0196. If we consider 

topics to be normally distributed, any divergence of double the standard deviation has a 

95% chance of being significant, a threshold that is quite common in the digital 

humanities. We will use this guideline for all twelve ideological profiles. For the A.B., this 

means any divergence of more than 2,19% from the corpus is worth looking at. 

Two topics fulfill this criterion, 53 and 79. The increased presence of 53 can be easily 

explained: the topic is built around the typical salutation of Angry Brigade pamphlets 

(“brothers and sisters”), and all other words in it are typical of the Brigade’s rhetorical 

style (“‘ll” rather than the formal “will”, “angry”, “home”, “pigs”, “badly”) or, lower in the 

topic, refer directly to Great Britain. The fact that MALLET designs a completely new topic 

for this stylistic difference, implies that the Brigade’s jargon is quite different from that of 

the other groups. 

The heightened presence of topic 79 indicates the same issue. The topic revolves around 

the functioning of the capitalist system (“ruling”, “people”, “powers”, “media”), yet it uses 

less loaded terms than other topics that do so. The idea of the struggle against this system 

(“violence” in some cases, “sabotage”) is also more explicit than in similar topics, where 

more covert terms are used. The strong presence of a topic discussing the functioning of 

capitalism and the fight against it in explicit, down-to-earth words explains the low 

numbers for topics discussing these issues in more high-flown Marxist terms, topics 16 and 

19. 
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What this analysis shows us, is that the Brigades have a rather unique rhetorical style, as 

their lingo shows up in a separate topic, which is not the case for any other group. We see 

plenty of issues specific to one or two groups appear in their own topic, but no language 

use that is not related to specific issues. Coincidently, we see that the Brigade has got less 

need for stereotypical calls for a revolution in rigid Marxist speech. The analysis contained 

in their main ideological topic (79) is similar to that in the ideological topics of other 

groups, but it is formulated in far simpler language. In a comparative perspective, the 

politics of the Brigade are overall more indignant and outraged at the system than truly 

Marxist.  

Anti-imperialist Cell 

 

Figure 6: Divergence of Anti-Imperialist Cell texts from the overall corpus 

As for the A.I.C. statistically significant deviation starts at 2,10%, we see three topics (2, 5 

and 19) that are notably overrepresented in the texts of the Cell, compared to the overall 

picture.  

Topic 2 deals with German politics in a distinctively non-Marxist fashion. It is focused on 

institutionalized, parliamentary politics (CDU, party, constitution, government, Kohl), and 

particularly the alliance of German politics with the German corporations (corporations, 

million, profits). The topic is not truly issue focused, as it deals with politics and economics 

in a fairly broad fashion. It is remarkable in the way in which it engages with ordinary, non-

revolutionary politics. Its strong presence shows the willingness of the A.I.C. to analytically 
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and intellectually engage with the system where most other groups merely reflect on the 

rejection of this system.  

The strong overrepresentation of topic 5, a topic mostly dealing with life under the 

capitalist system (people, social, life, system, exploitation, lives, living, racist, human) 

shows a similar tendency. However, unlike topic 2, topic 5 also contains terms dealing with 

resistance against the system. We see that the terms in topic 5 dealing with the active 

fight against the system are significantly less represented in the A.I.C. texts than terms 

describing the repressive functioning of the system or the abstract dream of liberation. If 

we ask AntConc to look for words appearing around the main term (“people”) of topic 5 in 

the texts of the A.I.C., the programme finds a larger number of matches and statistically 

more significant matches for terms describing the passive functioning of the system or the 

abstract salvation from it than for terms denotating the combat against this system66. 

Furthermore, when we look for words appearing together with “resistance” and “struggle” 

using AntConc, we see that these words either do not appear in the topic (“Germany”, 

“militant”, “imperialist” as most important matches for “resistance”67) or do not denotate 

an active fight (“liberation” as most important match for “struggle”68). This implies that 

when real, militant struggle is referred to, it does not happen in the frame of the strongly 

represented topic 5, and that when struggle is referred to within the framework of this 

topic, it is more the abstract concept of struggle, a theoretical struggle for liberation, 

rather than an active struggle against the system. We can thus conclude that topic 5’s 

strong presence in the texts of the A.I.C. indicates a theoretical reflection on the 

oppressive functioning of the capitalist system in the day-to-day life of the people and that 

when a struggle against this system is referenced within this topic, it is an equally abstract 

and conceptual struggle that is referenced, rather than concrete and specific actions. 

The strong presence of topic 19 indicates a distinctively different story. First of all, we 

must remark that it is almost completely offset by the decrease in presence of topic 16. 

Both topics deal with the revolutionary struggle. Yet whereas in topic 16, the revolutionary 

idea is very much linked to the group itself, to a wider movement and to a Marxist 

dialectical development (“movement”, “development”, “mass”, “class”, “entire”, 

“organization” ), in topic 19 the revolution is almost solely seen in the framework of this 

                                                        
66

 When looking for terms appearing within ten words to the left or to the right of “people” AntConc 
returns as matches: “liberation” (8 at a statistical significance of 6,16, whereby the higher the number, 
the stronger the statistical significance), “world” (6 at 6,23), “German” (6 at 4,78), other mentions of 
“people” (8 at 4,97), “system” (4 at 5,10), “serve” (4 at 7,55) or “million” (4 at 4,23), compared to less 
significant results for “struggle” (3 at 3,75), “struggling” (2 at 5,97), “struggles” (1 at 4,55), “front” (1 at 
3,65) and “actions” (1 at 4,55). 
67

 “resistance” has 11 concordance matches with “Germany” at a significance of 5,48; 5 with “militant” 
at 6,60 and 5 with “imperialist” at 5,65. 
68

 “struggle” has 10 concordance matches with “liberation” at a significance of 6,68. 
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struggle, of an active, armed fight (“power”, “military”, “front”, “war”, “strategy”, 

“resistance”, “offensive”, “attacks”, “counter”, “action”). Similarly, the low attention for 

topic 23 (revolving around class struggle) indicates a lack of concern with the ideological 

foundations of revolutionary action. 

What this shows us is that the Anti-Imperialist Cell was definitely not less concerned with 

actively attacking the system and fighting against it weapons in hand, but that, more than 

other groups, it saw its revolutionary identity wholly within this armed struggle, and less 

within the abstract struggle for liberation. We see a separation of these two issues, with 

the abstract analysis of the capitalist system, its workings, its repression on one side; and 

violence and militancy on the other side. The revolutionary soul of the group was located 

in the second camp. For a far greater degree than for other groups, abstract analysis and 

worldview were divorced from the groups actions and their identity as revolutionaries. 

Action Directe 

 

Figure 7: Divergence of Action Directe texts from the overall corpus 

With a significance threshold of 3,48%, two topics in particular stand out for Action 

Directe, 0 and 20, while two others come close to, 3 and 54. 

Topics 0 and 5 show an increased concern with respectively European politics and 

economics, yet from a distinctively Marxist point of view. Topic 0 mostly deals with West-

European imperialism, while topic 20 tackles the economic and industrial aspects of 

capitalism. This focus on Marxist analysis of economics and imperialism is offset by a low 

concern for the actual effects of imperialism and capitalism on the daily lives of ordinary 

people (the decline in topics 5 and 54). There is also very limited attention for the 

philosophical implications of these economic and political analyses for the overall 
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revolutionary process (topics 21 and partially 85 relate to reflection on the overall 

revolutionary process). 

Action Directe was clearly more concerned with concrete Marxist analysis of the political, 

international and economic spheres, and less with the overall picture of how this impacts 

on the capitalism or their revolutionary aspirations. But this analysis is clearly grounded in 

a firmly Marxist ideology. Furthermore, it is worth noting that the high standard deviation 

compared to other groups (0,0174) indicates that the group has a rhetorical style that 

diverges quite strongly from the norm of the corpus. 

C.C.C. 

 

Figure 8: Divergence of C.C.C. texts from the overall corpus 

Despite the fact that quite a lot of topics diverge from the norm in their presence, the 

standard deviation of 0,0106 and a threshold of statistical significance of 2,11% show that 

on a general, rhetorical level, the C.C.C. stay closer to the overall picture than the strong 

divergence of quite a few topics suggests. 

A first remarkable issue is the relative disinterest of the C.C.C. in several issues: the effects 

of the system on the lives of people (decline in topics 5 and 54) and specific groups in 

particular (decline in topics 32 and 70 dealing with racism and topic 92 dealing with 

sexism), internal leftist politics (decline in topic 48).  

In contrast, the group focuses more on class struggle, class consciousness and class 

awareness in general (increase in topics 23, 43 and 71), revolutionary rhetoric (increase in 

topics 16 and 43) and specific concrete attacks (increase in topics 73 and 85). 
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This shows that the C.C.C. is more than other organizations concerned with the self-

proclaimed “core” business of the groups we research, attacking the system, raising class 

consciousness and provoking a general revolution, and less with the issues that surround 

them such as the effects of the system and internal movement politics. It is important to 

note that this shows that for the C.C.C., the issues of concrete attacks, overall 

revolutionary aims and the class struggle are very much connected. The separation of real 

life political issues, revolutionary ambitions and concrete actions we saw in the A.I.C. is 

absent here. On the contrary, they are integrated in one understanding, but the 

prevalence of this understanding comes at the cost of a focus on particular issues. 

Dev Sol 

 
Figure 9: Divergence of Dev Sol texts from the overall corpus 

For Dev Sol divergence is statistically significant when exceeding 2,72%. Our data show 

that they have a textl production that lies quite far from the norm in our corpus. The first 

thing that stands out is strong attention for government repression of the movement itself 

(increase in topics 63 and 76). Dev Sol awards much attention to its military opponents: 

the police, the state, the “torturers”, the justice system. Conversely, it is less concerned 

with its philosophical opponent, the capitalist system and global imperialism (decrease in 

topic 0 and 27). 

Secondly, Dev Sol also awards more attention to issues specific to its own situation, as the 

increase in topics 37 and 38 suggests. These topics deal with respectively the general 

political situation in Turkey and the Kurdish issue. This is further confirmed by strong 

attention for the Middle East (topic 9). 

The trade-off made in focusing on specific political incidents and the direct opponent is, as 

already explained, less attention for the theoretical struggle that motivates concrete 

actions. This goes further than a neglect of imperialism (topic 0) or capitalism (topics 20 

and 27) as noted, but involves low attention for Marxist analysis and theory as a whole and 

less concern with the overall revolutionary aims. This disinterest in Marxism is expressed 
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by a decrease in topics dealing with class struggle (23) and Marxist philosophical reflection 

(21). On the issue of revolutionary ambitions, we see a very strong decline in both 

principal topics dealing with “the revolution” in general.  

This analysis paints the picture of Dev Sol as a movement mostly occupied with its own, 

local concerns. It focuses on issues that are relevant to Turkey. The exceptional attention 

to state repression of the movement and to its immediate combat with the state and its 

representatives also fits this picture. Dev Sol awards much attention to its own actions 

(increase in topic 28). Marxism, capitalism, imperialism, revolutionary aims and other 

more general issues are considerably less important to Dev Sol than to other movements 

we investigated. The group is far less concerned with its goals and its self-identity than 

with its actual situation and its practical, militant struggle. 

GRAPO  

 

Figure 10: Divergence of GRAPO texts from the overall corpus 

Statistically significant divergence for GRAPO is at 3,05%, which is high. Like with Action 

Directe, this can partially be attributed to the relatively small number of texts we analyzed 

compared to other groups.  

The graph shown above gives us a profile that is similar to that of Dev Sol: weak attention 

for revolutionary topics (topics 16 and 19), imperialism as a general concept (topic 0), 

Marxist philosophy (topics 21 and 86), class struggle(topic 23), leftist politics and the 

political process of organizing a revolution (topics 48 and 86). 

Like with Dev Sol, this is compensated by the strong presence of references to their own 

concrete armed actions (topics 34 and partially 81) and to the government as direct, 

military opponent, rather than as abstract entity part of a larger system (topic 55 and 58). 

It should be noted that this focus on the government and the police as main antagonists is 

not as mono-dimensionally militaristic as it is with Dev Sol. Topic 55 awards lots of 
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attention to the oppressive actions of the state towards the Spanish people as well as to 

the organization itself. This is visible in the presence of terms such as “policy”, “people” 

and “peoples” in the topic. Topic 58 even shows the same engagement with regular, non-

Marxist politics we also saw with the A.I.C. terms such as “political gain”, “solution”, 

“solutions”, “aims” and “consequences” show a willingness to analyze the political 

situation from a non-Marxist point of view, without the need for an absolute revolution in 

mind. 

Still, the strong presence of terms such as “repression”, “armed”, “death” and 

“operations” in topic 58 and of topics dealing with immediate government repression of 

GRAPO itself (topics 63, 69 and 88) shows that despite this broader and more diverse 

conceptualization of the Spanish state, the idea of the government as the main enemy 

against whom a war is to be waged (even from prison, as apparent in topic 88) is central to 

GRAPO’s worldview. Like Dev Sol, it trades Marxist ideology and revolutionary philosophy 

for a focus on the concrete struggle against the government and the police as well as 

attention for non-Marxist politics. 

N17 

 

Figure 11: Divergence of N17 texts from the overall corpus 

Statistically significant divergence from the corpus is at 3,33% for N17. Although the group 

was active from 1975 to 2002 (the new revolutionary group active in Greece is unrelated 

to N17), our data stem from the 1985-1994 period69. At this point in time, the 

Revolutionary Organization 17 November was mostly focused on its own paramilitary 

struggle against the fascist state and the issues relevant to the local context. 

                                                        
69

 Roupa, P. Maziotis, N. and Gournas, K. “ΠΟΛΙΤΙΚΗ ΕΠΙΣΤΟΛΗ ΠΡΟΣ ΤΗΝ ΚΟΙΝΩΝΙΑ ΑΠΟ ΤΟΥΣ: ΠΟΛΑ 
ΡΟΥΠΑ, ΝΙΚΟ ΜΑΖΙΩΤΗ ΚΑΙ ΚΩΣΤΑ ΓΟΥΡΝΑ” (“Political letter to Society by political prisoners, P. Roupa, 
N. Maziotis, K. Gournas”) Athens Indymedia, 29/4/2010. Available online at 
<https://athens.indymedia.org/post/1160139/>, last checked on 30/4/2015. 
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The two most striking topics are topics 39 and 65. The first one deals with the armed 

conflict with the Greek state and American intelligence. It portrays N17 engaged in a 

struggle against the national authorities similar to the way Dev Sol framed its fight against 

the Turkish state and GRAPO framed its fight against the Spanish state. The focus is on 

actual armed attacks (bombs), retaliation by the state (terrorism, terrorist) and the state 

as the military enemy of the organization, not as a theoretical entity. Topic 65 shows the 

same animosity towards the Turkish state occupying Cyprus in an act of imperialism. In this 

topic too, the focus is on the isolated political issue. No broader framework in which this 

issue can be understood is mentioned, nor is there any Marxist analysis of the actions of 

the Turkish or Greek states or the armed struggle against them. 

This focus on the state as direct enemy and state politics as isolated issues is carried 

further in the strong representation of topics 7 and 9, which focus respectively on attacks 

by N17 against American presence and the Gulf War. In broadening the scope from Greece 

and Turkey to the US and from national to international issues, we get the sense that to 

N17 these issues can be understood in a single framework, and that there is an analysis 

that connects these cases. But this single understanding is never explicated. There is no 

increased representation of topics dealing with imperialism in a theoretical manner. Thus, 

like GRAPO and Dev Sol, N17 mostly focuses on singular political issues, and though there 

is clearly a Marxist analysis based on the concept of imperialism connecting these isolated 

cases, this analysis is nowhere rendered explicit. In a similar vein, we see the decline of 

topics 16 and 19 we saw for GRAPO and Dev Sol too, indicating a limited interest in 

abstract revolutionary motivations. Its texts mostly deal with the framing of the Greek, 

Turkish and American states as personal enemies of N17, and with N17’s armed fight 

against them, but little mention is made of the theoretical reasons for this struggle or of 

any reasoning transcending these political issues of limited scope. 
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RZ 

 

Figure 12: Divergence of R.Z. texts from the overall corpus 

A difference of 2,04% is statistically significant for RZ. 

The first divergence to catch our eye for the Revolutionary Cells is the weak interest in 

theoretical Marxist reasoning. We see lows for topics dealing with the abstract analysis of 

imperialism (topic 0), the revolutionary struggle (topics 16 and 19), class struggle and class 

consciousness (topics 23 and 43) and the historical and current positions of revolutionary 

vanguard organizations (topic 80). 

This lack of interest in Marxist reasoning is not compensated by more attention for the 

state as personal enemy and discussion of the group’s own attacks, though. We see the 

analysis of the capitalist system and the revolutionary struggle against it return in an 

equally abstract and theoretical fashion in topic 79, but this time, formulated in a non-

Marxist jargon. Parallel with this, we see a strong concern for the effects of the system on 

the citizens. Topic 10 deals with everyday life under capitalism, and topic 8 deals with class 

culture and the effect of capitalism on the mental state, the style and the culture of the 

working classes and the capitalist classes. Both topics are strong and so are 61 and 70, 

dealing with the situations of Roma and Sinti, and refugees in general, also testifies to 

increased attention for the lives of capitalism’s subjects and the effects of the system on 

them. 

A second subject that receives a lot of attention from the Revolutionary Cells is that of 

internal leftist politics: topic 29, concerning the fall of the Soviet bloc, topic 46, on Soviet 

politics and especially topic 48, on the current situation of the left, its history and its 

political dynamics. All these aspects indicate the concern of the R.Z. with its relations to 

the wider left and the situation of the left in general. 
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This all adds up to the image of the R.Z. as an organization mostly interested in the 

capitalist system, the revolutionary process, class consciousness and the situation of the 

wider left in general. In this, it is similar to most organizations we analyze here, particular 

most of the earlier organizations as we shall see. However, the R.Z.’s ideas on these issues 

are formulated in a non-Marxist jargon. Unlike many other organizations we investigate, 

the R.Z.’s rhetoric is not steeped in complicated terms that require familiarity with 

communist ideology. The R.Z. is concerned with issues that are standard to fighting 

communist organizations, and especially with internal politics within the political left, but 

its discourse is formulated in a style that diverges far from the norm. 

Red brigades 

 

Figure 13: Divergence of Red Brigades texts from the overall corpus 

A deviation of 1,88% is statistically significant for the Red Brigades. This low number shows 

how close its rhetoric stays to the standard for fighting communist organizations.  

The profile above shows a picture for the R.B. that is interesting to compare to the picture 

we sketched of the R.Z.: similar concerns over class consciousness (topic 23), the 

oppressive nature of the system on both a political, imperialist level (topics 0 and 11) and 

an economic, capitalist level (topic 27), the situation of the revolutionary movement (topic 

22) and its relation to the working class(topic 43). However, the topics in which these 

interests are located are different from the ones we found for the R.Z. In spite of the 

similarity in ideological content, MALLET came up with different topics here to account for 

the very different styles: whereas the R.Z. used plain language, the R.B.’s rhetoric about 

the same issues is typically Marxist and theoretical. Interesting in this light is the low 

concern of the Red Brigades with the effects of the system on the lives of ordinary people 

(topic 5). This results in the picture of the Red Brigades as an organization strong in 

theoretical analysis and well-versed in Marxist ideology, but less concerned with relating 

these analyses to concrete situations. 
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R.A.F. 

 

Figure 14: Divergence of R.A.F. texts from the overall corpus 

Statistically significant deviation is low at 1,12% for the R.A.F. The image this graph gives 

us of the R.A.F., is that of an all-round movement with many interests. Considerable 

attention is given to the active struggle against the state (topics 69 and 88), but in a more 

ideological fashion than we saw for the previous groups. These topics consist more of the 

theoretical explanation why fighting the state is necessary than of the stereotyped 

construction of an image of a personal enemy.  

Lots of attention is also devoted to the theoretical analysis of the revolution (topic 19) and 

of the current situation of the revolutionary process and the group’s political position 

(topics 21 and 80). The capitalist system is also touched on, though the focus is more on its 

effects than on its internal functioning. The main point of discussion is how capitalism 

affects the lives of its subjugated. This is touched on in plain, non-Marxist terms (decline in 

topic 23, increase in topics 5 and 54), unlike the revolutionary analysis we discussed above, 

which is discussed in a typical Marxist jargon. 

Profiling the R.A.F. is quite a difficult task as their textual production spans no less than 28 

years. Rather than fixating the R.A.F. into a single profile, we will be using the changes in 

their discourse through time side by side with similar changes in our whole corpus to 

discuss the discursive evolutions the groups in our corpus went through. Mapping such an 

evolution through time will allow us to make claims about the impact of historical events 

and other discourses on the self-conception and ideology of the groups we’re 

investigating. 
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WU  

 

Figure 15: Divergence of Weather Underground texts from the overall corpus 

For WU divergence is statistically significant at 2,65%. This leaves us with a very interesting 

profile, one which leans heavily towards internal leftist politics (topic 14), class struggle 

and the situation of the working class under capitalism (topics 15 and 74), the issue of 

racism (topic 32), revolutionary politics and the revolutionary movement (topic 16) and 

the analysis of global imperialism as a system (topic 40). 

This last issue is quite interesting, for in other groups we found it in topic 0. However, topic 

0 is strongly underrepresented in WU texts and it seems to be replaced by topic 40. We 

can attribute this to the change in perspective from a European point of view on 

imperialism (topic 0) to an American one (topic 40). The second topic that is 

underrepresented with WU is 19, dealing with revolutionary politics. This is more than 

offset by topic 16, which considers the same issue. 

This is a very interesting point, as it leaves us with a perception of WU precisely opposite 

to that of the A.I.C. Whereas for the A.I.C. the revolutionary process and its self-identity as 

revolutionary movement on the one hand, and its violent actions and revolutionary 

militancy on the other hand, were two completely different issues, found in separate 

topics, for the W.U., we see low attention for topics dealing with these two issues 

separately (topic 3 and 19 for revolutionary violence on its own and topic 86 for the 

revolutionary process on its own), compensated by topic 16 discussing both issues as one. 

For the WU, self-image is strongly linked to both its revolutionary and its theoretical 

reflections on the process; both issues are not separated like for A.I.C., but very much 

intertwined. The worldview of the WU has a diverse set of interests, which it covers in 

mostly Marxist language (topic 74). There is a strong connection between violent praxis 

and theoretical reflection and most importantly, all of these interests relate strongly to the 

self-identity of the WU thanks to this link between action and analysis. 
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Rote Zora 

 
Figure 16: Divergence of Rote Zora texts from the overall corpus 

Divergence from the overall corpus is statistically significant at 3,58% for Rote Zora. In its 

discourse, the group clearly awards extensive attention to the sufferings of the victims of 

capitalism, dealing with the issue in general in topic 5, as well as with refugees and racism 

and women and sexism in particular in topics 70 and 92. Secondly, there is also ample 

room for discussion of particular political issues (topics 38 and 56, respectively the Kurdish 

question and the Geneva summit). 

In return however, there is a strong decline in topics dealing with Marxist theory in 

general, such as imperialism (topic 0), the revolutionary process (topics 16 and 19), class 

struggle (topic 23) and the relation between the movement and the revolutionary classes 

(topic 43). 

This results in an image that we have seen already in quite a few groups active in the late 

eighties and early nineties: discussion of political events in non-Marxist terms and a 

willingness to engage in non-revolutionary political thinking; a focus on the problems 

caused by capitalism rather than on the system itself, attention to specific issues rather 

than the overall framework within which these issues can be understood and explained; 

discursive separation of violence and the revolutionary process; decline in use of Marxist 

terminology and decline of Marxist ideological foundations in general. 

4.4.4 Historic evolutions in militant discourse 

If we compare these twelve profiles to one another, we see remarkable similarities within 

the groups active in the late sixties-early seventies, the groups active in the late seventies-
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early eighties and the groups active in the late eighties-early nineties. Within one such 

period, the active groups often stress similar issues, while during another period, there 

may be a different focus. 

Chronologically, the first phase is typified by groups like the Angry Brigade, the Weather 

Underground, and the early R.Z., R.A.F. and R.B., and it is characterized by ideological 

profiles that consist of a broad, all-encompassing worldview. Due attention is given to the 

theoretical analysis of all aspects (economic, political, international) of the capitalist 

system from a Marxist point of view. But this abstract and general analysis is also 

connected to concrete, specific instances of oppression, which include the repression of 

the revolutionary movement itself, the abuse of imprisoned comrades and the mental and 

physical suffering of the subjects of capitalism in their day to day lives. This framework 

includes both general Marxist philosophy and concrete instances of indignation and is 

used as the basis that explains, motivates, legitimates and necessitates the group’s 

actions. In this phase, attacks and campaigns are not discussed in their isolation, but within 

topics that include an ideological understanding. The actions are framed against a Marxist 

background, not against a strategic, military, activist or retaliatory one. The jargon in which 

all of this is formulated ranges from normal political speech with a Marxist understanding 

of it to rigid Marxist rhetoric. Particularly in the discussion of the effects and of concrete 

instances of systemic oppression this tone is quite varied. Groups like the Brigades 

continue to use the Marxist language of classes, conflict and dialectics, others like the 

Weather Underground engage in abstract analysis only. Crucially, in this phase all of the 

above aspects are integrated into a single, holistic understanding of the world. We do not 

see strong representation of topics discussing any of the above aspects in isolation. 

Abstract Marxist ideology, tangible outrage at specific events, the legitimation and 

motivation of revolutionary actions and self-image, all are rooted in one worldview, that 

understand the world and everything in it as engaged in a revolutionary process. The 

group itself represents a factor in the transition (revolution) from one stage in world 

history (capitalism) to the next (communism). This single, all-encompassing worldview was 

built on false assumptions, logical failures, isolation from the rest of the world and it was 

generally the out of touch was reality, as Colvin’s analysis of Meinhof’s writings has 

shown70. But it remains a single logical whole we see here, something that distinguishes 

this phase from later phases, as we shall see. 

What we will conceptualize as the second phase fits the profiles we sketched for groups 

like N17, GRAPO, Dev Sol and partially Action Directe and the C.C.C. too. These groups are 

mainly engaged with more concrete issues, and award less attention to the overall picture, 

in which everything was grounded for the groups of the first phase. The main focus is on 
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political events, like the election of a new national government or a war and on the 

military struggle of the group. The ideological narrative in which these events are placed is 

that of the construction of the image of the enemy. These groups are mostly engaged in 

the portrayal of national governments and on a larger scale of the United States as the 

group’s own personal enemy. Whereas for the groups of the first phase, the struggle they 

fought was one against an abstract, theoretical system of which governments were merely 

a materialization, for the second generation of groups, this struggle has become a 

vendetta, personal and private. In this light, a lot of pages are devoted to the group’s 

actions against the government and the tarnishing of the government in order to 

legitimate this attack. Far less attention is devoted to the underlying Marxist framework 

within which these attacks and the national government can be understood. This 

understanding is still there, though. These groups do definitely share the worldview of the 

first generation. 

Rote Zora, the third generation R.A.F. and the A.I.C. are prototypical examples of the third 

phase. We see a renewed interest in the abstract and theoretical idea the previous phase 

had lost interest in. Topics dealing with class struggle, the revolutionary process, historic 

evolutions, capitalism, imperialism and similar issues reappear, but far less strongly than in 

the first phase. Remarkably, these issues remain discursively separated from concrete 

political events and the group’s own violent actions. Both topics on violence only and 

topics on ideology only are strong, while topics that feature the discussion of both are 

weak. A split seems to have taken place between political theory and political practice. 

Whereas for the first generation both were connected and for the second generation 

violence eclipsed ideology, but was still ideologically understood, for the third both are 

important, but separated. 

4.5 A theory of the ontology of revolutionary violence 

This evolution only touches on ideology, and not on the ontological conception of violence 

we set out to study. However, as we noted earlier, for the groups we investigate, these 

two cannot be separated in the way they could be for the societal perspective. Only the 

dualistic ontology of hegemonic terrorist discourse allows the public’s view to artificially 

separate the nature of reality from the ideas we hold on it. The ontological conception of 

violence held by the ones conducting it is inherently monistic – you only practice political 

violence if you think there’s a political reason to do so, and your understanding of the 

nature of this violence is therefore linked to your political ideas about the world, history 

and society. If violence is to serve a political purpose, it has to be connected to the world 

of ideas. It is in fact the separation of both, typical of a dualistic worldviews, that allows 

hegemonic terrorism discourse to downplay the political dimensions of the violence we 

label “terrorist”. But as we explained, no such separation can take place for the 
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perpetrators. This implies that the ideological evolutions we discussed above must have 

had profound impact on the ontological conception of violence. 

But what would this impact be then? And how, if at all, can we attribute it to the 

interaction of discourses? We believe these changes in “revolutionary” discourse can 

indeed be explained by its confrontation with hegemonic “terrorism” discourse. The 

theory we posit is that the evolution in “revolutionary” discourse we have outlined above 

in fact amounts to the gradual separation of worldview and self-image. The worldview of 

the groups we researched remains in general the same: it is one that calls for a general 

revolution based on a Marxist philosophy, a necessity so strong that it legitimates violence. 

Similarly, all groups through time share an identical self-image: that of the practitioners of 

the violence that will force the system to show its true nature. However, as we discussed 

above, these two over time become more and more divorced, first by a decrease in 

attention for the worldview in which this violence can be understood, and finally, by the 

complete separation of political thinking and political practice. First, violent actions and 

concrete political issues become more important than thinking, and later, the actions are 

no longer understood within this ideological framework and the focus on day-to-day issues 

and non-Marxist politics replaces abstract Marxist thinking. Whereas for the W.U. racism 

and sexism could only be understood as forms of repression reproduced by the system in 

which they originate, to Rote Zora, they have become the issue itself. A Marxist ideology is 

still espoused, but the gap between real-life politics and Marxist philosophy is too wide to 

be bridged; by now, the two can only be understood separately. 

How can this development be attributed to interaction with hegemonic societal discourse? 

Because the evolution we outlined in essence amounts to the separation of the 

understanding of violence and a larger worldview which we said was at once impossible 

for the perpetrators and typical of hegemonic terrorism discourse. Separating ideology 

from the ontology of violence is impossible for a group committing violence, we said, yet 

this is exactly what the evolution above results in. For when a group’s understanding of its 

action starts to become less and less ideological, so does the group’s understanding of the 

violent nature of these actions. And as the understanding of violence becomes less 

ideological, but remains part of the group’s self-image, it starts to be taken for granted. It 

has no longer any explanation or reason, but continues to be a crucial element of the 

group’s identity, and as such, it becomes objectified. Violence becomes a given, an object 

to the group, while their worldview and political thinking remain ideological and thus 

within the realm of cognition and perception. This is the separation of worldview and 

violence, which logically ought to be impossible. To the group committing the violence, the 

result is a divorced understanding of its actions on the one hand and of the whole world 

on the other hand. This resembles the split between violence as a reality and our 
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understanding of it as a perception that we saw as typical of hegemonic terrorism 

discourse. In splitting the understanding of its actions and its worldview, its ideology, a 

group’s ontological conception of violence ceases to have the monistic nature we assumed 

it had. The understanding of group identity and violence as fixed facts prior to and 

separated from any ideas about it is typically dualistic and thus typical of hegemonic 

terrorism discourse. But over time we see the same separation of ideas and violence 

taking place in non-hegemonic discourse as well. The objectification of their violence we 

see in the discourse of revolutionary organizations from the late eighties and early nineties 

betrays the influence of terrorism discourse. Violence is understood as part of the group’s 

identity and the group’s identity is formed by this violence. Both are taken for granted and 

no longer linked to the framework of ideas within which they were once understood. 

Of course, divorced from the ideas that motivate it, the existence of the group and the 

violence they use become meaningless. It is in fact impossible to understand political 

violence distinct from the political ideas they are based on, so what happens to a group 

that finds itself in this situation? Within the endless circle of violence for the sake of the 

group’s identity and a group identity based on violence, no motivation can be found. This 

leads to a situation we’ll call “ideological fatigue”. As the ideological understanding of 

violence that surrounded it in a monistic worldview has vanished, the group is forced to 

consider its own actions more and more as meaningless and incomprehensible, which is 

exactly the way they seem to society. Political violence can only be meaningful if it is 

related to political thinking, which it only is in a monistic worldview, not in a dualistic one. 

This leads us to the theory that exposure to hegemonic terrorism discourse has affected 

the non-hegemonic discourse upon which a monistic understanding of violence was based. 

The resulting dualistic discourse has left the group with no explanation for the violence it 

commits, a situation that is ideologically difficult to maintain. 

The question remains if this is really the case. Logically, the separation of self-image and 

ideology must indeed result in the transition from a monistic to a dualistic ontology. 

However, can we really discern such a separation in our corpus? In the next chapter we 

will not look at the different groups separately, but at the entire corpus as a whole, and 

check if we can in fact see the changes and evolutions we theorized above. 
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This chapter presents empirical evidence for the theory we formulated based on the 

comparison of the ideological group profiles in chapter four. We begin by reflecting on the 

merits of framing theory in our approach. We relate our approach in general to the concept 

of framing, and we discuss the relationship between topics, frames and discourse. We 

proceed by combining our topics into frames and by analyzing the diachronic evolution of 

these frames as well as of a few key topics. This allows us to verify the claim that ideology 

and identity/violence over time separate themselves in the discourses of the groups we 

analyzed. Sufficient proof for this is found in a diachronic analysis of the R.A.F.’s discourse 

as well as close reading. Further substantiation is found by comparing our results to other 

literature on the subject of ideological fatigue. 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 

Diachronic analysis of militant discourse 

This chapter sets out to test the theory we formulated at the end of the previous chapter, 

viz. that although a terrorist’s understanding of his own violence is inherently monistic, 

due to exposure to hegemonic terrorism discourse his understanding of his own violence 

and accompanying identity can become separated from the rest of his ideological 

worldview. This assumption was based on a comparison of the profiles of revolutionary 

Marxist groups. We will now map the discursive evolution of the whole corpus over time. 

Furthermore, instead of tracking selected topics which stand out for each group, we will 

combine all topics dealing with a specific subject into a single frame, whose evolutions we 

can track through time. This means that before we look at the diachronic evolution of our 

corpus, we have to combine topics into frames. We will then analyze the evolution of the 

prevalence of these frames in our corpus for the whole 1969-1998 period, to see if we can 

distinguish the three stages we speculated on. We will do the same thing for the R.A.F, the 

only group which was active for nearly all of this period. Finally, we will look for further 

evidence by zooming in from the level of frames to some key topics, looking at their 

evolution through time. We will also look for textual evidence using close reading 

techniques to further solidify our theory. We will finish by discussing the implications of 

what we found for the functioning of the groups we analyzed. 

5.1 Topic modeling, framing and discourse 

Before we can conduct the analysis proposed above, we must first build frames out of our 

topics. That might not be as easy as it seems. For how can we be sure that different topics 

which at first hand might seem related, indeed deal with the same subject and together 
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form a specific frame? To be able to successfully combine topics into frames, we must first 

reflect on how topics, discourse and frames relate to each other. 

5.1.1 Frames, topics and researching terrorism 

Benford and Snow see frames as discursive mechanisms that fulfill a crucial role in the 

functioning of a social movement, by allowing the movement to focus their attention on 

particular elements of reality, explain the way reality functions and transform the 

sentiments felt by people to the sentiment expressed by the movement1. They describe 

the act of framing by a social movement as follows: 

“Social movement scholars conceptualize this signifying work or meaning 

construction by employing the verb “framing”. This denotes an active, processual 

phenomenon that implies agency and contention at the level of reality 

construction. It is active in the sense that something is being done, and processual 

in the sense of a dynamic, evolving process. It entails agency in the sense that what 

is evolving is the work of social movement organizations or movement activists. 

And it is contentious in the sense that it involves the generation of interpretive 

frames that not only differ from existing ones but that may also challenge them. 

The resultant products of this framing activity are referred to as collective action 

frames2.” 

Even though we object to the classification of terrorism as a social movement repertoire, a 

characterization often used by sociologists, Benford and Snow’s description of the 

signifying activities of social movements applies very well to the organizations we are 

studying. Just like social movements, the R.A.F. and the other groups in this study 

(“agency”) “actively” construct a reality that differs from and challenges the existing 

interpretation (“contention”) of violence as well as the functioning of the world. The way 

they construct alternative meaning for their violence (not “terrorist” but “revolutionary”) 

corresponds to the way in which social movements develop collective action frames. The 

“processual” aspects of this signifying work, the constant re-articulation of this 

construction, is in fact what we’re analyzing in the second part of this thesis. We’re looking 

to find out how the articulation of such a collective frame that constructs violence 

differently has evolved over time. 

According to Benford and Snow, the discursive effort of building a collective action frame 

in the way they described above consists of two activities:  

                                                        
1
 Snow, D. "Framing and social movements." The Wiley-Blackwell Encyclopedia of Social and Political 

Movements (2006): 1780-1784. 
2
 Benford, R. and Snow, D. "Framing processes and social movements: An overview and 

assessment." Annual review of sociology (2000): 611-639 (614). 
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“One concerns their action-oriented function—an SMO’s “core framing tasks”; the 

second refers to the interactive, discursive processes that attend to these core 

framing tasks and thus are generative of collective action frames3” 

With “core framing tasks”, Benford and Snow mean the formulation of key elements that 

define a movement such as its motivation, its predictions, its goals, its identity in some 

cases,…4 These “core frames” have different functions to a movement: a social movement 

needs a frame that motivates them, a frame that identifies the issue, a frame that sets out 

the path of how this issue can be solved,… Together, these core frames constitute the 

collective action frame, the frame that explains the movement’s actions5. We are, 

however, more interested not in what a group’s core frames are, but rather in how they 

are constructed. This means we will be focusing on the second of the two activities in the 

building of a collective action frame: the negotiation of what these core frames are, the 

discursive process in which these core ideas are generated. Even though focus on this 

aspect has always been considerably lower, it has surged in recent years6. 

Translated into the terminology and the theoretical structure of framing, we could explain 

the analysis we’re conducting in chapters four and five as the analysis of the process by 

which fighting communist organizations construct the core frame that gives meaning to 

the use of violence. This is of course a framing task that non-violent movements do not 

have to conduct, but for a movement that uses violence, constructing an explanation for 

this violence is a key framing task it needs to conduct to construct its collective action 

frame. The process by which this core framing task is accomplished is what we’re 

interested in here.  

It is not a surprise that we can easily interpret our results in the theoretical setting 

provided by framing theory. The compatibility of the concept of framing with our approach 

can be explained by the fact that both our approach and frame analysis depend on 

constructivist principles7. Goffman, who first proposed “framing” in its current dimension, 

was interested in the development of meaning trough symbolic and discursive 

interactions, as we are too in this thesis8. In fact, framing as a concept has already 
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 Op. cit., 615.  
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 Idem. 
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 Snow, D., and Benford, R. "Ideology, frame resonance, and participant mobilization." International 

social movement research 1.1 (1988): 197-217. 
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successfully been used to understand the way in which “terrorists” construct reality9. 

Snow and Bird argue that framing is better positioned than other analytical schemes to 

understand the mobilizing ideas of Islamic terrorism, because the concept can account for 

ideological variation and flexibility between movements and over time. Because it can 

focus on the processual dynamics of ideology, its construction allows framing to fully cover 

and explain “the array of possible links between ideas, events, and action10. ” Snow and 

Bird understand framing as a discursive mechanism11. This means that there is no 

theoretical difference between the approach taken by Snow and Bird, and the approach 

we take in the fourth and fifth chapters of this thesis. The only difference is that whereas 

Snow and Bird analyze all core framing tasks, we’re only interested in the construction of a 

frame on violence.  

Framing, social movements and discourse in the public sphere 

If apart from the focus on violence versus a general focus, our method aligns theoretically 

with that of Snow and Bird, why have we waited until the fifth chapter to link our research 

questions to the concept of framing? 

There are three reasons for that. First of all, in the first three chapters we have focused on 

society and framing as a concept is especially strong at explaining the movement side of 

reality construction. Secondly, its use in the first three chapters would have introduced the 

top-down “inducing consent” paradigm in the construction of “terrorism” as a category 

that we wanted to avoid. Thirdly, while framing as employed by social movements is useful 

to understand the discursive activities of groups like the R.A.F. and while we can 

understand groups like the R.A.F as a social movement, we cannot understand terrorism as 

a social movement repertoire. 

On the first count, framing has been particularly useful to sociologists for understanding 

the discursive efforts of movements. It is useful to understand how movements 

understand the world and how they try to make their case salient and attract support. 

However, Brown has argued that framing is hampered by institutional and infrastructural 

factors once it leaves the level of the movement12. This means that while the concept is of 

practical use to us when we try to understand how fighting communist organizations 

conceptualize their violence, it is less helpful when we want to study the interaction of 

militant discourse with societal discourse, which we plan to do in the last chapter. As 

Benford, one of the leading experts on framing, has argued, very few systematic empirical 
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studies have looked at the construction, interaction and disintegration of frames in a 

contextualized manner13. As such, it is only fit for the second part of this thesis, in which 

we investigate the construction of meaning by a movement, and less fit for the first part, 

which analyzes the construction of meaning in society, and the third part, which analyzes 

the interaction of movement and societal discourse. 

The use of framing as a paradigm in our first part would have been troublesome for even 

stronger reasons than for its problematic interaction with infrastructural obstacles. As 

Benford and Snow stressed in their characterization of what frames are, frames 

presuppose agency14. When social movements use framing, this means the frames are 

actively constructed by social movements. But who constructs the hegemonic discourse in 

society? The fashion in which we conceptualized hegemonic terrorism discourse explicitly 

ruled out individual or collective agency. One could argue that it is only hegemonic 

because it is reproduced by everybody in society. This is correct, but this does not imply 

that society as a collective of individuals possesses agency. The way in which hegemonic 

discourses reproduce themselves through continued collective use does not imply agency 

in the way Benford and Snow propose it. Rather, the way in which ordinary people 

reproduce hegemony is what Joseph calls “a mediating moment between structure and 

agency15.” Hegemonies are not structural, because they depend on a certain discursive 

assemblage of reality that can never fully capture the “open, unsutured character of the 

social16.” However, this assemblage is not constructed through agency either. We do not 

deliberately create a hegemony, but it is precisely this deliberate articulation that is 

intended by framing as a concept, despite the fact that this agency is sometimes 

neglected17. The introduction of agency into hegemony would bring us dangerously close 

to the top-down perspective on terrorism discourse used by Jackson and many other 

critical terrorism scholars using discourse, but this is the approach we set out to avoid18. 

This is not to say the combination of agency and hegemony cannot be a valid 
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perspective19, but the way agency and structure are conceived in framing is not coherent 

with the view of the Discourse Theory paradigm we are using20. 

The third problem with applying social movement framing to militant organizations, is the 

danger of reification21. The success with which Snow and Benford applied models of social 

movement framing to Islamic terrorism shows that at least when it comes to discursive 

practices, militant organizations do not differ much from social movement organizations22. 

It has been argued that in other domains too theoretical work on social movements could 

contribute to our understanding of such organizations, particularly by scholars of social 

movements (less so by scholars of terrorism)23. We agree with these scholars that 

theoretical concepts related to social movement show potential in their application to 

political violence, and we would even agree that organizations like the Red Brigades and 

the Red Army Faction are social movements. The danger of this approach, however, is the 

reification of terrorism. While we can say that the R.A.F. is a social movement, this does 

not mean terrorism is a strategy or a social movement repertoire or that terrorist 

organizations are social movements, for this would amount to objectifying terrorism. 

Terrorism can only be a strategy or a repertoire or a type of social movement if there is an 

object “terrorism” that can be classified as such24. Considering terrorism a strategy or 

considering terrorist organizations social movement undercuts our premise that terrorism 

is a discursively constructed category. As such, we must be very wary of the comparison of 

militant organizations to social movements. We can apply Social Movement Theory to 

individual cases and we can use its concepts and insights, but we cannot understand 

terrorism within Social Movement Theory without abandoning our constructivist, monistic 

approach. 

The nature of topic models 

If we can use framing as a concept to understand the discourse used by militant 

communist organizations, then we have to specify how the frames we presume these 

organizations used can be related to the topics we have established using MALLET.  
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In their analysis of the American press coverage of arts funding DiMaggio et al have shown 

how in a relatively homogeneous corpus, topics can be combined into frames25. 

Underwood, however, linked different topics in a text to different discourses in a corpus26. 

If we want to know how to relate the topics we have produced in MALLET to the discursive 

analysis we want to conduct, we must realize very well what these topics are. Topic 

models have no innate discursive or linguistic dimensions; they have no nature other than 

an algorithmic, mathematical one. A topic model does not innately represent any sort of 

linguistic structure; what it represents depends on the data the topic model consists of. 

Apart from content, mathematical variables such as the number of topics play a role too.  

As such, in a million-page collection with a large number of subjects, it is unlikely that each 

topic of a twenty-topic model will represent a single frame. Similarly, in a smaller corpus 

that is very homogeneous, it is unlikely that every topic of a hundred-topic model will 

represent a different discourse. As an additional factor, the relation between topics, 

discourse and frames also depends on the level at which we look for discourses. Since we 

characterized our discourse as ontological, the link between them will be different from 

the connection found by DiMaggio et al, who studied opinionating discourses27.  

As we have defined discourses on an abstract, society-wide scale and as we are particularly 

interested in discourse on the nature of violence, a general subject, it is unlikely that we 

will be able to see this discourse crystallize in one or a handful of topics. To trace its 

evolution, we will have to combine our topics into different frames, following 

Underwood’s approach28. The evolution of these frames might tell us something about the 

discourse we are interested in. This is an approach that aligns with most topic modeling 

efforts that have focused on specific, well-defined subjects29. 

Building topics into frames 

We will use AntConc to combine different topics into larger frames. We will do this by 

asking AntConc to look through our whole corpus for the key words of all the frames of 

which we can suppose that they are present in our corpus. Supposing the presence of 

these topics and choosing these key words are two arbitrary factors in which our personal 

choices determine the outcome of the results. They are indeed, mathematically speaking, 

a weakness of this approach. However, if we look at topic 23, it is not unreasonable to 

think it deals with class opposition and class struggle, and thus by extension to suppose 

the presence of a class struggle frame in our corpus. Similarly, words like ‘class’, 

‘bourgeoisie’ and ‘struggle’ can safely be associated with class opposition.  
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We will proceed by checking in AntConc which words appear close to our keywords. This 

allows us to link the topics that these words belong to with topics that our keywords 

belong to. In this way, we do not just link topics based on the presence of multiple 

keywords, but on the presence of keywords as well as words of which AntConc suggests 

that they belong to the same frame as our keywords. In this way, we can link different 

topics together in frames whose evolution through time we can check by tracing the 

variation of the topics of which each frame exists through our corpus. 

We must, however, first theorize a number of topics which we suppose to be present in 

the corpus and a number of keywords for each topic. This is not too difficult to do, as the 

topic model we built using MALLET gives us a very good impression of the content of our 

corpus. Essentially, what AntConc will allow us to do, is to prove that the links between the 

topics built in MALLET, which we assume to exist based on thematic similarity between 

groups of topics, actually exist on a textual level.  

As such, based on close reading of the corpus, familiarity with the subject and foremost 

the list of topics produced by MALLET, we can suppose that the following frames can be 

found in our corpus: 

• The “revolutionary” frame: we have sometimes used “revolutionary organizations” 

as an alternative to the biased term “terrorist organizations”. It is clear that the call 

for a general revolution is an important, if not the most important frame in the 

discourse of these groups. This topic features any discussion of the revolutionary 

project in its abstract, philosophical dimensions.  

• The “attack” frame: this frame is focused less on the general revolution and more 

on specific attacks against the system. It gives more attention to instances of 

resistance and to the effects of concrete cases of violence, than to resistance as a 

concept and violence as an abstract revolutionary means. This focus on concrete 

moments of violence does not mean the absence of a Marxist philosophical 

understanding of these attacks, although this is not mandatory either. 

• The “life under capitalism” frame: considers the way the capitalist system impacts 

on the life of ordinary ‘people’ under different situations. This can include 

economic starvation, racism, sexism, lack of political representation, state control 

over the people’s life’s,… This analysis can but does not have to be ideologically 

Marxist 

• The “self-referential” frame30: the frame in which the group discusses itself as an 

organization in a practical, non-ideological fashion. Examples include its 

functioning, its current state, the way it is framed in the media, its characteristics, 

                                                        
30

 Harter, S. The construction of the self: Developmental and sociocultural foundations. New York: 
Guilford Press (2012). 
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talk about one or several of its members,… It does not include analysis of the 

situation of the group within the revolutionary process and other related 

ideological analyses, and only focuses on concrete, non-ideological issues. This 

type of frame has also been called a “group frame”31 or an “organizational frame” 

in research32. 

• The “repression” frame: considers repression of the organization itself by the state. 

It ranges from the alleged torture and mistreatment of prisoners to police efforts 

against the group, the justice system and the trial of group members. 

• The “ideological analysis” frame: a concrete or abstract situation is framed within a 

Marxist analysis of the world. The framed issue can be related to history; 

economics; local or global politics; the situation of the left in general, the 

revolutionary movement or the group itself; the class struggle,…, but the subject 

matter is always understood within an ideologically loaded line of reasoning. This 

frame in essence contains any expression of a Marxist worldview. 

The following frames might to a certain degree overlap with the “ideological analysis” 

frame. The difference is that while the “ideological analysis” frame is concerned with the 

context within which an issue is framed, they are delineated based on the issues being 

framed themselves. The presence of the “economic” frame indicates an economic matter 

being considered, but not necessarily from a Marxist point of view; both Marxist and non-

Marxist analyses are grouped in these frames. Thus, whereas the presence of the 

“ideological analysis” frame indicates the presence of an ideological worldview, regardless 

of which issue is considered in this frame, the presence of the following frames indicates 

the salience of the issue itself, regardless of whether or not it is portrayed in an 

ideologically charged frame. This means that a Marxist understanding of an economic crisis 

can be found in both the “ideological analysis” and “economic” frames, but that the 

consideration of an economic issue from a non-Marxist perspective can only be found in 

the “economic” frame.  

• The “economic” frame: deals with issues related to the functioning of the 

economy, such as economic crises, the capitalist system, corporations, finance,… 

• The “leftist politics” frame: deals with the political situation of the larger left, 

within the revolutionary organization as well as beyond. Salient issues might be the 

relationship between leftist groups, militant organizations and parties; the 

                                                        
31

 Aroopala, C. "Are group sources always credible? An experimental study of sources, stakes and 
participation." Journal of Theoretical Politics 23.1 (2011): 87-110. 
32

 "Framing processes and social movement", 611-639; Evans, J. "Multi-Organizational Fields and Social 
Movement Organization Frame Content: The Religious Fro-Choice Movement." Sociological Inquiry 67.4 
(1997): 451-469. 
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relationship between the revolutionary and non-revolutionary left; the general 

state of the left; inter- and intra-movement politics;… 

• The “class struggle” frame: deals with issues related to the opposition of the 

working class and the bourgeoisie, such as class consciousness, the state of the 

different classes, class culture, class opposition,… 

• The “global politics” frame: considers global politics and events on the global 

political stage, such as international wars, conferences,… 

This is of course not an exhaustive list. Close reading would without doubt reveal several 

more frames and lead to the decomposition of the frames we present here into more 

detailed frames. However, since we are interested in the general development of 

discourse through time and given the size of our corpus, such detailed analysis would 

make it very difficult to keep track of the bigger picture. It appears that these are the main 

frames through which fighting communist organizations, at least those we studied, 

perceive the world. 

The question which needs answering now, is which topics belong to which frame. Of 

course, we should note that topics might fit into more than one frame: it is very plausible 

for a call for revolution to systematically feature elements of class struggle as a 

legitimation. These elements could then very well have been placed in the same topic by 

MALLET. This is not an issue, however, as AntConc can account for this, as it relates words 

to each other, and not whole topics. This means it can link a topic to several frames, based 

on the concordance of words in that topic with words belonging to different frames.  

The possibility for frames to overlap in specific topics is not a problem in our analysis, but 

rather an asset. It allows us to check the co-variation of certain frames, which is important 

as the theory we want to verify is whether a separation of ideology and activities takes 

place over time. The decreased presence of topics in which the discussion of ideology and 

events, attacks and issues overlap would indicate this is the case. This makes overlapping 

frames an important analytical tool, rather than a heuristic problem. 

5.1.2 Practical approach 

We will now proceed by establishing the key words for each frame. This is done based on 

our prior knowledge of the corpus and common sense. It seems likely that words like 

‘bomb’ and ‘assassination’ might have something to do with attacks conducted by a group. 

For instance, for the revolutionary frame, we took the terms “revolution”, “revolutionary”, 

“process”, “struggle” and “resistance” to be indicative of this frame. These terms were 

mostly taken from topics 16 and 19, which, based on the content of these topics, we 

presume to be the core of these frames.  
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The next step is to check words which appear next to our key word33. We do this because 

these words can add new or complementary meaning to our key words. For instance, the 

word ‘revolutionary’ has a completely different meaning in the N-Gram ‘counter-

revolutionary’ and in the N-Gram ‘social-revolutionary’. Checking for N-Grams first allows 

us to discard uses of our key words which do not relate to the frame we’re researching. 

Words have different meanings and often we’re only interested in one or a few of these 

meanings. If the use of the term is not clear from the N-Gram, AntConc can jump 

immediately to the text, where close reading can help us establish the meaning of this 

phrase. 

As an example, we think the word ‘revolution’ indicates the call for a revolution. However, 

the term is also used to refer to events (‘October revolution’, ‘the 1917 revolution’) or in 

ways that are incompatible with the sense of the word “revolution” we’re looking for (uses 

like ‘counter-revolution’, ‘imperialist revolution’, ‘counter-revolutionary’). Checking the N-

Grams of which a key word is part enables us to filter out collocation stemming from usage 

of the term in a different meaning or context than the one we’re looking for. The term 

‘counter-revolution’ relates to the system’s functioning, to an ideological analysis and 

possibly to repression, but not to the call for a revolution. Knowing this, we can filter out 

this sense of the word revolution when looking for collocation. Had we not checked for N-

Grams, then we might have thought that topics dealing with counterrevolutionary 

measures by the state were part of the frame calling for a revolution.  

We will then ask AntConc to look for terms that often appear within a specific range of any 

of these words, in their wider neighbourhood (words which ‘collocate’ with our key 

words). We study the collocation of words based on two factors: how often do certain 

words appear within a pre-set range (we used five words to the left and five words to the 

right) of each other and how strong is the statistical significance of this. This results in two 

numbers which together indicate the strength of the collocation of these two words. The 

first number is simply the number of hits that shows the frequency with which these 

words co-appear in our corpus, the second number is a statistical measure called Mutual 

Information Score, which is a measure of the statistical significance of these words co-

appearing. It accounts for the fact that a word which appears a lot in our corpus has more 

chance to collocate with a key word than a rare word, by calculating the probability that 

both words occur near each other, relative to how many times they occur in total34. 

                                                        
33

 Or variations of this key word: ‘enem*’ lets us seek for both ‘enemy’ and ‘enemies’ in AntConc; 
‘revolution*’ lets us seek for ‘revolution’, revolutionary’, revolutionaries’ and ‘revolutions’. Thus, when 
we stated we searched for ‘Marxism’, we also searched for variations such as ‘Marxist’ an ‘Marxists’ 
34

 For more information, see AntConc, A Guide to Using AntConc. Available online at 
<http://research.ncl.ac.uk/decte/toon/assets/docs/AntConc_Guide.pdf>, last checked on 5/5/2015. 
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We used both these values to consider collocation strength. First, we needed each word to 

appear in collocation (within a distance of five words) at least 25 times. This raw frequency 

threshold allows us to filter out words that only appear in collocation a couple of times, 

but which also appear very little in the entire corpus and therefore have a very strong 

Mutual Information Score. Secondly, it also keeps us from getting stuck with a set of words 

associated with our key word set that appear too infrequently to be adopted into a topic. 

Next, we check in which topics the words that have a strong collocation with our key word 

appear by using the Mutual Information Score. We commonly set the limit at a value of at 

least 7, unless this results in too few or too many results. If words from one topic 

systematically co-appear with the words from another topic (probably the one from which 

we took our key words), we can assume a link between these topics. All topics which are 

linked to one another in this way together constitute a frame. We will use this approach 

for all frames we want to investigate. For the first frame, we will spell out the whole 

process, to show how this method functions in practice. For the other frames, we will 

present the results in schematic manner. 

The “revolutionary” frame 

We took the terms “revolution”, “process”, “struggle”, “political” and “resistance” to be 

key words for this frame. They were taken from topics 16 and 19, which, based on the 

content of these topics, we presume to be the core of these frames.  

Using the N-Gram function of AntConc we ruled out the following usages of these terms:, 

‘counter-revolution’, ‘counter-revolutionary’, ‘imperialist struggle’, ‘imperialist resistance’ 

and ‘fascist resistance’ as these relate to resistance to revolution; ‘October revolution’, as 

it relates to an event; ‘production process’, ‘labour process’, as these refer to economic 

processes; and after close reading ‘Italian revolutionary’, ‘Turkish revolutionary’, ‘white 

revolutionary’ and ‘revolutionary nationalist’, as these refer to individuals, a reference not 

per se typical of the call for a revolution. 

Strong collocation (>7) was found for the terms ‘armed’, ‘practical’, ‘organize’, ‘unity’, 

‘practice’, ‘liberation’. Strong collocation was also found for ‘counter’, but this collocation 

was discarded based on the result of our N-Gram search, which showed ‘counter’ to 

feature heavily as part of the N-Gram ‘counter-revolutionary’, a meaning of 

“revolutionary” not relevant to the frame we’re researching. 

This allowed us to link to this frame topic 80, based on the words ‘liberation’, ‘struggle’, 

‘armed’; topic 79, in which the words ‘struggle’, ‘armed’ and ‘organization’ feature, and 

topic 71 featuring ‘struggle’, ‘armed’, ‘organization’, ‘practice’ and ‘organize’. With these 
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topics, in addition to our “foundational” topics, we get topics 16, 1935, 71, 79 and 80 as 

constituting the “revolutionary frame”. 

This approach was followed for all the other frames whose presence we established, the 

results of which are displayed in the following tables. 

The “attack” frame 

Strong concordance was established at a concordance frequency of 25 or higher and a 

mutual information score of 7 or higher. 

Key words 

N-Grams with 

diverting 

meaning 

Concordance 

Topics representing this frame (based on 

key words and words concordant with 

key words) 

attack CIA bombs imperialist 
3 (‘communique’, ‘assassination’, ‘attack’, 
‘executed’) 

assassination imperialist  military 
11 (‘enemy’, ‘attack’, ‘imperialism’, 
‘campaigns’) 

bomb 
 

communique36 22 (‘attack’, ‘campaign’, ‘imperialism’) 

enemy 
 

nato 
44 (‘nato’, ‘military’, ‘imperialists’, 
‘imperialist’) 

campaign 
 

state 73 (‘militarism’, ‘attacked’, ‘campaign’) 

execute  
  

75 (‘operations’, ‘operating’, ‘campaigns’) 

operation 
  

85 (‘nato’, ‘attacked, ‘attacks’, ‘attack’, 
‘military’) 

Table 4: Results of AntConc analysis for the attack frame 

 

The “ideological analysis” frame 

Choosing keywords of this topic carefully was particularly important, as we wanted key 

words that indicated an analysis, an argument being made and at the same time pointed 

to an underlying Marxist worldview. We wanted this frame to deal with two aspects: 

analysis and Marxist philosophy. In order to do this, we compiled a set of words that at 

first sight might not look all that meaningful, but which contains words that indicate 

analysis and, at the same time, are typical of Marxist vocabulary (Baert, 2004 provides a 

                                                        
35

 The fact that topic 19 does include ‘imperialist’ doesn’t mean that excluding words like ‘imperialism’ 
and ‘imperialist’ served no point as topic 32 and 99 might have been included otherwise. It is logical for 
‘imperialism’ to appear in topics containing the word set which we identified as typical of this frame, 
due to the nature of MALLET: as ‘imperialism’ and these words often appear close to each other, it is 
logical for them to be put in the same topic, because MALLET cannot differentiate meaning, while 
AntConc can due to N-Grams. The inclusion of ‘imperialism’ in these topics can be attributed to the two 
meanings of ‘revolution’ being conflated. This shows the imperfection of the results of datamining by a 
tool like MALLET, but it also illustrates the strength of using MALLET and AntConc complementary to 
one another, as that we could overcome this issue by combining their results. 
36

 Running this list of word through AntConc initially only gave us ‘imperialist’ and ‘military’ as hits for 
f>25 and MI>7. When we lowered the frequency to 20 (f>20), we got ‘communique’ (f=24), ‘nato’ (f=20) 
and ‘state’ as additional hits for strong collocation (MI>7). 
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discussion of such a vocabulary)37. Strong concordance was established at a concordance 

frequency of 25 or higher and a mutual information score of 12 or higher38. 

Key words 

N-Grams with 

diverting 

meaning
39

 

Concordance 

Topics representing this frame 

(based on key words and words 

concordant with key words 

study imperialist cell production 1 (‘practice’, ‘study’, ‘theory ‘),  

analysis fighting communist  class 
5 (‘resistance’, ‘power’, ‘system’, 
‘capitalist’), 

theory communist cells revolutionary 
16 (‘revolutionary, ‘development’, 
‘class’ ‘revolution’, ‘conditions’, 
‘political’) 

development 
 

front 21 (‘practice’, ‘conditions’, ‘develop’) 

practice 
 

system 
27 (‘system’, ‘capitalist’, ‘social’, 
‘production’, ‘capitalism’, 
‘development’, ‘process’) 

process 
 

power 
71 (‘practice’, ‘organize’, 
‘organization’, ‘political’) 

capitalist 
 

organization 
 

communist 
 

political 
 

dialectical 
 

resistance 
 

stage 
 

movement 
 

condition 
 

social 
 

Table 5: Results of AntConc analysis for the ideological analysis frame 

 

The “economic” frame 

Strong concordance was established at a concordance frequency of 25 or higher and a 

mutual information score of 7 or higher40. 

                                                        
37

 Baert, P. "Pragmatism as a philosophy of the social sciences." European Journal of Social Theory 7.3 
(2004): 355-369. 
38

 A higher Mutual Information score was chosen here for mathematical reasons: as more hits were 
found for many of these words, a higher MI was necessary to obtain statistically significant results 
39

 This set returned ‘imperialist cells’ and ‘fighting communist’ as N-Grams out of line with what we are 
looking for. Collocation was 25 times to the left, and 0 times to the right for ‘imperialist cells’ and 38 
times to the left and 5 times to the right for ‘fighting communist’, indicating that it concerned 
‘imperialist cells’ and ‘fighting cells’ almost every single time when these terms appeared together. 
These N-Grams of course come from the ‘Anti-Imperialist Cell’ and the ‘Fighting Communist Cells’, the 
names of two of the organizations we’re investigating. Mentioning these groups of course does not 
indicate any analysis whatsoever. No other problematic N-Grams were found. This is quite logical, as we 
are not specifically interested in any subject or issue, but more in an approach, in a way of dealing with 
no subject in particular. 
40

 A higher Mutual Information score was chosen here for mathematical reasons: as more hits were 
found for many of these words, a higher MI was necessary to obtain statistically significant results 
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Key words 

N-Grams with 

diverting 

meaning 

Concordance 

Topics representing this frame (based 

on key words and words concordant 

with key words 

capitalism bank robberies class 5 ('system', 'power', 'means', 'capitalist')  

economic 
 

crisis 
20 (‘economic', 'economy', 'industry', 
'financial', 'industrial') 

bank 
system 

27 (‘system’, ‘capitalist’, ‘social’, 
‘production’, ‘capitalism’, 
‘development’, ‘process’, ‘crisis’)) 

production military 90 (‘bank’, ‘corporation’, ‘consumer’) 

industry 
process 

93 ('money', 'bank', 'financing', 
'financed') 

finance power 

work political 

corporate means 

money 
 

consumption    
Table 6: Results of AntConc analysis for the economic frame 

 

The “leftist politics” frame 

Strong concordance was initially established at a concordance frequency of 25 or higher 

and a mutual information score of 7 or higher41. This, however, only gave student as a 

concordancing hit. Dropping the necessary mutual information score to MI>6 and the 

frequency to f>20 gave the following results. 

Key words 

N-Grams with 

diverting 

meaning 

Concordance
42

 

Topics representing this frame 

(based on key words and words 

concordant with key words 

left political prisoners student 
4 ('leadership', 'party', 'leaders', 
'radicalization')  

political 
political-military 

radical 
14 ('politics', 'left', 'leadership', 
'committee')  

movement political police mass 30 ('left', 'anarchy', 'comrade') 

leadership 
political-
economic communist 48 ('left', 'social', 'situation', 'time')  

committee politico-military revolutionary 72 ('time', 'militants' 

time 
practice 

84 ('movement', 'movements', 
'militant', 'mass')  

socialist militant 

                                                        
41

 A higher Mutual Information score was chosen here for mathematical reasons: as more hits were 
found for many of these words, a higher MI was necessary to obtain statistically significant results 
42

 ‘Military’, ‘economic’ and ‘prisoner’ were ruled out based on the N-Gram search, as they are 
associated with different meanings of the word ‘political’ than the one we’re looking for. 
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Key words 

N-Grams with 

diverting 

meaning 

Concordance
42

 

Topics representing this frame 

(based on key words and words 

concordant with key words 

situation need 

comrade 
 

anarchist 
 

party 
 

Table 7: Results of AntConc analysis for the leftist politics frame 

 

The “class struggle” frame 

Strong concordance was established at a concordance frequency of 25 or higher and a 

mutual information score of 10 or higher43. 

Key words 

N-Grams with 

diverting 

meaning 

Concordance 

Topics representing this frame (based on 

key words and words concordant with key 

words 

class 
proletarian 
justice 

petit 
15 ('class’, ‘working’, ‘oppressed’, 
‘workers’, ‘interests’, ‘interest ')  

opposition 
proletarian 
expropriations 

dictarorship 
23 ('class’, ‘bourgeoisie’, ‘working’, 
‘proletariat’, ‘bourgeois’, ‘interests’, 
‘dictatorship’, ‘proletarian’, ‘petit')  

class 
struggle  

hunger 
66 (‘workers’, ‘work’, ‘union’, ‘unions’, 
‘strikes’) 

class war 
 

oppressed  

working 
 

interests  

bourgeois 
 

ruling  

union 
 

white 
 

proletarian 
   

strike 
   

Table 8: Results of AntConc analysis for the class struggle frame 

 

The “global politics” frame 

Strong concordance was established at a concordance frequency of 25 or higher and a 

mutual information score of 8 or higher44. 

                                                        
43

 A higher Mutual Information score was chosen here for mathematical reasons: as higher average MI 
scores were found for many of these words due to a high number of key words (including all possible 
variations), a higher MI was necessary to obtain statistically significant results. 
44

 A higher Mutual Information score was chosen here for mathematical reasons: as higher average MI 
scores were found for many of these words due to a high number of key words, a higher MI was 
necessary to obtain statistically significant results. 
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Key words 

N-Grams 

with 

diverting 

meaning 

Concordance 

Topics representing this frame (based on 

key words and words concordant with key 

words 

international 
political 
prisoners 

Latin 
0 (‘europe’, ‘western’, ‘european’, 
‘international’, ‘political’, ‘west’, ‘states’, 
‘nato’, ‘strategy’) 

global 
political-
military 

West/Western 
9 (‘western’, ‘west’, ‘american’) 

World 
political 
police 

Third 40 (‘world’, ‘people’, ‘states’, 
‘international’, ‘country’) 

political 
political-
economic 

peoples 
44 (‘nato’, ‘world’, ‘american’, ‘east’) 

borders 
politico-
military 

countries 89 (‘latin’, ‘asia’, ‘africa’, ‘america’, 
‘american’) 

europe 
 

strategy 
 

america 
 

proletariat 
 

Afrika 
 

states 
 

Asia 
 

prisoners 
 

  
practice 

 

  
nato 

 

  
front 

 

  
Crisis 

 

  
power 

 

  
organization 

 

  
order 

 

  
process 

 

  
situation 

 
Table 9: Results of AntConc analysis for the global politics frame 
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The “life under capitalism” frame 

Strong concordance was established at a concordance frequency of 25 or higher and a 

mutual information score of 15 or higher45. 

Key words 

N-Grams with 

diverting 

meaning 

Concordance 

Topics representing this frame (based on 

key words and words concordant with key 

words 

life 
oppressed 
nations 

young 
5 (‘people’, ‘life’, ‘system’, ‘lives’, ‘living’, 
‘capitalist’) 

people   Kurdish 15 (‘youth’, ‘poor', ‘oppressed’, ‘workers’) 

child   capitalist 
32 (‘black’, ‘people’, ‘oppression’, ‘blacks’, 
‘oppressed’) 

family   black 74 ('people’, ‘youth’, ‘citywide’, ‘young’) 

city   conditions 92 (‘family’, ‘conditions’, ‘exploitation’) 

metropole 
 

exploitation  

house 
 

Third  

oppressed 
 

world  

poor 
 

working 
 

system 
   

Table 10: Results of AntConc analysis for the life under capitalism frame 

 

The “self-referential” frame 

AntConc was unable to determine which topics belong to the self-referential frame. 

Despite a range of key words, no coherent frame was found. We attribute this to the fact 

that the way in which groups refer to themselves is more personal than other ways of 

talking. Whereas when discussing class struggle, the only differences are stylistic, for self-

reference other words are used as well: ‘Baader’, ‘R.A.F.’, ‘Raspe’ are words which indicate 

self-reference for the R.A.F., while for the WU this might be ‘Weathermen’ and so on. As 

such, we maintain that this frame is actually present in the text, and that AntConc’s 

inability to detect it can be explained by to the fact that the vocabulary typical of this 

frame is unique to each group. The topics belonging to this frame were picked by hand. 

We will continue by using this topic for analysis, while keeping in mind that it lacks the 

statistical support for its coherence other topics do have. We attributed topics 18, 28, 39, 

57 and 82 to this frame. 

The “repression” frame 

Strong concordance was established at a concordance frequency of 25 or higher and a 

mutual information score of 7 or higher46. 

                                                        
45

 A higher Mutual Information score was chosen here for mathematical reasons: as higher average MI 
scores were found for many of these words due to a high number of key words, a higher MI was 
necessary to obtain statistically significant results. 
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Key words 

N-Grams 

with 

diverting 

meaning Concordance 

Topics representing this frame (based on key 

words and words concordant with key words 

repression   state 33 (‘trial’, ‘prisoner’ 

torture   political 49 (‘prisons’, ‘police’) 

prison   RAF 55 (‘state’, ‘repression’) 

police   army 60 (‘police’, ‘army’, ‘arrest’, ‘security’) 

pig   system 63 (‘torture’, ‘policy’) 

trial 
resistance 

69 (‘state’, ‘security’, ‘police’, ‘resistance’, 
‘repressive’) 

isolation cops 76 (‘torturers’, ‘police’, ‘security’, ‘trial’) 

justice security 82 (‘raf’, ‘prison’, ‘prisoners’) 

arrest 
 

resistance 
88(‘prisoners’, ‘prison’, ‘resistance’, ‘prisons’, 
‘torture’, ‘political’, ‘isolation’, ‘imprisoned’, 
‘justice’) 

policy  years 94 (‘isolation’, ‘torture’) 
Table 11: Results of AntConc analysis for the repression frame  

5.2 Frame development over time 

Now that we have established which topics constitute the frames we want to investigate, 

we can map the evolution of these frames over time to test our theory concerning the 

bifurcation between ideology/worldview and actions/identity. It is important to note that 

our theory certainly cannot be proven just by looking at the evolutions of these frames in 

general. An increase in the “attack” frame might indeed indicate that we are on the right 

track, as more elaboration is necessary to legitimize and explain them now that they’re no 

longer understood ideologically. Similarly, a decrease in the revolutionary frame could 

contribute to the verification of our theory: as the main business of the authoring 

organization (attacking the system) is no longer understood in an ideological framework, 

this frame declines. However, if this bifurcation did indeed happen, sufficient proof 

certainly cannot be derived merely from the evolution of these frames. However, they do 

provide a basis for understanding. Furthermore, if we want to look at the overlapping or 

separation of frames later on, it is important to gain a basic understanding of their 

evolution first. Lastly, mapping the development of these frames over time can provide 

useful for clues for analysis not related to our research question.  

The “revolutionary” frame 

For the revolutionary frame, we see a significant decline over the 1969-1995 period in the 

first graph. Both a logarithmic and a linear trend indicate a decline for this frame from 

                                                                                                                                                                   
46

 For MI>7 and f>25, only ‘state’ and ‘political’ were found as concordance hits. If we lowered the 
necessary frequency to f>15, additional hits were found. 



178 
 

accounting for over 19% of the corpus’ content to slightly over 15% towards the end of the 

period. 

 

Figure 17: cumulative
47

 evolution and trend of the revolutionary frame 

If we standardize all topics in the frame before visualizing the frame’s evolution, this trend 

becomes even clearer, viz. a decline from just over (log) or just under (lin) 2 to slightly over 

1,5. 

                                                        
47

 This means that we made the sum of the percentage every topic accounts for in the entire corpus of 
all topics in the frame. Thus, a topic with an average share of 5% had five times as much impact on the 
graph as a topic with a share of only 1%.  
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Figure 18: standardized
48

 evolution of the revolutionary frame 

 

The “attack frame” 

For the attack frame, we see an evolution in three periods. During most of the seventies, 

the attention given to attacks remains low, right until 1977, when we see a rise, after 

which we see several more peaks. The importance of the attack frame remains on a high 

level until the early nineties when we see a gradual decline. 

                                                        
48

 This means that unlike for the cumulative evolution, we awarded equal value to all topics, regardless 
of their share in the entire corpus. We did this by multiplying the values of each topic per year by the 
number necessary to make the highest value of the time series equal to one. For instance, topic 16 had 
its highest share in 1980, at 0,189307427%, so we multiplied all the values for topic 16 with 
0,189307427

-1
. This implies that if a topic that contains 5% of the text in the corpus is equally important 

as a topic containing 1% of the text in the corpus. 
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Figure 19: cumulative evolution and trend of the attack frame 

The standardized evolution shows a similar three-phased trend. 

 

Figure 20: standardized evolution and trend of the attack frame 

 

The “ideological analysis” frame 

For the ideological analysis frame, we see gradual decline, with the moments at which 

ideological analysis was the least present all located during the eighties. 
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Figure 21: cumulative evolution and trend of the ideological analysis frame 

For the standardized values, we see about the same trend, but the years 1971-1977 stand 

out even more as the period in which ideological analysis was on its high point. 

 

Figure 22: standardized evolution and trend of the ideological analysis frame 
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The “economic” frame 

The economic frame shows fluctuation around a steady level during the seventies and the 

late eighties and early nineties (with the level of the second period slightly higher than 

that of the first period), offset by a strong decline in the early eighties. 

 

Figure 23: cumulative evolution and trend of the economic frame 



183 
 

For the standardized trend, the trend appears more erratic. It shows a high point during 

the early seventies, followed by steady decline from 1971 to 1983, followed by a new 

upsurge. 

 

Figure 24: standardized evolution and trend of the economic frame 

 

The “leftist politics” frame 

The importance attached to the wider movement of the left appears to be almost 

unchanged, with three outliers in 1976, 1989 and 1993. 
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Figure 25: cumulative evolution and trend of the leftist politics frame 

In the standardized evolution, the minimally increasing trend that was still visible in the 

cumulative graph is all but gone, being replaced by a very marginal decline. The 1993 

outlier has disappeared too. 

 

Figure 26: standardized evolution and trend of the leftist politics frame 
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The “class struggle” frame 

The class struggle frame shows an overall decline in two phases: from a high level in the 

earliest periods of FCO activity into a steady decline over the next fifteen years, and a new 

high in the 1985-1987 period, followed by a new and sharper decline. 

 

Figure 27: cumulative evolution and trend of the class struggle frame 

The standardized frame nuances this evolution, showing a quick decline after a high start, 

followed by a continued low with moderate peaks in 1985 and 1987. 

 

Figure 28: standardized evolution and trend of the class struggle frame 
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The “global politics” frame 

The global politics frame shows a strong decline from a high in 1969, before peaking again 

in 1980. A new decline sets in, followed by a continued strong period from 1986 to 1988, 

and a new peak in 1991. This amounts to a steady increase, mostly due to peaks becoming 

more frequent as time progresses. This trend we see in the standardized graph is almost 

completely identical. 

 

Figure 29: cumulative evolution and trend of the global politics frame  

 

Figure 30: standardized evolution and trend of the global politics frame 
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The “life under capitalism” frame 

The life under capitalism frame shows a steady decrease from 1972 to 1989, capped off by 

a steady increase to a peak in 1995 and started off by an even stronger peak in 1969. 

 

Figure 31: cumulative evolution and trend of the life under capitalism frame 

In the standardized trend the steady decline from 1972 to 1989 is less visible, whereas 

both peaks have become even more prominent. 

 

Figure 32: standardized evolution and trend of the life under capitalism frame 
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The “self-referential” frame 

The evolution we see for the self-referential frame is very irregular, which is explained by 

the small share this frame has in the overall corpus. This makes the frame more sensitive 

to the fact that our corpus is only a sample of the totality of texts produced by these 

groups, and makes the findings for this frame statistically less robust. 

The tendency we see, however, is clear in spite of the erratic movements of the graph: a 

quite strong decline as time progresses. 

 

Figure 33: cumulative evolution and trend of the self-referential frame 

The standardized graph is even more irregular and difficult to follow, as it makes the 

impact of very small topics that are part of this frame even bigger. 
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Figure 34: standardized evolution and trend of the self-referential frame 

The “repression” frame 

The graph for the repression frame is hard to interpret. It shows peaks in the 1972-1975, 

the 1981-1982 and the 1990-1993 periods, but is constant between the 5 and 10% marks. 

The overall evolution is therefore difficult to interpret, linear regression showing a 

decrease, the mathematically more sound logarithmic regression showing an increase. 

 

Figure 35: cumulative evolution and trend of the repression frame 
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The standardized evolution is easier to make sense of, showing an evolution in three 

phases. An increase from 1969 to 1973, turning into a new decrease until 1979. Then, a 

new increase starts, peaking in 1982 before turning into a new decline, with a new 

fluctuation from 1989 to 1995. 

 

Figure 36: standardized evolution and trend of the repression frame 

5.3 Analysis of frame time series 

Based on the ideological profiles we developed of all twelve groups in the previous chapter 

and the different periods in which these groups were active, we posited the theory that as 

time progressed, FCOs tended to exhibit a growing split in worldview and self-identity. The 

development of the frames throughout our corpus seems to confirm this theory. 

The first two trends that seem to confirm our overall theory are the increase of the attack 

frame over time and the decrease of the revolutionary frame. The revolutionary frame 

links the practice of violence to the ideology that calls for a revolution. As such, its 

presence indicates the integration of violent practice and ideology in a single 

understanding. Its decrease over time suggests increasing detachment of the groups’ 

understanding of their own actions from their worldviews over time. The increase of the 

attack frame confirms this: actions are no longer considered within a larger ideological 

framework, but come to stand on their own. They are discussed in isolation, separately 

from the larger ideological perspective of a ‘revolution’.  

The fact that the ‘attack’ frame peaks during the eighties gives credibility to our idea that 

this separation was heralded by an increase in attention for the concrete battle with the 
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state and a decreased focus on ideology in general. It was from this imbalance that the 

separation of both issues in the third phase developed. This is confirmed by the fact that 

focus on the political opponent in the global politics frame was high during this period, 

while attention to the lives of the ordinary people for whom the groups were supposedly 

struggling was at its lowest point. 

The idea that the way FCOs understood their own violence in three phases seems to be 

confirmed by the first two frames. Lots of attention to the idea of a revolution and less 

focus on concrete attacks could stem from an understanding of these attacks within the 

ideological idea of a revolution. This is the monistic first phase. It is followed by a 

decreased presence of the idea of a revolution, offset by a peak in the attention to attacks. 

This indicates the focus comes to lie completely on the active fight against the 

government. Even though the ideological idea of a revolution is still behind this fight 

(indicated by a few peaks in the revolutionary frame and the highest point of the class 

struggle frame), its decreased visibility leads to an imbalance within this monistic 

conception: the violence starts to eclipse the ideology within which it is understood. In the 

third phase, this eclipse results in the divorce: the revolutionary frame continues to 

decline while the attack frame settles at a high level and does not increase any further, 

even receding a little. Both continue to be part of the discourse of FCO’s, but they have 

become separated. The revolutionary frame continues to decline, as the understanding of 

concrete actions has now completely disappeared, while the overtly strong focus on 

attacks becomes less necessary: they are now naturally understood on their own, and no 

longer need additional attention to be highlighted as distinct. 

The decrease of the ideological analysis frame lends further credibility to this theory: as 

violence is no longer part of the things to be ideologically analyzed, the number of subjects 

to which ideological analysis can be applied decreases, and so the frame recedes. The high 

point of ideological analysis during the seventies furthermore coincides with what we 

conceptualized as the monistic phase of FCO ontology. What gives even more credit to this 

analysis is the fact that the attention to economic issues and issues within the political left 

increased over time. Although these frames contain analysis that is not exclusively Marxist, 

we can assume that economic and intra-leftist analysis were at least for a large part 

conducted within a Marxist worldview, confirming the idea that FCO’s did not abandon 

their Marxist worldviews, but that only their understanding of their actions split from it. A 

more detailed analysis is necessary to confirm this, however, as both frames also contain 

non-ideological analysis. 

The decline in self-reference goes well with our idea that the bifurcation of actions and 

worldview caused “ideological fatigue”. As ideology and violence are the two things that 

sustain an FCO, a separation of these two amounts to a split in the identity of this group, 
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which causes more and more problems to figure out what it stands for. In this light, self-

reference becomes problematic, for it becomes less and less clear who the “self” is to 

whom can be referred. This decreased sense of purpose and loss of self-identity are what 

we have called “ideological fatigue”. 

5.4 Evidence of “ideological fatigue”  

The way in which the frames we established evolve through our corpus is consistent with 

our theory of ideological fatigue, but it does not confirm it. Other explanations for the 

evolutions we saw could be devised, and so we need additional evidence to substantiate 

the idea of a bifurcation in worldview/ideology and violence/self-identity. Such smoking-

gun evidence cannot be found at the level of frames. We need to return to the topics 

themselves and confront our theory with the actual discourse espoused in these topics.  

First, we will look at the evolution of some key topics in which violence and ideology are 

distinctly overlapping, or in which they are distinctly separated from one another. We 

expect the first type to increase over time and the second to decrease. Another way in 

which we will look for conclusive proof, is by close reading. We’ll look for examples of our 

theory at the text level through qualitative as well as quantitative analysis in this section. 

Finally, we will seek to reproduce the results we found in all of our corpus for the R.A.F. 

alone, as it is the only group for which we have documents available for a period of time 

spanning multiple decades: if the evolution we predicted exists, it should be evident in the 

discourse voiced by the R.A.F.  

5.4.1 Discursive bifurcation at the topic level 

When we drew up the ideological profiles of all groups in our corpus in the previous 

chapter, we found that topics in which violence was understood separately from ideology 

and in which ideological visions were discussed without reference to concrete action were 

more present in the more recent groups, while earlier groups tended to show topics in 

which both were present more strongly. Can we find this tendency when we look at all of 

our corpus? 

When discussing the ideological profiles, we established that topic 16 and topic 19, 

although both relating to the idea of a revolution and the call for one, and although we 

found both are part of the same frame, differ on one very important point. Topic 16 is 

more concerned with the way leading to this revolution, the practical questions; whereas 

topic 19 is more concerned with the reasons for this revolution and the context in which 

this revolution is to happen. Topic 19 sees “the revolution” solely as an abstract concept in 

an abstract worldview. Topic 16 sees it within the same abstract line of reasoning, but it is 

concerned with the question how this revolution can happen as well as with the larger 
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understanding of it. The focus on the path towards a revolution in topic 16 is absent from 

topic 19. As such, topic 16 has an integrated understanding of action and ideology, it links 

the concrete dimensions of a revolution to the abstract worldview that calls for them, 

which is clear from words like “movement”, “development”, “organization”, “class”, 

“revolution”, “level”, “conditions” and “struggles”. The concrete specific situation of the 

revolution is not considered in topic 19, which only espouses the ideological need for a 

revolution and thus has a more separated understanding of ideology and action. As it does 

not discuss any specifics on how this revolution could happen, it does not link the 

worldview that motivates the idea of a revolution to any concrete actions on the ground. 

Thus, in the light of our theory of the bifurcation in violence/worldview, we obviously 

expect topic 16 to decrease over time, and topic 19 to increase. 

The predicted decline of topic 16, offset by the increase in topic 19 is exactly what we see 

when we map out the evolution of the share both topics have in our corpus through time. 

Topic 16 declines by 

almost five percent 

on the logarithmic 

scale between 1969 

and 1995, and by 

three percent on the 

linear scale, according 

to the trend lines. 

This constitutes more 

than an almost a 

halving, a clear 

indication that the 

integration of the 

idea of revolution and 

the actions that 

should make this 

revolution happen 

decreases during this 

period. Topic 19’s 

increase from 4 to 

almost 8% on the 

logarithmic scale, and 

from 6 to more then 

7,5% on the linear 

scale, tells us that the 

Figure 37: the evolution of topic 16's share in the entire corpus through time 

Figure 38: the evolution of topic 19's share in the entire corpus through time 
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opposite is also true, i.e., the understanding of the revolution in its isolation, detached 

from a concrete process that should make this revolution happen, was on the rise during 

this period. Both these time series confirm our hypothesis that a group’s violence, a 

group’s action, and therefore a group’s self-identity became more and more divorced from 

a group’s worldview over time. 

We find further proof in the 

following graph, which 

shows the evolution of 

topics 7,28, 34, 39, 47 and 

85. While these topics form 

no real frame together – 

they deal with different 

events and have different 

perspectives – they share 

one thing, they discuss 

attacks and attack 

campaigns without 

referring to ideology, worldview or anything related to Marxist philosophy. They are only 

concerned with the actions themselves and everything directly surrounding them, and do 

not contain any reference whatsoever to the situation of these actions in a systematic 

worldview, let alone a Marxist one. We see for almost all of them an increase over time, 

confirming our idea that the tendency to understand actions without any ideological 

framework increases over 

time. Furthermore, the fact 

that the highest peaks are 

seen in the early eighties, 

although an overall 

increase is clearly visible, 

confirms our 

conceptualization of this 

process In three phases, 

where in the second phase 

more attention is awarded 

to the attacks themselves 

altogether. This trend is confirmed when we map out the cumulative evolution of these 

topics. When we add their respective shares together, like we did for the topics belonging 

to the same frame, the trend clearly shows a strong increase, a doubling for the linear 

trend, an increase by factor 4 for the logarithmic trend. And indeed, we see the same peak 

Figure 39: the evolution of the shares of topics 7, 28, 34, 39, 47 and 85 in the 

entire corpus through time 

Figure 40: the evolution of the cumulative share of topics 7, 28, 34, 39, 47 

and 85 in the entire corpus through time 
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during the early and mid-eighties appearing. This provides further evidence to substantiate 

that our theory of a bifurcation in three phases is in fact correct. 

There is one final piece of evidence that is relevant in this matter. To find it, we must take 

a look at the “ideological analysis” frame, the frame in which we collected issues that were 

framed in a Marxist worldview, without regard to the nature of the issue. In the frame, we 

find two topics related to violence and group actions, topics 16 and 71, which we expect to 

decline. We already 

established this 

decline for topics 

16, but topic 71 

shows a similar 

pattern, although 

the decline is not as 

strong as it was for 

topic 71. 

Also in the 

ideological analysis 

frame are topics 1, 

5, 21 and 27. Topics 1 and 21 deal with philosophical analysis, topic 5 with the analysis of 

the lives of the working people (during the analysis of the A.I.C. ideological profile, we 

established that the references to revolutionary issues late in the topic are either not 

unambiguously talking about concrete action or are not that strongly linked to the topic) 

and topic 27 deals with economic issues. Three (1, 5, 27) of these topics show increase, 

only one of both philosophical topics declines, and less strongly than the other one 

increases at that. 

  

Figure 41: the evolution of the share of topic 71 in the entire corpus through time 
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Figure 42: the evolution of the share of topics 1, 5, 21 and 27 (topics in the "ideological analysis" frame not 

dealing with violence or revolution) in the entire corpus through time 

This indicates that the decline in ideological analysis of violence and actions cannot be 

attributed to a decline in ideological analysis overall. Ideology continues to play an 

important role in other areas, a more important role even. It is just the self-committed 

violence and actions that are less often analyzed ideologically. The overall decline in 

ideological analysis we saw earlier in this chapter can be attributed to the dive ideological 

analysis of violence took; in fact, had we left out the topics dealing with violence, 

ideological analysis would have increased. This means militant groups do not lose the 

worldview that motivated them to turn to violence nor did they become less ideologically 

hardline, as some have argued49. It is the fact that they no longer understand their 

violence within this ideology that causes “ideological fatigue”, not a decline in belief in this 

ideology itself. The increase in ideological analysis of issues not related to the violence the 

groups commits proves this50. 

5.4.2 Close reading analysis 

The next step in our argument is to substantiate the quantitative findings we presented in 

the previous section with concrete examples. We will show that the evolutions we found 

on a statistical level, can also be witnessed when reading the actual texts.  

                                                        
49

 Gvineria, G. "How Does Terrorism End?" Social Science for Counterterrorism. Ed. Davis, P. and Kragin 
K. New York: Rand Corporation (2009): 257-298. 
50

 Idem. 
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One of the best texts to illustrate the integrated understanding of movement’s violence 

and self-identity on the one hand, and its worldview and ideology on the other hand, is the 

6th manifesto written by the Angry Brigade in 197051. The text is a very fine examples of 

the monistic conception of violence and ideology we thought to be standard to militant 

organizations. It shows how, to the Brigade, its violence cannot be understood or even 

perceived separately from a larger ideological framework and how this worldview only 

makes sense if it is accompanied by the practice of political violence. The following 

citations from this manifest show this holistic understanding of violence, identity and 

ideology: 

“The question is not whether the revolution will be violent. Organised militant 

struggle and organised terrorism go side by side. These are the tactics of the 

revolutionary class movement. Where two or three revolutionaries use organised 

violence to attack the class system... there is the Angry Brigade. Revolutionaries all 

over England are already using the name to publicise their attacks on the system.” 

“No revolution was ever won without violence.” 

“Just as the structures and programmes of a new revolutionary society must be 

incorporated into every organised base at every point in the struggle, so must 

organised violence accompany every point of the struggle until, armed the 

revolutionary working class overthrows the capitalist system52.” 

We find the same combined understanding of militancy and revolution in the famous 

Weather Underground paper ‘You don’t need a weathermen to know which way the wind 

blows’: 

“And the Richmond Oil Strike was exciting because the militant fight for 

improvement of material conditions was part and parcel of an attack on 

international monopoly capital. The numbers and militancy of people mobilized for 

these struggles has consistently surprised the left, and pointed to the potential 

power of a class-conscious mass movement53.” 

The same ontological conception of violence is found in the equally famous R.A.F. 

manifesto ‘the Urban Guerilla Concept’. The R.A.F. states:  

                                                        
51

 Carr, G. The Angry Brigade: A history of Britain's first urban guerilla group. Oakland: PM Press 
(1975/2005).  
52

 The Angry Brigade, Communique 6 (1970): 1-2. 
53

 Weather Underground, You don’t need a weathermen to know which way the wind blows, 18/6/1969, 
18. 
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“The urban guerilla struggle is based on an understanding that there will be no 

Prussian-style marching orders, which so many so-called revolutionaries are 

waiting for to lead the people into revolutionary struggle. It is based on the 

analysis that by the time the conditions are right for armed struggle, it will be too 

late to prepare for it. It is based on the recognition that without revolutionary 

initiatives in a country with as much potential for violence as the Federal Republic, 

there will be no revolutionary orientation when the conditions for revolutionary 

struggle are more favourable, as they soon will be given the political and economic 

developments of late capitalism"54 

Struggle, violence and revolution are understood as intertwined, in the thinking of the 

R.A.F., the one cannot go without the other. A remarkable excerpt from ‘the Urban 

Guerilla Concept’ in this light, is the following one: 

“The question frequently asked, as to whether we would have proceeded with the 

breakout if we had known that Linke would be shot, can only be answered with a 

no. The question of what we would have done if is ambiguous, pacifist, moralistic, 

platonic, and detached. Anyone who thinks seriously about the breakout would not 

pose this question, but would think it through for himself. In asking this question, 

people only want to see if we are as brutal as the Springer Press claims. It’s like an 

interrogation in catechism class. It is an attempt to trivialize the question of 

revolutionary violence, by treating revolutionary violence and bourgeois violence 

as the same thing, which leads nowhere.”55 

This paragraph is very interesting, for it proves that a monistic conception of violence is 

not only present in theoretical ideological passages on violence, but also when the 

understanding of violence is not the subject. The understanding of violence that is 

implicitly expressed in this quote aligns perfectly with the way violence is understood in 

explicit discussions of the matter: the violence practiced by the R.A.F. can only be 

understood in an ideological framework, trying to understand it in another framework is a 

misguided effort.  

Let us compare this to the following citations taken from C.C.C. manifesto’s. 

“The attack on the headquarters of Honeywell Europe, situated alongside the 

Honeywell S.A. building, whose activities are limited to Belgium, was achieved by 

means of a strong explosive charge that our unit placed there in spite of police 

                                                        
54

 Rote Armee Fraktion, The Urban Guerilla Concept, 1/4/1971, 15. 
55

 The Urban Guerilla Concept, 3. 
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arrangements and the security measures adopted by Honeywell (cameras, guards, 

etc.)56.” 

 “However, we chose to attack banks as a function of the particular characteristics 

which linked them to each campaign: the BBL, the SGB, and the KB, which were 

directly identified by the proletariat as the bloodsuckers of the world of the 

workers, and the MHB as an aggressive representative of the imperialist economic 

order (in connection with Third World debt) for the 'Karl Marx Campaign.' The Bank 

of America was chosen for the 'Pierre Akkerman Campaign' as a 'symbol' of 

decadent, warmongering capitalism57.” 

“The 'vanguards' of the working class who do not conduct all their efforts with an 

aim to achieving the seizure of power by the masses and the waging of 

revolutionary violence quickly become 'rearguards', floundering in revisionism, 

reformism and treachery58.” 

The first two quotations show a different perspective on violence than the quotes we 

previously discussed. The attacks are discussed in a more strategic, less ideological 

perspective. The citations present violence as making sense in the light of a war with the 

government, the banking world, the NATO,… The discursive framing of violence is no 

longer Marxist, but more military. The third quotation then, expresses elements of the 

third phase in the evolution of the ontology of violence. Violence is understood here not as 

a hinge to spark revolution, but rather as that what makes a “vanguard” group a proper 

“vanguard” group. Violence is strongly linked to self-identity but barely to a revolutionary 

ideology or a worldview, indicating the growing separation between the two. 

It is easy to find excerpts of communiques issued by groups during the eighties that show 

the same sentiment as the first two C.C.C. quotations. The following statements by the 

R.A.F. and D.A., N17 and GRAPO discursively situate their attacks and their violence in a 

real war, and as such strategical notions feature strongly. Ideology is far less prominent, in 

comparison to the first phase, it is replaced by a rhetoric of combat in which the direct 

enemy and the material struggle against him are more visible than the worldview which 

motivates this struggle. 

“An open process, oriented on the common attack, with the goal of breaking the 

imperialist strategy in the centers themselves59.” 

                                                        
56

 C.C.C., Communique on the Bombing of Honeywell's Office in Brussels, 8/10/1984. 
57

 C.C.C., Communique on the Bombing of the Bank of America in Antwerp, 4/12/1985. 
58

 C.C.C., On Armed Struggle, 4/1985. 
59

 R.A.F. and D.A., For the unity of West European revolutionaries, 1/1985. 



200 
 

“As we have also declared in the past, the US military forces in our country 

constitute an occupation force, and as such we will strike against anyone who is a 

member of this force or an agent of its secret services. Our action today is the 

fourth anti-American anti-imperialist action in one year. The three previous actions 

are the bomb attack in Rendis suburb against the US military bus which was 

carrying military personnel who maintained US nuclear warheads in our country; 

the bomb attack in Kavouri, against a US bus which was carrying the mercenary 

staff of a fighter bomber plane which is sent on missions to terrorize and bomb 

Middle East countries; and the bomb which failed to explode in Filothei against 

(Carros), the agent of the Army's secret service DIA60.” 

“Therefore, we, the GRAPO, repeat that we will continue to attack fiercely, 

because there will not be any real changes. Our targets will be the repressive 

apparatus of the state, the monopolies and their highest representatives61. “ 

Let us than take a look at some pamphlets circulated by the German movements during 

the early nineties. First let’s consider those by the R.A.F. 

“Therefore, our attack must now be aimed in two directions, one specifically for 

the realization of the prisoners' demand and the building of a revolutionary 

counter-power in Western Europe, and the other the beginning of a long phase of 

struggle against the newly arisen Greater German - Western European world 

power62.” 

“The fact that after our attack on Rohwedder they immediately considered 

stopping the Monday demonstrations fits perfectly into this line of thought63.” 

“with our action, we have once again increased this pressure and made the 

urgency real. we think that this can be utilized. “we demand the closure of the 

weiterstadt prison”! 64” 

The last two statements show no longer any notion of ideology whatsoever. They express 

an understanding of the conducted attacks that is based on a “normal”, non-revolutionary 

political view. In fact, many revolutionaries would probably call the last statement 

“reformist”: there is no way in which the closure of a prison contributes to the revolution 

                                                        
60

 N17, Communique on the assassination of US Navy Captain William Nordeen in Athens, 28/6/1988. 
61

 GRAPO, Communique on the Bombing of a Government Building in Valencia, the Assassination of a 

National Policeman in Valencia and of a Member of the Guardia Civil in Corogna, 4/1983. 
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 R.A.F., Communique on the Attempted Assassination of Hans Neusel, State Secretary in the German 

Ministry of the Interior in Cologne, 27/7/1990. 
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 R.A.F., Communique on the Assassination of Detlev Rohwedder, President of Treuhandanstalt, in 

Dusseldorf, 1/4/1991. 
64

 R.A.F., Statement of the RAF Kommando Katharina Hammerschmidt, 30/3/1993. 
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whatsoever. This of course does not mean that ideology is completely absent from the 

pamphlets, rather the opposite! But the prevalence of ideological issues strongly recedes 

when violence, struggle or attacks are discussed. The first statement seems to refer to 

ideology, but when we analyze it closely, we see it actually does not. The “building of a 

revolutionary counter-power” and the “beginning of a long phase of struggle against the 

newly arisen Greater German - Western European world power” are revolutionary calls, 

but they are not grounded in any Marxist ideology. What they in fact do call for, is a 

strengthening of the R.A.F. as an organization. Like the statement by the C.C.C. we 

discussed earlier, attacks and violence are not framed in an ideological light, but in the 

discussion of the group’s identity. Attacks are understood as linked to who the attackers 

are, but not as linked to ideology, testifying to the growing bifurcation between the two.  

The A.I.C. as a group is an excellent illustration of this point. The group is very much 

concerned with ideology and it does not shy away from abstract theoretical discussion. 

This concern with ideology however, very quickly evaporates when specific attacks come 

under discussion. A very good illustration for this is the listing in a 1992 communique of a 

series of recent anti-imperialist attacks, which is accompanied by no ideological 

legitimation at all of why these attacks would contribute to the revolutionary cause65. The 

following citation confirms this idea: 

“Out of the identity with and connection to the struggles in South East Asia, Africa, 

and Latin America, we tried to make a violent break and to establish ourselves. 

That which Che called the period of survival and anchoring meant for us here the 

phase of pushing through a concept which will live on and be taken up, even in 

times when the existing illegal armed groups are defeated66.” 

Violence is understood as a means to affirm self-identity, to legitimize the group’s 

existence in its own eyes, but nowhere is violence situated in a larger understanding of the 

world, which very much was the case in the early seventies, we saw. This transition from a 

monistic to a dualistic understanding of one’s own violent actions is nowhere as clear as in 

the texts of the Red Brigades. Let us compare two citations, one made during an interview 

just before the Red Brigades split into two faction, the other one four years after, in 

legitimation of the assassination of a university professor. 
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“Through concrete solidarity; through militant aid; through political support among 

the forces who fight for communism in the liberation struggle of people against 

imperialist oppression67.” 

“For these reasons, the Red Brigades have made the militant anti-imperialist 

struggle an indispensable point of their program, a constant of their own political 

thrust and of their own combatant practice, as demonstrated by the capture of 

General Dozier and the execution of the 'diplomat' Hunt68.” 

The first statement offers a holistic view on violence, seeing it in relation a wider 

movement as well as to an abstract worldview. The second statement, made only four 

years later (but after a split in the group as well as a wave of arrests) relates “the militant 

anti-imperialist struggle” only to elements of their self-image. “Their program”, “their 

thrust”, “their combatant practice”: these words do not refer to any larger structure, the 

violence is only related to who the group is. Violence is what typifies the group, it is what 

constitutes its self-identity – something it also did earlier - but the violence and the 

identity it constitutes are no longer strongly related to a larger perspective on the world. It 

is hard to find two quotes that are such a clear illustration of respectively the monistic and 

the dualistic conception of violence.  

The size of our corpus allows for far more examples of a similar kind to be found, but the 

ones we enumerated above clearly provide a textual foundation for the statistical findings 

we presented in this chapter. We can find numerous concrete instances of the transition 

we posited based on data-analysis in the content of the texts we analyzed digitally. This 

further solidifies our theory. 

5.4.3 The Rote Armee Fraktion’s understanding of violence 

A final way in which we will look for changes in the ontology of violence, is by zooming in 

from our corpus to a single group, viz. the R.A.F, as they are the only group that was 

relatively active over this whole period and managed to maintain a steady textual output. 

We will verify whether our theory concerning the progressive split between ideology and 

ontology of violence can be discerned in the discursive evolutions of three generations of 

R.A.F. texts.  

We could redo the whole statistical analysis of frames and topics we have done for the 

whole corpus. However, in order to keep our analysis moving forward, we will only discuss 
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the evolution of the few topics we identified as key intersections. Subsequently, we will 

focus our attention on the one period we have not discussed yet so far, 1995-1998. 

Evolutions in discursive conception of violence over movement generations 

If we take a look at the evolution of topics 19 and 71, which we identified as key topics in 

which violence and ideology are understood in a mutually sustaining fashion, we get a 

graph whose interpretation is far less straightforward than the one we got for the corpus 

as a whole. However, if we put this diagram next to the history of the R.A.F., we’ll see that 

it actually makes a lot of sense. 

The R.A.F. is often conceptualized in three phases, coinciding with the leadership of 

different generations of the group. The first generation, strongly identified with Baader, 

Meinhof and Ensslin dominated the group from its foundation, and continued to do so 

from prison until their deaths in 1977. After this, the members who were formerly 

associated with the Socialist Patients’ Collective led the group until the mid-eighties, when 

a number of members left the group and its activities reached a historic low. A third 

generation took over until the groups’ last action in 1993. Hoffman was the first to 

(implicitly) conceptualize the R.A.F.’s history in this fashion69. 

If we take a look at 

topics 71 in mind, 

we see the same 

pattern arise three 

times. A steady 

decline from a high 

in the early 

seventies to a deep 

in 1977; a decline 

from a peak in the 

early eighties to a 

low in 1984; and a 

third decline from a peak the late eighties, this third peak however, being by far the 

smallest one and the decline from there on by fat the least spectacular one.  
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In each generation anew, we see a diminishing integration of violence and ideology. The 

overall image is also consistent with our conceptualization in three phases: during the first 

generation, topic 71 as representing unified understanding of actions and the wider world, 

remained quite strong overall at every moment despite its decline, while the third 

generation apart from 1998 never really had any moment on which this integration was 

strong at all.  

Topic 16 gives us the same clear image for the first and third generation, but the graph 

does not fit our theory for the second generation. A possible explanation for this would be 

the lower number of data, but an interesting option would be the fact that during the mid-

eighties, the R.A.F. came in closer contact with other militant organizations. It sought and 

formed an alliance 

with Action Directe 

and intensified 

contacts with the 

Red Brigades, the 

Revolutionary Cells, 

while the second 

generation, which 

was in charge, also 

had a history in 

other guerilla 

movements such as 

the 2 June 

Movement and the Socialist Patients’ Collective70. This quest to broaden its horizons and 

talk to, negotiate and eventually collaborate with other violent communist groups was first 

spelled out in the group’s infamous 1982 May Paper71. We will not venture further into 

this topic, but we would speculate that interaction with other groups strengthened the 

R.A.F.’s monistic and ideological conception of violence, as it saw this conception 

confirmed in the worldview of other groups. This made it more resistant to the influence 

of other discourses it interacted with that constructed a dualist, terrorist conception of the 

R.A.F.’s violence, such as the discourse voiced by the German media. 

1998: a self-constructed tomb stone for the R.A.F. 

Almost all of our diagrams so far only ran until 1995, ignoring the most recent, eight-page 

long text in our corpus, published by the R.A.F. in 1998. In this manifest, the R.A.F., after 

about three years of complete silence, announced in a document sent to the Keulen 

                                                        
70

 Projectiles for the People, 616-618. 
71

 Dancing with Imperialism, 206-248. 

Figure 44: evolution of the prevalence of topic 16 in R.A.F. texts over time 
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department of Reuters that it was abolishing itself. “Vor fast 28 Jahren, am 14. Mai 1970, 

entstand in einer Befreiungsaktion die RAF. Heute beenden wir dieses Projekt. Die 

Stadtguerrilla in Form der RAF ist nun Geschichte,” reads the dramatical first paragraph of 

the text72.  

Now, why have we ignored the text so far? The fact that it is unique in its genre (no similar 

dissolution notices exist) cannot play a role, as we also only have one set of meeting 

minutes and only a few interviews, for instance. The main reason is the two-year gap 

preceding 1998 in which we have no texts available – and in which the R.A.F. did not write 

any texts at all - which makes the text less useful on a heuristic level for diachronic analysis 

of our corpus. But part of the explanation is also that the manifest in which (allegedly) the 

R.A.F. abolished itself is 

worlds apart from any 

other text in our corpus.  

That the text is in fact 

quite unique is apparent 

from two things: the fact 

that it frequently breaks 

the trend we’ve 

established so far in our 

research, and the fact 

that it has its own topic 

devoted to it. The first 

point is obvious when 

we take a look at the 

evolution of the 

revolutionary frame 

without stopping it in 

1995: it breaks the 

gradual tendency of 

decline, which was quite 

steady ever since 1986. 

Even when applying a 

standardized rather than 

a cumulative way of calculating, accounting for the huge 13% share topic 80 has for 1998, 

it is clear that the revolutionary frame is vastly overrepresented in the 1998 text. To 

illustrate the second point, looking at the text of the 1998 R.A.F. text and the content of 
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topic 80 shows us a huge correspondence. Our topic model confirms this: topic 80 is the 

dominant topic in 25 out of 73 paragraphs. 

This tells us there is something peculiar about not just the subject (auto-dissolution) but 

also the content of the text the R.A.F. sent into the world in 1998, and diligent close 

reading immediately tells us what. 

In the text, the still unknown authors in fact make the very analysis about the 

understanding of violence in relation to ideology we are making here. They state that the 

reason the R.A.F. failed to remain relevant was due to a failure to convey the larger 

framework within which the armed struggle had to be understood: 

“The RAF's notion of armed action at the focal point of the struggle placed less 

importance on the political and cultural processes outside of the political-military 

struggle. Overcoming this strategic direction, which had come from the 

fundamental structure of the concept in the 1970s, should have been a 

precondition for any new revolutionary project. The front could not become this 

new liberation project to remove the distinctions between the movements and the 

guerrilla.  

“In the 1980s, the RAF operated under the assumption that a social-revolutionary 

approach lay in the attacks on the central power structures of imperialism. With 

this approach, the RAF's politics became increasingly abstract. This led to a split of 

what should be united: anti-imperialism and social revolution. The social 

revolutionary outlook disappeared from the theory and praxis of the RAF. The 

orientation became reduced to the anti-imperialist line, and the result of this was 

the anti-imperialist front. The RAF was not a factor in social questions. This was a 

fundamental mistake. Subsuming all social and political content under the anti-

imperialist attack against the "entire system" produced false divisions instead of a 

process of unity; and it led to a lack of identity on concrete questions and the 

content of the struggle73.” (emphasis ours) 

This is of course not exactly the analysis we’re making. Both have in fact only their historic 

dimensions in common: our approach investigates discourse and ontology, while the 

authors are concerned with political strategy. This also explains why the authors claim that 

this split was a flawed choice rather than the structural development we have shown it to 

be. However, this realization remains very remarkable in that it is the only time in our 

corpus a group shows awareness of the evolutions in its ideology, its identity and its 

perception of its violence. Other documents, and the R.A.F. in particular, have shown 
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concern with historic reflection – the 1982 May Paper we discussed earlier was an 

example of this – on its position and its actions. Yet this never quite led to a profound 

understanding of the changes the group went through, until this communique. 

“The resonance within the society remained limited, because the proposal to 

create consciousness in the society and to break the consensus between the state 

and the society - a central moment of any revolutionary process - disappeared. 

Instead, the RAF sought to destroy the state's dominance of control by increasing 

the intensity of its attacks. The priority shifted to the military dimension. This 

emphasis remained throughout the 1980s and it defined our struggle74.” 

This quote clarifies that to the R.A.F., this matter was a choice. The group, according to the 

authors, prioritized military over political and social dimensions and emphasized violence, 

indicating that it could also have chosen to do differently. Here, we disagree with the 

authors of the communique: no previous communiques ever showed this type of active 

reflection and awareness of the way in which the R.A.F. conceived its violence and as such, 

no alternatives were thought of and no choice was possible. It is only retrospective 

analysis of political discourse that can lead to this awareness that in talking about violence, 

one constructs a nature for this violence. The speaker is not aware of the fact that he 

constructs a nature for reality when he describes it. Despite this, the core of our analysis 

and the one the authors of the dissolution notice made, is the same. The R.A.F. suffered 

from an imbalance in its discourse on armed struggle and on the revolutionary process as a 

whole.  

“We wanted to transform a concept which had arisen from the 1968 movement 

into a new, social revolutionary and internationalist concept in tune with the 

1990s. This was a time when we sought for something new, but - weighed down by 

the dogmas of the past years - we did not go radically enough beyond the old 

concept. So we made the same mistakes which all of us made after 1977: We 

overestimated the support for this continuity of our conception of struggle. 

Fundamentally, the danger exists of discrediting armed struggle when it is 

maintained without explaining how it concretely advances the revolutionary 

process and leads to a strengthening of the liberation struggle. It is important to 

deal with this issue in a responsible manner, because otherwise the armed struggle 

becomes discredited - even for another situation, in which it is needed again75.” 

We have shown that this imbalance does not stem from a strategic choice, but from a 

changing ontology of violence. A growing divergence between its ideology and its view on 
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violence and identity caused the way in which the R.A.F. conceived its own violence to 

change, which led to the changes the authors of the 1998 communique analyzed. Their 

awareness of these changes is a remarkable moment of historical hindsight. It disproves 

allegations that the third generation of the R.A.F. was less ideologically versed than the 

previous ones, as many leftist sympathizers, former R.A.F. members and scholars have 

asserted76. 

5.5 Developments in militant ontological discourse  

This chapter has provided evidence to confirm the theory we formulated at the end of the 

previous chapter concerning the changes in the conception of self-conducted violence by 

“terrorists”.  

The ideological profiles we drafted in the previous chapter suggested that in the rhetoric 

of the earliest FCOs, during the late sixties and early-mid seventies, there was a tendency 

for topics which combined the discussion of violence and ideology to be strongly 

represented. For groups from the eighties, topics dealing with attacks, violence and the 

direct struggle with the state as an opponent were the most prevalent. During the 

nineties, groups were once again interested in ideology, but this time not in conjunction 

with the discussion of violence, but separated from it. This evolution obviously betrays a 

change in the conception of violence. We originally stated that to someone committing 

violence for political reasons, violence must always be integrated in a worldview less it not 

be political. However, these profiles suggested a steady separation between the 

understanding of violence and the understanding of the world, a change from a monistic 

to a dualistic conception of violence. Violence eclipsing its ideological framework was the 

first step in this development, and prolonged neglecting of this ideological framework in 

the end led to growing separation.  

When we investigated the presence and variation of frames in our corpus, we saw that this 

variation was consistent with what we’d expect if the developments we outlined indeed 

took place. This was necessary evidence to confirm out theory, but no sufficient proof. It 

was the evolution of topics in which violence or ideology were discussed in isolation, as 

well as the topics in which both were discussed in a mutually integrated fashion that 

provided this sufficient proof. Close reading further confirmed this. When then proceeded 

to check whether we could find a three-step evolution in the in the way in which three 

generations of R.A.F. militant ontologically understood their own violence to be. 

Quantitative and qualitative research indeed suggested that all three generations of the 

R.A.F. as well as the group as a whole, transcending generations, showed a progressive 
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bifurcation in their understanding of violence on one hand and the way the world works 

on the other hand.  

Of course, this separation was never completed for the R.A.F. nor for any other group 

(topics in which both were integrated declined, but never disappeared), because 

otherwise, the group would literally have had no reason left to commit violence. But that a 

decline in the integration of violence in the ideology characterized the discourse of FCOs 

from 1969 to 1995 is beyond doubt in our sample of texts.  

This ontological development is far from academic or theoretical. We supposed earlier 

that every militant group had to have a monistic conception of violence because this 

monistic conception is what keeps a group motivated to use violence. No ideological 

foundations for using violence literally means there’s no reason for it, any violence 

committed in these circumstances is meaningless. Since its moral necessity is the main 

reason to start using violence for political purposes in first place, the disappearing of this 

reason is bound to put a huge strain on each organization77. We have called this a situation 

of “ideological fatigue”.  

5.5.1 Theoretical roots of “ideological fatigue” as a theory 

The very few studies that have conducted document analyses on texts produced by 

“communist terrorists” have produced results similar to or at least compatible with what 

we’ve presented over the last two chapters. The most extensive study dates from 1987 

already, and looks at 27 texts produced by Rote Zore, the R.A.F., the C.C.C., the F.R.A.P.78, 

the Red Brigades and Action Directe. Cordes contends that the main point of the 

communiques issued by these groups is auto-propaganda79. In its manifestoes, a group 

tries to convince itself that its actions are indeed righteous, legitimized and morally 

laudable, he claims.  

In our opinion, Cordes is right in stressing that the ones committing the violence must be 

convinced of its legitimacy, but we would put his picture on its head: Cordes argues that 

terrorists write texts to convince themselves that violence is OK, and that committing 

violence becomes more difficult as this self-convincing starts to fail. We argue right the 

opposite: for the “terrorists” violence is inherently legitimate as it is naturally integrated 

into their worldviews. They do not have to convince themselves of the righteousness of 

their actions as this assumption is the standard. If not, how did they end up committing 
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violence in the first place? The moral legitimacy of violence is the point of departure and it 

is instead the separation of both which is remarkable and ought to be researched.  

The reason why Cordes considers the illegitimacy of violence as the standard setting, even 

to the ones committing the violence, is because his research is conducted from a dualistic 

perspective on terrorism. To him an isolated understanding of violence comes natural, and 

he assumes that inversing this situation can only be temporary. We have argued that to 

start committing violence for a political purpose, one must first have a monistic 

conception of this violence and naturally understand it within a wider framework. As such, 

the transition to a dualist, isolated understanding of violence is what is remarkable to us. 

The problem with Cordes’ approach is that it tries to understand violence from a 

framework that was certainly not held by the ones committing the violence. In trying to 

maintain that terrorists had to conduct active auto-propaganda to convince themselves of 

their actions, he for instance argues that the members of these organizations almost never 

witnessed the destruction they caused, which is obviously untrue for the groups at hand. 

The many bank robberies, face-to-face shootings and hostage takings definitely involved 

witnessing the outcome. 

While his adherence to the traditional “terrorist” perspective hinders Cordes in the 

interpretation of his results, his findings are quite compatible with the ones we have 

presented here. He also argues that the attempts at forming an international front around 

1985 impacted positively on the self-perception of the groups involved. Cordes’ focus on 

the rhetoric of a real war being waged is something we too have stressed for the period of 

the eighties, although Cordes generalizes this. His look at the dehumanization of the 

enemy and the euphemistic labeling of a group’s own atrocious actions are very 

interesting avenues that we have not explored here. In this respect, Cordes’s use of 

Bandura’s theory on dehumanization comes close to Colvin’s analysis of morality in the 

texts of Ulrike Meinhof80.  

Colvin’s overview of how the discourse of Meinhof evolved before during and after her 

“terrorist” career in fact combines the angle of Cordes with ours. Colvin analyzes 

Meinhof’s texts to see how she constructed a world in which violence was appropriate as a 

tool for social change. She traces how Meinhof imagines post-war West Germany as a 

continuation of the Third Reich and the R.A.F.’s struggle as a belated resistance effort 

during a war against fascism which is not over yet. She too stresses the slow but steadily 

growing share of a war-like rhetoric in Meinhof’s texts, coinciding with our second phase. 

The ‘language trap’, the ever-shrinking circle of people deserving empathy, to which 

Meinhof fell prey according to Colvin, is a symptom of what we have called ideological 
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fatigue: as the R.A.F.’s identity coincides more and more solely with its violence due to the 

divorce of violence and identity from ideology, the group loses its capacity to positively 

identify with other people. The group’s identity is based on destructive violence and thus 

any identification can only be a negative one, based on violence. This causes a decreasing 

capacity for empathy, which Colvin describes81.  

Passmore, like Colvin, engages with texts written by Meinhof, but whereas Colvin sees 

Meinhof’s text as representational for the development of the R.A.F., Passmore is 

specifically interested in the inner working of the R.A.F. and the influence of Meinhof on 

the discursive construction of reality by the whole group82. Both works are part of a recent 

“biographical” turn in the research of communist terrorism, which is interested in the 

personal developments members of the R.A.F., the Red Brigades, etc went through83. The 

results of much research from this “biographical” perspective fits the theory we have 

formulated in this chapter in the same way Colvin’s work does: they show concrete 

instances of the way in which ideological fatigue affects a militant group. We also find the 

notion that ideological fatigue plays a role in how terrorism ends or is defeated in a few 

studies84. In “investigating disengagement in the R.A.F.”, Moghadam argues that the third 

generation succumbed to “interorganizational strife”85. The way he describes the process 

shows the effects of “ideological fatigue”, although he does not use the term. 

This small overview shows that the concept of ideological fatigue indeed fits the current 

state of research. Together with the empirical evidence we have provided in this chapter, 

this confirms the validity of the concept. We know what ideological fatigue is, what it looks 

like in practice, what its effects are and how it as a concept is positioned in the field. In this 

chapter and the previous one, we have discussed all practical dimensions of what a 

militant organization’s conception of its own violence looks like and how this ontological 

conception evolves, just like we did for the dualist, “terrorist” conception of violence in the 

first chapters. However, an important question remains: what causes this ideological 

fatigue? Where does it come from? Answering this question will be the subject of the last 

chapter, where it will align with the overall question of how these two ontological 

conceptions and constituting discourses relate to each other. The next chapter will 

specifically deal with discursive interaction. Our argument will be that the interaction of 
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different ideological discourses is what causes ideological fatigue: exposure to a dualist, 

terrorist conception of violence, especially through the use of media as a communication 

medium, is what causes ideological fatigue in militant groups. 
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CONCLUSION 

Towards a theory of the discursive 

construction of violence 

One of the purposes of this thesis was to learn how language is used to construct a type of 

political violence often called terrorism. In the first chapter, we illustrated that the 

categorization of terrorism is not based on the features of reality, but that it is a rhetorical 

effort. We called the type of language that is used to construct violence an ontological 

discourse – a discourse because it is a social, collective way of understanding reality, 

ontological because it is concerned with constructing an idea about what is, about a way 

of being, about the nature of things. We have shown that the ontological discourse that is 

used to construct terrorism portrays it as an objective category that exists in reality, 

independent of our recognition of it and independent of our collective discursive effort 

which is the actual origin of terrorism as a category. Since the discourse constructing 

terrorism denies its own social-constructivist efforts, we called it dualist. We proceeded by 

discussing how the constructed nature of terrorism impacts on our understanding of what 

we constructed to be terrorism: how does our way of labeling a political reality “terrorist” 

in nature affect what we can think about it? We discussed quite the effects that a terrorist 

ontology has on ideology, such as an increased capacity for cognitive dissonance, 

signification by binary opposition, a tendency to react emotionally and negligence of 

intentionality. 

In the second chapter, we traced the historic roots of this discourse and the category it 

constructs. We followed different discourses on “terrorism” through time and stated that 

our current comprehension of what terrorism is, was born after the Second World War 

and acquired what we called hegemony during the seventies, which means it became both 

the dominant and normative mode of understanding in society. We linked the hegemony 

of “terrorism” discourse to the rise of mass media. However, this hegemony does not 

mean that since the seventies everybody has had the same ideas on terrorism. It means 

that since then nearly everybody has the same conception of the nature of something 

described as terrorism. There is almost society-wide agreement on the ontology of 

terrorism, but the fact that we all talk about the same thing does not imply that we hold 

the same ideas on it. The ontology constructed by hegemonic terrorism discourse allows 

for a number of different ideologies on terrorism that continued to develop after the 

seventies1. We concluded this chapter by discussing the relation of the discursive model 

we constructed, containing hegemonic “terrorism” discourse as well as non-hegemonic 

discourses engaged in continuous interaction, to models of mass media communication. 
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The third chapter still dealt with terrorism discourse, but this time within the context of 

academic research. We proposed a dialectic relationship between terrorism discourse and 

the academic world. Academic research is influenced by terrorism discourse, we showed, 

yet this discourse for its reproduction benefits from its presence in research as well. 

In the second part of this thesis (starting with the fourth chapter) we moved from the 

analysis of hegemonic terrorism discourse to the analysis of non-hegemonic discourses on 

the same reality, which are often neglected, even in studies with a social-constructivist 

approach. While there are in theory any number of non-hegemonic discourses possible, 

we focused on conceptualizations informed by a revolutionary Marxist ideology. We 

explained that unlike hegemonic terrorism discourse, non-hegemonic discourses, when 

formulated by the ones conducting violence, is not dualistic but monist. When exercising 

violence, the act cannot be separated from any ideas that motivate it. Thus, any group that 

conducts political violence from a different ideology, holds a different ontology of violence 

and thus voices a different ontological discourse. Our findings for the discourse of what 

Alexander and Pluchinsky called “fighting communist organizations” thus cannot be 

generalized to for instance al-Qaeda or the K.K.K. The discourses these groups voice and 

the understanding of violence they hold are as different from one another as they are 

from hegemonic terrorism discourse. We analyzed the discourse of twelve militant Marxist 

groups by making a topic model of texts they published using MALLET. We compared the 

frequency of topics in the whole model to their use by specific groups. This allowed us to 

identify small ideological nuances between groups which have often been grouped 

together in a simplistic manner2. These profiles also show the systematic and consistent 

way in which every group built its ideology. While difficult to relate to reality, the systems 

of thought that motivated these groups were not “irrational” or thoughtless. We then 

placed the group profiles in chronological order to see whether we could see any 

ideological evolutions. Based on this we formulated the theory that through time, the 

groups we analyzed evolved from a monistic conception of violence to a dualistic 

conception. Whereas for the first groups, revolutionary action and Marxist ideology were 

part of the same system of thought, we see a separation between the two appear as time 

progresses. Ideology and worldview come to stand apart from the understanding of 

violent actions and their motivation, we speculated. 

We tested this hypothesis in the fifth chapter using the concept of framing. We first built 

frames out of different topics using AntConc. Then we investigated the development of 

these frames through the corpus as a whole, and this allowed us to confirm the theory 

that we had previously formulated in chapter four.  

                                                        
2
 Geifman, A. "The Liberal Left Opts for Terror." Terrorism and Political Violence 25.4 (2013): 550-560. 
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This now leaves us with the question of how this evolution can be explained. We will argue 

that it is due to the influence of hegemonic terrorism discourse. The contact of a non-

hegemonic conceptualization of violence with a very strong terrorism discourse affects the 

former, until it takes a new shape. The idea that it was contact with the mainstream idea 

of what terrorism is that caused this gradual shift, seems plausible, for it is a shift towards 

that mainstream conception. It steers away from the original monistic conceptualization, 

which saw violence within an ideology and as part of a larger worldview, to the dualistic 

conceptualization of violence typical of our hegemonic understanding that sees violence 

isolated and objectified.  

6.1 Interaction of hegemonic discourse and non-hegemonic 

discourse 

How does the interaction of hegemonic discourse and non-hegemonic discourse work in 

practice? We will argue that the answer to this question lies in the sphere of the mass 

media. For the perpetrators of violence, the aim is to communicate a message, whether to 

the working classes3, to the government4 or to the general public. And even if the aim is 

not to communicate a message, spectacular dimensions will without doubt attract 

attention and as soon as the media pick up on this violence, the message is 

communicated, even if this is against the will of the sender5. 

Political violence is always picked up by the media, and it gives the perpetrator a public far 

bigger than he could ever hope if he had not resorted to violence. Mass media profit from 

political violence, as it is a “hot” and “sensational” topic that is bound to draw attention, 

and violent activists profit from mass media as it gives them a large audience for their 

message, a mutually beneficial relationship described as symbiotic by Russell Farnen6.  

However, there is also an important disadvantage to mass media coverage for militant 

violent groups. Mass media use a “terrorist” conception of the political violence that 

communicates a message, unlike the ones performing the violence. In order for something 

to become news, it has to pass the “gatekeepers” of the mass media system: journalists, 

                                                        
3
 The idea that the working classes can be stimulated to revolt by using violence to incite them, is in fact 

very close to the Anarchist idea of ‘the propaganda by the deed’, showing the interaction of these two 
discourses. Although the anarchists clearly had a different conception of their violence than the 
seventies FCOs had of theirs, most FCOs were probably familiar with the anarchist struggle. 
4
 The R.A.F. hoped that their actions would provoke the government to show its true, totalitarian face 

(trying to provoke a reaction is a form of communication), while other acts were intended to show to 
the state the power of its opponent. 
5
 This is actually the case for some FCO actions. In describing themselves as an urban guerilla, the early 

R.A.F. hoped their actions would directly destroy the state. These acts were thus committed literally for 
their destructive potential and were not in the first place meant to communicate, although a message 
was of course communicated. 
6
 "Terrorism and the mass media: A systemic analysis of a symbiotic process.", 99-143. 
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news anchors, reporters, analysts,…7. Today, blogs and other social media also have 

gatekeepers although it has been questioned whether these digital gatekeepers really 

exercise the same kind of control8, 9. Whether this is the case or not, all these gatekeepers 

hold a terrorist ontology of terrorism, different from the ontology held by the original 

senders of the message. Violence is filtered through a cultural lens, one shared by 

journalists and audience, but not shared by the people committing the violence10. 

To “terrorists”, engaging the media thus means engaging a different ontology of your own 

actions. And the communication of a message through the media means communicating 

through an understanding of your actions that is not yours. Militant activists know that 

their violent actions will draw the attention of the media, and they know the media will 

use a “terrorism” frame to show their actions. This has two effects: first, it will result in 

disturbance of the message. Second, it exposes the communicating individuals to 

alternative views on reality, which over time might start to affect them. 

6.1.1 Revolutionary communication and media transmission 

On the first issue, while the communicative effort is definitely initiated by the one 

conducting the violence, the media play an active role in the message’s transmission too. 

They do “active work [in] selecting and presenting, [in] structuring and shaping; not merely 

the transmitting of an already-existing meaning, but the more active labor of making 

things mean”11. The media have agency in the formation of the transmitted message, and 

when the subject is “terrorism”, they do this quite strongly, precisely because of the 

different ontologies of violence that journalists and “terrorists” hold. A message about 

violence that is rooted in a specific understanding of the nature of this violence will be 

mutated heavily if transmitted by somebody with a completely different understanding of 

                                                        
77

 White, D. "The "gate keeper": A case study in the selection of news.” Journalism Quarterly 27 (1950): 
383–391; Shoemaker, P. "A new gatekeeping model." Social meanings of news: A text-reader. Ed. 
Berkowitz, D. Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications (1997): 57-62; Shoemaker, P., Vos, T. and Reese, S. 
"Journalists as gatekeepers." The handbook of journalism studies Ed. Wahl-Jorgensen, K. and Hanitzsch, 
T. London: Routledge (2009) 
8
 Keegan, B. and Gergle, D. "Egalitarians at the gate: One-sided gatekeeping practices in social 

media." Proceedings of the 2010 ACM conference on Computer supported cooperative work. London: 
ACM (2010). 
9
 Bennett, L. “Gatekeeping and press-government relations: A multi-gated model of news construction.” 

The handbook of political communication. Ed. Kaid, L. Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates (2004): 1-
29; Bruns, A. Blogs, Wikipedia, Second Life, and beyond: From production to produsage. New York: Peter 
Lang (2008); Bruns, A. Gatewatching: Collaborative online news production. New York: Peter Lang 
(2005). 
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 "Media, terrorism, and emotionality”, 309-327; Weimann, G. "The theater of terror: The psychology of 
terrorism and the mass media." Journal of aggression, maltreatment & trauma 9.3-4 (2005): 379-390; 
Ferrell, J. and Websdale, N. (eds.) Making trouble: Cultural constructions of crime, deviance, and control. 
New Jersey: Transaction Publishers (1999). 
11

 Hall, S. “The rediscovery of ideology: Return of the repressed in media studies.” Culture, society and 

the media. Ed. Gurevitch M. et al. New York, NY: Routledge (1982): 111-141. 



217 
 

this nature. We can compare this to someone who only speaks English trying to transmit a 

pre-formulated message in Chinese, or to a someone raised in an isolated, creationist 

community being forced to explain evolution theory. When people do not share the same 

understanding of the reality they communicate about or the words in which they 

communicate, transmission of information will be flawed12. To put it in the theoretical 

context of Laclau’s Discourse Theory: the use of different floating signifiers (“terrorism” as 

opposed to “revolution”) and different chains of equivalency and opposition means a 

different structuring of reality13. Meaning comes from this structuring effort, according to 

Laclau, not from the fixed, inherent connotation of a word, and thus different structures 

imply giving different meanings to one and the same communication14. All of this means 

that when non-hegemonic discourses on political violence are communicated through 

mass media, their message is effectively translated into the hegemonic discourse, a 

“language” that cannot accurately convey the intended meaning.  

This makes the media very strong at maintaining the hegemonic understanding of 

terrorism. We would even go further and say that the media are the reason that the 

understanding of terrorism that became hegemonic during the seventies still is hegemonic 

today. Mass media control the flow of information. When this information flow concerns 

terrorism, all communication through mass media is based on the same understanding: 

that of the events as terrorism. Only messages based on this understanding are processed 

correctly, messages based on another understanding are distorted.15. A concrete example 

of this distorted communication is the idea that the prime message terrorism means to 

communicate, is fear16. In a speech delivered in the spring of 2015 US president Barack 

Obama called ISIS terrorism “a desperate and revolting attempt to strike fear in the hearts 

of people
17

.” The idea that terrorism is meant to frighten us, is almost innate in the word’s 

root “terror”. But this is in fact rarely the intention of the violence or the meaning the 

violence’s perpetrators want to convey. Nowhere in our entire corpus of text, for instance, 
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 Gee, J. P. Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in discourses. London: Routledge (2007): 12-15. 
13

 Laclau, E. Emancipation(s). London: Verso (1996): 36-46. 
14

 Op. cit., 58-59. 
15

 “The Rediscovery of Ideology”, 111-141. 
16

 Garrison, A. "Defining terrorism: Philosophy of the bomb, propaganda by deed and change through 
fear and violence." Criminal Justice Studies 17.3 (2004): 259-279; Breckenridge, J. and Zimbardo, P. "The 
strategy of terrorism and the psychology of mass-mediated fear." Psychology of terrorism (2007): 116-
133; Brown, L. et al. Psychology of terrorism. Oxford: Oxford University Press (2007); Rudenstine, S. and 
Galea, S. "Terrorism and Its Impact on Mental Health." Violence and Mental Health. Rotterdam: Springer 
Netherlands (2015): 267-286; Jacob, E. D. "The Metaphysics of Terror: The Incoherent System of 
Contemporary Politics." New Political Science 37.2 (2015): 286-289. 
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 Office of the Press Secretary, “Remarks by the President on Request to Congress for Authorization of 

Force Against ISIL.” The White House Archive, 11/2/2015. Available online at < 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/02/11/remarks-president-request-congress-
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is this idea mentioned. Below are the results of an AntConc concordance search for the 

word “fear”. AntConc shows us fear is nearly always perceived as a negative emotion, 

often induced by the imperialist enemy. Fear is perceived as an obstacle to conquer, never 

as a tactic meant to achieve a political aim. 

1 “with a system which functionalizes peoples' fear of poverty 

(with 3 million unemployed and 352” 

AIC_1992_2_15.txt 

2 “solidarity is what the ruling powers fear the most.”  AIC_1992_2_19.txt 

3 “everyone, the system, the law of fear, the pressure to succeed, 

all of”  

AIC_1992_2_30.txt 

4 “is sincere - open his eyes, without fear and without weakness, 

to the outcome”  

CCC_1985_2_33.txt 

5 “The communist has no fear of political clarification; if this 

becomes”  

CCC_1985_101.txt 

6 “an empty lie, but who nonetheless fear the police. It is only 

necessary”  

RAF_1970_1_6.txt 

7 “that comrades who have left us fear reprisals, that we broke 

into houses”  

RAF_1971_7.txt 

8 “this way, some comrades rationalize their fear of the personal 

consequences of entering” 

RAF_1971_11.txt 

9 “for their organizations seldom are. They fear the accusation of 

revolutionary impatience more” 

RAF_1971_43.txt 

10 “whether terror and repression produce only fear and 

resignation, or whether they produce” 

RAF_1971_88.txt 

11 “walls, cops, regulations, compulsion, threats, fear, hope, and 

restricted movement until they”  

RAF_1973_15.txt 

12 “bacteria to divert the fear that they produce away from 

themselves,”  

RAF_1981_15.txt 

13 “can be broken, and because they fear that new conditions are 

being achieved”  

RAF_1984_20.txt 

14 “etc.... Such people must live in fear of their own shadows: 

without doubt”  

RB_1981_24.txt 

15 “split gives us reason enough to fear that he will not refrain 

from”  

RZ_1977_7.txt 

16 “the debate amongst themselves, and their fear within this 

system. They foam with”  

RZ_1977_14.txt 

17 “a small profit. They use the fear of the population to benefit 

their”  

RZ_1983_8.txt 
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18 “each other..." This deaf feeling of fear with its racist 

component - numerous cafes”  

RZ_1983_16.txt 

19 “are so clear, based on the fear of the arrival of thousands of”  RZ_1989_2_9.txt 

20 “positions. But still there's that fear that the project will sell-

out”  

RZ_1989_18.txt 

21 “was much evidence to support this fear: the stockpile of arms, 

the verbal”  

RZ_1989_46.txt 

22 “and anti-nuclear movements, this Apocalypse-fear was 

prevalent (when we look upon”  

RZ_1989_52.txt 

23 “a long time with this apocalyptic fear in mind). While the 

citizen-oriented”  

RZ_1989_52.txt 

24 “militant Left, so we needn't fear a repeat. Still one has to”  RZ_1989_95.txt 

25 “the "united front" idea is the fear that if we were talking 

about”  

WU_1969_29.txt 

26 “people, than for their enemies who fear and hate people.”  WU_1974_1_18.txt 

 

There is in all twenty-six mentions of the word fear not a single expression of the intent to 

use fear, in any way. If we conduct the same exercise for the word “terror”, we get results 

that are even clearer. 

1 “democracy is based on more blood, terror, and exploitation 

than any empire in”  

AB_5_5.txt 

2 “gunmen in khaki. This war of terror is carried out in the name”  AB_12_1.txt 

3 “the occupiers have resorted to using terror against the civilian 

population, as was”  

AIC_1993_8.txt 

4 “German government (arms sales, training of terror units by the 

GSG-9). Thousands of”  

AIC_1993_8.txt 

5 "The facts surrounding the anti-terror action in Bad Kleinen have 

been”  

AIC_1994_15.txt 

6 “The terror and massacres of imperialism will not”  DV_1991_20.txt 

7 “democracy and human rights, and by terror and torture.” DV_1992_5.txt 

8 “and its supporters call these operations 'terror', but the peoples 

of Turkey know”  

DV_1992_9.txt 

9 “If the killer gangs continue their terror with force of arms and 

government“ 

DV_1992_10.txt 

10 “a legal cover for oppression, torture, terror, intimidation, 

blackmail, and conspiracies.” 

DV_1992_15.txt 

11 “not allow the government to legalize terror and oppression DV_1992_32.txt 
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behind the mask of”  

12 “THE GOVERNMENT TO LEGITIMIZE OPPRESSION AND TERROR 

UNDER THE GUISE OF HUMAN RIGHTS”  

DV_1992_35.txt 

13 “these conditions of over-exploitation and terror, the objective 

of the electoral charade”  

GR_1982_13.txt 

14 “increasing even more their policy of terror and misery against 

the people.”  

GR_1982_13.txt 

15 “under the protection of the anti-terror law especially in Euskadi 

[Basque region)”  

GR_1983_4.txt 

16 “which by force of arms and terror has prevailed against the will 

of”  

GR_1984_5.txt 

17 “the population, the emergency laws, anti-terror laws, and the 

militarization of the”  

GR_1985_4.txt 

18 “imperialism with the state’s terror sentences and service 

pistols?”  

RAF_1970_6.txt 

19 “passports, that we exercise group terror all of this is”  RAF_1971_7.txt 

20 “up in the face of the terror that the system uses against us,”  RAF_1971_10.txt 

21 “the looming recession to develop the terror and the disciplinary 

measures that unemployment” 

RAF_1971_21.txt 

22 “Expropriate Springer! Smash nato! Resist Consumer Terror! 

Resist Education Terror! Resist Rent Terror” 

RAF_1971_31.txt 

23 “nato! Resist Consumer Terror! Resist Education Terror! Resist 

Rent Terror!” 

RAF_1971_31.txt 

24 “Terror! Resist Education Terror! Resist Rent Terror!\x97these 

were all correct political”  

RAF_1971_31.txt 

25 “We don’t count on terror and fascism provoking a spontaneous 

antifasist” 

RAF_1971_88.txt 

26 “and struggle will depend on whether terror and repression 

produce only fear and”  

RAF_1971_88.txt 

27 “prison, not torture, nor the police terror against the population. 

The stone”  

RAF_1972_6.txt 

28 “whether administered by green or white terror troops the end 

result: extermination”  

RAF_1973_21.txt 

29 “protection against torture, against the permanent terror of 

these conditions; because, where we”  

RAF_1984_11.txt 

30 “move, and adjustment of the daily terror to the individual 

personality, deprivation”  

RAF_1984_19.txt 

31 “war being waged against the resistance - "terror in the streets" RAF_1986_9.txt 
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two hundred”  

32 “goals of the resistance, only about "terror and blood;" nothing 

is said about”  

RAF_1986_9.txt 

33 “to enforce the escalation of police terror against the resistance 

- from deliberate at” 

RAF_1986_9.txt 

34 “the totality of the terror is an example of the political”  RAF_1986_10.txt 

35 “camps, the deployment of special forces terror commandos 

against the guerrilla around the”  

RAF_1986_34.txt 

36 “in the face of permanent police terror. he was a cadre of the”  RAF_1986_44.txt 

37 “the Iraqi people to increase their terror against the Palestinian 

and Kurdish people.” 

RAF_1991_17.txt 

38 “in an irrational way. The real terror is the normality of the 

economic”  

RAF_1998_56.txt 

39 “day war of controls, discrimination, and terror, so as to make 

survival for”  

RZ_1989_2_3.txt 

40 “founded on the 'nuclear balance of terror'.” N17_1987_19.txt 

41 “effect, they also justify implicit state terror. Therefore, they 

weaken their own position.” 

ZORA_1984_21.txt 

42 “Two hundred years later, this terror is still both institutionalized 

and randomly” 

WU_1974_1_4.txt 

43 “Terror-bombing from the air, the random”  WU_1974_1_8.txt 

 

It is clear that “terror” is exclusively used to indicate police and state practices intended at 

stopping the group and at oppressing the people in general. Only entry 7 for “fear” and 

entry 19 for “terror”, seem to suggest a different story. Here, terror and fear seem to be 

exercised by the group rather than by the system. Both stem from the same paragraph. 

However, taking a closer look shows us that this is not a dissenting voice, but rather the 

opposite. We see the R.A.F. making the same analysis we do here: the idea that militant 

groups aim to use fear to get their way is false. The paragraph reads:  

“That we have “officers and soldiers,” that some of us are slaves of others, that 

comrades who have left us fear reprisals, that we broke into houses or used 

violence to take passports, that we exercise “group terror”—all of this is bullshit18.” 

Even though the R.A.F. thinks the idea of getting their way through fear is “bullshit”, the 

media still convey the R.A.F.’s message as such. This is an example that shows how 

meaning is lost when the message gets transposed from one ontology to another. Let us 
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 The Urban Guerrilla Concept, loc. cit. 
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further illustrate this by considering the following statement by the Weather 

Underground: 

“American society is maintained by force and violence. The ruling class has held a 

monopoly on violence and has fed us a steady diet for centuries. Africans were 

kidnapped and brought here in chains to labor as slaves; […]; poor whites brought 

as indentured servants or desperate unemployed — and historically all of us pawns 

and participants in the theft of Native American land and history. Two hundred 

years later, this terror is still both institutionalized and randomly encouraged: […] 

Reagan's latest assault, Welfare Regulation No. 6, became effective January 1, 

1974. It eliminates people who are technically illegal aliens from the welfare rolls 

of AFDC and medical programs threatening the survival of thousands of Chicano 

families who have come in search of work. Poor mothers and their children have 

been singled out to bear the brunt of the attack19.” 

When the Weather Underground talks about terror that is “institutionalized”, this comes 

close to Zizek’s idea of objective, systemic and subjective violence20. He differentiates 

between crime and terrorism as subjective violence, felt and experienced as violence, and 

objective and systemic violence which is rarely felt as such. In Zizek’s line of thought, we 

could interpret the subjective violence of the Weather Underground as intended to show 

that the system in which we live is in fact violent too, and that it exercises a violence on us 

which is less obvious (objective or systemic), but far more damaging21. However, this is an 

ontology of terrorism not shared by most of society, which conceptualizes terrorism as a 

reality, out there, visible. As such, it perceives only the violence committed by the 

“terrorists” as real violence, and not the hidden systemic terror which the “terrorists” 

want to show. We do not understand the structural, systemic repression the WU calls 

“terror” as terrorism, because there is no object of violence. This object is not necessary in 

a monistic ontology of violence, where what violence is, is predefined by ideas and 

ideology. However, a visible object is absolutely necessary in a dualistic conception of 

terrorism, where terrorism is observed in reality, independently from ideas. Only in an 

ontology of terrorism closely associated with a particular ideology can welfare law be 

perceived as terrorism; in a dualistic worldview that detaches terrorism from ideas on it, 

only visible violence can be terrorist. And so the message of the WU about terror gets 

misinterpreted: talking about welfare law as “terror” does not make sense in a hegemonic 

discourse, and in mass media transmission its meaning is lost. 
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 Weather Underground (Bernardine Dohrn), untitled pamphlet, 20/2/1974, Freedom Archives, 
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 Žižek, S. Violence. London: Profile books (2009): 1-12. 
21
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This distortion of any message that depends on a non-hegemonic ontology is crucial in the 

continuation of the hegemony of “terrorism” discourse, because it prevents the public 

from being confronted with any other ontological discourse. This implies that the way 

mass media function inherently protects the hegemony of terrorism discourse. At least 

theoretically, there is no way for militant groups to effectively undermine the hegemony 

of terrorism discourse on political violence by using the media. 

6.1.2 Media usage and exposure to terrorism discourse  

We posited that the second danger of the use of mass media as a communication tool by 

militant activists – and thus the second way in which the mass media protect the 

hegemony of terrorism discourse – is that mass media usage confronts the communicating 

groups to alternative conceptions of reality. Plain and simple, for an R.A.F. member, 

consistently communicating through media that understand your actions as “terrorist” 

might affect your own understanding of your actions after a while. It has been established 

that internal disagreement and organizational confusion play an important role in the 

demise of terrorist organizations22. Specifically for the R.A.F. this has been extensively 

proven based on empirical findings23. Our theory points to one source that this confusion 

may well stem from: exposure to alternative worldviews through mass media. 

All organizations we researched published communiques, which they circulated through 

underground newspapers, but more importantly they sent them to press agencies and 

news media. This means that they were all interested in communicating through mass 

media. Consideration of how to effectively communicate through mass media means 

trying to understand how the media will frame your actions. Once understanding is 

acquired, the group is exposed to an alternative ontological discourse. We find multiple 

references to the fact that the groups we researched were aware of the potential of mass 

media communication and of the problem which the framing of their violence based on an 

alternative understanding of its nature posed. The following citations show how the 

groups we researched reflected on how the media operate and were willing to try to use 

mass media to their advantage. 

The C.C.C. talked about “the gossip in the media, which misrepresents our policy by 

presenting it as an accidental and anarchic congeries of operations by partisans24.” Also by 
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the C.C.C: “We wish to present and explain, although very briefly, the political project of 

the cells, our history, and our struggle. This presentation seems necessary as a precaution: 

we already know that the media as a whole are sure to raise the specter of 'international 

terrorism25.” The Anti-Imperialist Cell confirm the idea that media communication is both 

important and distorting: “The Taz [a liberal daily newspaper] was wrong when they when 

they wrote in the 25.4.92 edition of their paper that we are an "RAF splinter-group". […] 

The leading people involved in the KGT feel that those people which the state has available 

in its prisons can be played off against those people who oppose the system. That's the 

core of Kinkel's calming statement on ZDF television when he called our first communique 

a "disruption manoeuver" against his policies26.” And while aware that communication 

through mass media is problematic, the following N17 citation proves it is also understood 

as a powerful force that can and should be used to the revolutionaries’ advantage: “For 

example, which newspaper or reporter dared to reveal the truth about the role of the 

politician? Who will go down in history as the first to dig the grave of the Cyprus issue?27” 

Thus, revolutionary organizations were aware of the problems communicating through 

mass media posed. The C.C.C. with regard to this state: 

“The media, of course, are not interested in such things, being a tool of ideological 

and imperialistic domination. This explains why the newspapers are adorned with 

headlines as stupid as this. There are actually three reasons for this28.”  

At the same time, the Weather Underground is aware of the potential of the mass media: 

“We will […] reach out more broadly through newspapers, films, storefronts29.” 

This confirms our analysis that the groups we researched tried communicate through mass 

media such as television, newspapers and radio, and that they to tried to understand 

media coverage of themselves. They familiarized themselves with the media framing of 

their actions and with the functioning of “terrorism” discourse. 

The ultimate illustration of this concern with public communication is the use of non-

written media by the R.A.F. The R.A.F. experimented with pictures as well as film in an 

attempt to better convey their intended message through mass media channels and to 

avoid framing based on a different understanding of the events in newspaper articles. An 
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excellent example of this is the shocking image of R.A.F. prisoner Holger Meins dying 

during his hunger strike. The pictures remind the viewer of the images of concentration 

camp prisoners. This framing equates the German state who imprisoned Meins with the 

Nazis who imprisoned the victims of the Holocaust30. The R.A.F.’s efforts at non-written 

media communication culminated in the famous Schleyer videos they made during the 

“German autumn”. The kidnapped Hans-Martin Schleyer is shown kneeling before an 

R.A.F. insignia while reading a text written by the group. This performance was actually 

inspired by a similar June 2 Movement video a year earlier, but the Schleyer video set a 

trend for stylistic presentation of hostages that became iconic, first used by urban guerilla 

movements worldwide, then by non-communist organizations31.The German state 

retaliated with pictures of the dead R.A.F. leaders in their prison cells, an image appealing 

to the photographs of the dead Che Guevara, showing the revolution as defeated and 

harmless32. This communicative battle shows how much both parties were concerned with 

communicating their views on reality. Due to the configuration of mass media to 

reproduce hegemonic discourse, this was an uphill struggle for the revolutionaries. 

The result of this media battle was, as we have shown, disastrous for the militant groups. 

Waging a war with the media about the meaning of their violent actions over time made 

these groups familiar with the hegemonic conception of their violence, one that showed 

their violence as nothing but that: violent, destructive, terrorism. Violence is what made 

them into what they are; if they were no violent group, they would not be living 

underground together, hiding from the police33. Violence is philosophically intimately 

related with identity and self-perception. Motivation to commit violence, however, does 

not depend on this self-identity but on ideology, as we discussed earlier.  

The adoption of terrorism discourse by militant groups for communicative 

advantages 

Familiarity with the hegemonic discourse led the militant groups to emulation, in an 

attempt to transmit their ideological message more successfully – this is what Scribner and 

Goldsworthy called ‘participating in the media spectacle’34. From our perspective, this 

means that the groups adopted the “terrorist” conception of their own violence, in order 

to make the ideological message they wanted to transmit compatible with the ontology of 

violence used by the media. In an attempt to use mass media as a communication channel, 

the groups adopted the language of the mainstream media to convey their message in. 
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Because intentionality and ideology are less compatible with the media’s language, these 

were featured less, and as attacks and violence are more easily communicated about, this 

is what was focused on.  

This is indeed precisely what we see in the second phase: a focus on attacks and on the 

construction of an enemy, a rhetoric that portrays the revolutionary conflict as a war 

between the group and the state. This meant that the group came to understand their 

actions in the terms of the hegemonic “terrorism” discourse, bringing along the adoption 

of the dualistic ontology constructed by this discourse. Growing familiarity with this 

dualistic ontology meant the gradual separation of the groups’ actions from their 

understanding of the world. While the message had become compatible with the media’s 

ontology, it had become incompatible with the group’s own ontology. This led to the split 

between ideology and understanding of violence typical of the third phase, causing the 

ideological fatigue we discussed in the two previous chapters. The result of all this is a 

situation in which a group’s identity was dependent on violence, but this violence was no 

longer understandable in the group’s worldview. This violence had been divorced from 

anything that could motivate it; at the same time it was necessary to sustain the group’s 

identity.  

The above illustrates the conservative dimensions of the mass media when it comes to the 

hegemony of terrorism discourse. Even more importantly, though, it shows the deliberate 

and mature way in which the militant organizations themselves approached the media. 

Their reflection on this situation shows that they recognize the importance of the 

discursive, rhetorical dimensions of the struggle they’re waging against the system has. 

Their engagement in this communicative struggle even took them so far that over time it 

alienated them from the very ideas that motivated them. This hypothesis explains both 

the process by which fighting communist groups started to suffer structural problems as 

time progressed and the factors that caused this process. It theoretically offers a holistic 

understanding of the interaction of hegemonic and non-hegemonic discourses, and it is 

confirmed by empirical evidence.  

6.1.3 Terrorism discourse and the demise of revolutionary groups 

It is easy to understand that this situation in which its violence and its very existence 

becomes incompatible with its worldview, is devastating to the revolutionary organization. 

To live a life of hiding, deadly violence and uncertainty asks a lot of motivation, and 

anything that might damage the foundations on which this motivation rests, is incredibly 

dangerous to small militant groups. As we explained, the notion of ideological fatigue has 

been linked in previous research to the demise of terrorist groups. We have however, 

added a deeper layer to this understanding, in explaining where this ideological fatigue 

comes from. Because the ideological confusion stems from interaction with hegemonic 
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terrorism discourse through the media, we can conclude that the way in which we talk 

about terrorism, and crucially the way in which the media talk about terrorism, directly 

affects terrorist groups and can contribute to their demise – or potentially, as we shall see 

in the next section, to their success. 

It is telling that in their dissolution notice, the R.A.F. thought the media to be co-

responsible for their failure to spark a revolution: 

“The state ordered all media to follow the line of the Crisis Staff, which most 

willingly did. All who refused risked a confrontation with the system35.” 

6.1.4 “Détournement’ and the impact of non-hegemonic on hegemonic 

discourse 

So far, we have only discussed the interaction of hegemonic and non-hegemonic 

discourses, and specifically the impact of the former on the latter. Does that mean that 

non-hegemonic discourses cannot interact mutually? Or that it is impossible for non-

hegemonic discourses to affect hegemonic discourses? 

On the first issue, little to no research has been done, and as we only studied one form of 

non-hegemonic discourse on violence, we are not in the position here to remedy that 

lacuna. Of course, many historic studies have compared different brands of terrorism, a 

favourite being the mirroring of the 1880-1920 anarchist movement in al-Qaeda36. But this 

comparison has always assumed that Anarchist and Islamist terrorists had an important 

element in common: the fact that they were terrorists. Despite the considerable attention 

this issue has gotten in academic circles as well as mainstream media, nobody has ever 

asked whether al-Qaeda has drawn any real inspiration from Malatesta, Proudhon, 

Kropotkin and their likes. It has very sparingly been suggested that al-Zawahiri read 

Bakunin, but no research has ever been published on this37. Thus, while it would 

theoretically be possible for these to interact, what such an interaction would look like is 

unknown38. 
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On the second issue, we are faced with an interesting conundrum in Discourse Theory. The 

way Laclau and Mouffe formulated their theory on hegemonic discourses was intended to 

stress the ever-changing nature of the discursive field: in an attempt to attack hegemony, 

new discursive constellations are constantly articulated; in order to remain hegemonic the 

dominant discourse constantly has to adapt39. It is often alleged that the biggest issue of 

Discourse Theory is the way in which it is unable to tackle concrete discursive interactions. 

Hegemonic practices would not be hegemonic if they were replaced all the time. This issue 

is addressed by Jackson in his discussion of the lack of change in counterterrorism policy 

between Obama and Bush administrations40. So in theory it is definitely possible for a non-

hegemonic discourse to affect the hegemon and destroy its hegemony; in fact, the model 

was devised with this in mind. But in practice, there have been very few studies of how 

such a change is effected, of how a non-hegemonic discourse could affect hegemony. This 

is because this does not really happen all that much in real political history, but just as well 

because, due to its focus on hegemony, Discourse Theory is very good at explaining why 

hegemons remain hegemonic. This last issue is often criticized by more classic Marxist 

scholars41. 

In this last aspect, Discourse Theory resembles the thought of French philosopher Guy 

Debord. Laclau’s hegemony through discourse is the rhetorical equivalent of Debord’s 

aesthetic spectacle governed by technological, economic and mediatized relations42. Both 

explain so well how the status quo works that changing it becomes elusive. The same is 

true of Vaneigem’s analysis of everyday life or Baudrillard’s hyperreality43.  

The Situationists proposed détournement as a method to undermine the meanings 

produced by the spectacle. This involved the creation of a situation in which new meaning 

was given to an object that is antagonistic to its original meaning44. To put it in the terms 

of Discourse Theory: to assemble signifiers in such a way that it opposes and undermines 

the hegemonic discourse. The question is, can violence achieve this situation, this 

reassembly of signifiers? Scribner analyzes the R.A.F.’s attempts and failure to 
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revolutionize society through this Situationist perspective: “[The R.A.F. and the 

Situationists] worked both with and against the popular press and broadcast television. 

But whereas Debord critiqued the society of the spectacle—the condition in which capital 

accumulates and “becomes image”—the leaders of the RAF became fodder for the media 

machine, leaving a legacy heavy on style but light on political analysis45.” As Situationist 

collective Retort puts it: “the spectacle cannot be destroyed ‘by producing the spectacle of 

destruction’46”.  

Debord himself too was critical of the idea that a small group conducting violence could 

vanguard a revolution: 

“This perfect democracy fabricates its own inconceivable enemy, terrorism. It 

wants, actually, to be judged by its enemies rather than by its results. The history of 

terrorism is written by the State and it is thus instructive. The spectating 

populations must certainly never know everything about terrorism, but they must 

always know enough to convince them that, compared with terrorism, everything 

else seems rather acceptable, in any case more rational and democratic (emphasis 

in original)47.” 

Baudrillard argues that terrorism is in fact produced by the system which it fights against. 

While he leaves room for success, his assertion that terrorism is produced by the system in 

our framework means it lacks the possibility to articulate new meanings outside the 

system48.  

In the theoretical framework we’re working from, it is hard for non-hegemonic discourses 

to affect hegemony, let alone for discourses based on violent practice. As the spectacular 

violence aims to communicate through the media, a subverting effect is necessary, 

because the original message will, as we have discussed, be reframed through a 

hegemonic lens. Hence, the undermining of this lens is necessary to convey the original 

message. The possibility exists in the model, however, and scholars have analyzed the 

Watts riots, the Gordon riots and other real or hypothetical urban revolts as ways to 

create détournement
49, the reassembling of meaning necessary to subvert the meaning 

given by the system50.  
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As such, we can understand from our analysis that if revolutionary groups ever were to 

succeed in their efforts, a crucial element in it would be to undermine the hegemonic 

discourse that portrays them as terrorists. Subverting this discourse would allow them to 

communicate their worldview unhindered by the disruptive effects of the terrorism 

category and to clarify the meaning behind the violence they commit. However, even 

theoretically, it is difficult to understand how a hegemonic discourse can be overcome 

successfully. The models of engaged, leftist scholars and philosophers like Laclau, Mouffe, 

Baudrillard, Debord and Vaneigem were developed with the idea of a revolution in mind, 

yet even their theories provide no straightforward answer to the question of how a 

hegemonic discourse could be undone. 

6.2 The interaction of discourses in speech situations 

In our conclusion, we have so far only focused on the reciprocal influence of discourses at 

the structural level. We conceived these interactions as the interaction of what D’hondt 

describes as discourses with a large ‘D’51. These are discourses that not only deal with 

abstract constructions (the ontology of violence) but that are also formulated on an 

abstract level. We discussed the interplay of discourses that are employed by groups 

ranging from sizable minorities to nearly all members of society. Examples where we can 

see these discourses in action in concrete speech situations are scarce for three reasons. 

First, the discourses we analyzed concern the nature of violence, and such ontological 

discourses rarely become explicit. Most of the time, we have to heavily deconstruct a 

discourse to find the ontological assumptions underlying it. Secondly, these discourses are 

all social constructs, which is something they only become because they are formulated by 

groups, either large or vocal. For these constructions to be social, they have to depend on 

a collective. These discourses thus tend to have very structural dimensions, structures 

which rarely show themselves at all, let alone completely in a single instance. Thirdly, due 

to their structural nature, the interaction of different discourses tends to be gradual and 

slow. They never affect each other over short time spans, but only after prolonged 

exposure, and as these discourses tend to be structural, we do not see them collide with 

each other frontally in individual conversation. All these objections are based on the 

structural nature of discourse, typical of the Discourse Theory of Laclau and Mouffe we set 

as a model52.  
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However, we found one case in which we do in fact see the ontological dimensions of the 

discourses we have investigated appear explicitly, in a concrete speech situation, and in 

dialogue or at least confrontation with one another: the infamous visit of Jean-Paul Sartre 

to Andreas Baader in his Stammheim prison cell in December 1974. The case provides a 

unique example of rhetorical interaction between both hegemonic “terrorism” discourse 

and non-hegemonic “revolutionary” discourse. Ulrike Meinhof had invited Sartre, asking 

the most famous leftist icon of the seventies to criticize the prison conditions in which the 

R.A.F. members were held. Sartre considered himself a compagnon de route to 

revolutionary movements worldwide and thus accepted the invite53.  

Sartre ideologically supported the cause of the R.A.F. and refused to condemn the group, 

but he equally refused to declare his support for their violence. Welten has called this a 

“double position”: Sartre was sympathetic to the R.A.F.’s project and had called them a 

“true revolutionary group” a few year earlier, but he refused to personally support them. 

The visit famously went wrong for all parties involved, something which was confirmed 

both by Sartre himself54 and by those critical of Sartre, who like to bring up the episode 

because it allegedly shows the totalitarian aspects of his thoughts55. Sartre condemned the 

solitary confinement of the imprisoned R.A.F. members, but stated he did not support 

their violence, leaving the R.A.F. disappointed over a lack of approval, the newspapers 

outraged over his alleged support for the R.A.F. and the state furious over the headlines 

that the R.A.F. members continued to make.  

The release of the transcript of Baader and Sartre’s conversation by Spiegel in 2013 was 

presented by the paper as acquitting Sartre: “Jean-Paul Sartre's meeting with RAF leader 

Andreas Baader was long considered to be one of the philosopher's great missteps. A 

transcript of the meeting, which has only now been released, shows the Nobel laureate 

actually wanted to persuade him to stop murdering people,” Der Spiegel wrote56.  

How can we understand this episode? The R.A.F. reached out to Sartre in a quest for 

attention, something a visit of the philosopher-superstar could offer. But a factor not to be 

underestimated is the fact that the R.A.F. members were familiar with the work of Sartre, 
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and knew that based on his philosophy, he would be benevolent to their cause57. As 

Welten has shown, the “terrorism” of the R.A.F. can be understood as true revolutionary 

violence in Sartre’s philosophy. In his most famous work ‘L’existentialisme est un 

humanisme’, Sartre posits that there is nobody to account to except humans. He states 

that every choice is purely individual, but its implications are universal to humanity. In 

every political choice an individual expresses how according to him personally, the whole 

world and everybody in it should be. Each individual choice affects the whole of society. In 

this type of philosophy, a statement akin to “I disagree with you, but I respect your opinion 

and I will let you have your way” is absolutely meaningless for it denies one’s own choice. 

Existentialist political logic is conflictual. If there is nobody to account to, except oneself, 

and you choose to live in a society which is inherently sick with imperialism and capitalism, 

then existentialist logic places you in a conflict with everybody choosing to live in such a 

society and in an alliance with everybody else thinking such a society should be fought at 

all costs. Seeing as there are no universal moral rules (e.g., “thou shalt not kill”) and all 

accounting one has to do is to oneself, the belief that these cancers of society must be 

remedied automatically results in revolutionary violence, logically speaking. The R.A.F. 

recognized the logic that motivated their fight and held together their revolutionary 

brotherhood in Sartre’s philosophy. They saw an important part of their worldview 

resonating in Sartre’s understanding of reality, namely the idea of an absolute need for 

revolution that bound the group together and motivated their lives. This made using the 

philosopher to gain attention even more attractive, as he must have understood their 

perspective.  

In the days before the visit, Sartre gave a press conference to German journalists 

explaining his visit, which was shown on television. Sartre elaborated both on the reasons 

for his visit and on his opinion about the R.A.F. His refusal to sponsor the R.A.F 

disappointed the group before the interview even took place, as they saw it as a betrayal 

of the logic they thought to share with Sartre. Yet a more profound communicative 

breakdown took place. Sartre saw it as his mission to communicate about the group and 

their current situation to a wider audience. He went to Baader, in his own words, to show 

the public his “sympathy with [a] Left-wing group in danger” and to “to talk about [the] 

situation in the prison as a prisoner”58. As he saw it as his mission to communicate to the 

public about Baader’s situation, Sartre used a discursive repertoire different from his 

philosophical and intellectual work, as he wanted to address the public. In order to 

successfully address the general public, he used the hegemonic understanding of the 
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R.A.F. And while his intentions were of course to affect this understanding, its use 

conflicted grievously with the self-image of the R.A.F. The message the R.A.F. wanted to 

communicate to and through Sartre was incompatible with the discursive register Sartre 

employed before, during and after his visit, both in talking to the press and to Baader. The 

R.A.F. wanted Sartre to voice their discourse, in doing so giving their discourse the 

legitimacy accompanying Sartre’s intellectual position, a process we described earlier 

when we discussed scientists legitimating terrorism discourse by reiterating it. Sartre, 

however, would not echo the R.A.F.’s discourse. He tried to occupy a middle ground, as 

Welten described, trying not to lose the audience he was addressing from the start, yet 

also trying to make a statement compassionate of the R.A.F.59. Thus, in an interview with 

Spiegel a few days before his meeting with Baader, Sartre defined the assassination of 

judge Gunter von Drenkman as a “crime” and a “mistake”, yet he also stressed the political 

dimensions of the action and called it “understandable”60. And when during their meeting 

Baader proposed the formation of violent groups in France, Sartre replied he did not 

believe “terrorism would be good for France”, showing that Sartre used an understanding 

of the R.A.F.’s actions closer to that of the hegemonic understanding of terrorism than to 

Baader’s own understanding of the R.A.F.’s actions61. As Sartre was intent on trying to 

alter the public’s view of the R.A.F., he wanted to formulate his ideas in a discourse the 

public would understand, which conflicted with the discourse in which the message 

Baader had prepared for the meeting was encoded. 

Baader spoke: “the objective process is in conflict […] in the offensive the German Left is 

encircled and isolated. They will be destroyed. That is the deprivation of rights that we are 

experiencing. They're the implementation of the emergency laws combined with the 

employment ban for socialists. The emergency state is being prepared in Germany. The 

offensive in Germany is not being seen. The tools of capitalist power apply quite 

naturally.” This seems quite complicated, and as Sartre answered in a mainstream 

discourse and defended a mainstream understanding of terrorism, Baader feared Sartre 

had not understood him. So Der Spiegel thought in 2013, stating: “it’s hard to believe that 

Sartre could wrest any bit of logic from Baader's further stammering about the "counter-

revolutionary revolution62.” Despite his dense Marxist jargon, the extracts from the 

transcript seem quite coherent to someone with an understanding of Marxist vocabulary. 

The phrase counter-revolutionary revolution as an example, seems to be a play of words 

on “Revolution in the Revolution”, the title of a work on revolutionary vanguard strategies 

published by French philosopher Régis Debray in 196763. As Sartre spent his whole 
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philosophical career theorizing Marxism, it seems very likely that Sartre perfectly 

understood Baader and knew exactly where his and Baader’s worldviews diverged and 

when Baader made a logical error. The fact that both were apparently disappointed by the 

conversation seemed only explainable to Der Spiegel if Sartre did not understand Baader 

and honestly tried to get him to give up terrorism. However, this is quite at odds with 

anything Baader ever publicly said on the R.A.F. 

Our theory is that this conversation can be understood as a case of two conflicting 

discourses on the ontology of political violence. Sartre used a hegemonic terrorism 

ontology, unlike in his philosophical work, as he was intent on addressing the large public. 

Baader used a non-hegemonic ontology consistent with his worldview and the place the 

R.A.F. occupied in it. Thus, the two did not understand each other in the conversation. As 

the object of their conversation, the actions of the R.A.F. had no nature but the one 

constructed discursively; the two men were in fact talking about different things, which 

explains their misunderstanding. The message Baader had prepared was untranslatable 

into the discourse Sartre was using; what Baader was trying to portray was incompatible 

with the worldview that lay behind the discourse Sartre voiced before and after the 

meeting. Sartre had wanted to sow compassion and understanding in the public’s 

worldview, making the R.A.F’s worldview slightly more sensible. Yet by adopting a 

discourse the general public was familiar with, he effectively left the understanding of the 

world the R.A.F. wanted to convey.  

The German newspapers at the time could not understand Sartre’s effort to portray the 

R.A.F.’s worldview and their current situation to the public either– even formulated in 

layman’s terms. In hegemonic terrorism discourse is, as we explained in the first chapter, 

inherently incomprehensible, which makes any effort at comprehension futile but to 

somebody who is with the terrorists. Sartre’s effort was wasted, as the idea he wanted to 

formulate (compassion and comprehension for a terrorist group) did not agree with the 

structure of the discourse he formulated it in. As Sartre did not manage to overcome the 

effects inherent to the category of terrorism, his idea, which is partially at odds with it, 

seemed far-fetched and ridiculous. 

What we see at work here is the clash of different ontological understandings of the 

R.A.F.’s violence. The R.A.F. conceptualized it as a revolutionary struggle, Sartre as an 

erroneous yet understandable revolutionary struggle, the mainstream media as terrorism 

with all its associated characteristics. As the violence has no innate meaning, only meaning 

constructed in discourse, the different discourses are completely incompatible with one 

another. This leads to a Babel-like speech confusion, in which nobody understands one 

another because that what is denoted (“terrorism” in hegemonic discourse) only exists as 

signified, not as sign, to put in in Barthian terms, although it appears to be one in a 
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dualistic worldview. And as everybody voices a different discourse, everybody talks about 

a different signified and Sartre’s discourse does not make sense to any of the parties 

listening to it. 

This elaborated example shows how different discourses constructing a different nature 

for the same reality interact in a specific speech situation. This is one of the very rare 

examples where we can see such discourses interact in an isolated context. However, we 

might find similar examples of different discourse systems interacting in the transcripts of 

the trials of R.A.F. members. Of course, in such dialogues, the fact that the speakers base 

their reasoning on differently constructed reality prohibits any meaningful interaction, as 

they literally talk about different things. Only when exposed to each other for a prolonged 

period of time, these discourses can interact and impact on each other. Different 

discourses cannot understand each other when meeting in isolation, yet as they all 

participate in the discursive process of constructing meaning for a certain reality, in the 

long run they do impact on each other. And when during this process enough discourses 

align, a normative, hegemonic view of terrorism appears, yet dissenting voices continue to 

speak, not isolated from this normative view but interacting with it.  

6.3 Conclusions on the discursive battle for the meaning of 

violence 

The goal of this thesis was to analyze how what is commonly labeled as terrorism can be 

understood. We started from the premise that this understanding is not rooted in 

objective characteristics of reality, and substantiated this claim in the course of the first 

chapter. Terrorism is not understood as such because of the nature of reality. The word 

“terrorism” does not correspond with an object in the material world or at least this is not 

where the word derives its meaning from. “Terrorism” becomes meaningful because of its 

relation to other words. This constellation is what we called a discourse. This 

understanding of terrorism was derived from the application of Laclau’s Discourse Theory 

to the concept of terrorism. 

The first discursive constellation we studied, was the discourse most of us are familiar 

with, the one that in fact describes political violence as “terrorism”. Analyzing what the 

structure that gives meaning to “terrorism” looks like implied two distinct steps, first 

investigating how this constellation is linguistically constructed and secondly reading what 

the meaning derived from this structure is. The first step involved the theoretical analysis 

of the processes which render terrorism discourse operational. We used concepts such as 

l’effet du reel, referential illusions, binary opposition and liminality to illustrate how 

terrorism discourse uses a particular way of structuring language to construct meaning. 

The second step was investigating what this meaning was. We found homogenization, 
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confirmation bias, ignorance of intentionality, emotionality and problem solving as some 

of the signifying effects of terrorism discourse. Finally, we analyzed how these effects do 

not just automatically impact on our thinking, but can also actively be used to construct a 

narrative. 

In the second chapter, we evaluated the research into terrorism based on the insights we 

gained in the first chapter. To what degree does the knowledge production concerning 

terrorism depend on the discursive structure that constitutes the concept? Strongly, we 

found. We saw that some characteristics of terrorism research, such as a counterterrorist 

perspective, a problem-solving methodology and a comparative approach, are directly the 

product of terrorism discourse. Analysis of the organization of the field showed that the 

validity of knowledge on the study of terrorism in fact depends on the emulation of an 

expert discourse that is configured in such a way as to keep the findings of research 

compatible with terrorism discourse. By emulating this discourse in various fashions, such 

as by teaching, participating in the public debate and advising policy, scholars studying 

terrorism contribute to the reification of terrorism and the continued hegemony of the 

terrorism discourse when it comes to political violence. We did, however, illustrate a few 

ways in which scholars have been important in the construction of an alternative, non-

hegemonic discourse. 

With our first encounter with alternative structurings of the discursive field, we were 

reminded of the fact that the existence of these constellations is not natural or evident, 

but dependent on a particular cultural, social and political context. Discourses are 

historical entities that structure the discursive field imperfectly and thus only for a limited 

amount of time. In the third chapter therefore, we tried to trace the roots of terrorism 

discourse. We went back to alternative meanings for “terrorism”, dependent on other 

discourses, inquired into the birth of terrorism discourse and traced its rise to dominance 

and hegemony. Analyzing which factors played a causal role in this rise to hegemony 

supplied us with an insight in the relationship between terrorism discourse and mass 

media. Furthermore, we looked for the continuing developments in terms of ideology 

within the hegemonic terrorist ontology of violence. We examined how within a single 

understanding of the nature of reality, multiple ideas on that reality can be formulated, 

constrained by the framework this ontology provides. 

In the second part of this work, we changed our focus from the hegemonic discourse on 

political violence, to non-hegemonic conceptualizations. In particular, we focused on the 

way in which communist militants constructed a meaning for their violence in their 

discourse. This shift from hegemonic to non-hegemonic discourse implied two important 

changes, a methodological one and a theoretical one. Whereas the construction of 

hegemonic terrorism discourse is well researched in Critical Terrorism Studies, the 
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signification of their own violence by militant groups is fairly uncharted territory, 

particularly from a critical perspective. Our approach here was based on topic modeling. 

On a theoretical level, we lost one of the most important aspects of terrorism discourse, 

that is, the objectification and reification of violence. By objectifying violence, it is 

detached from ideas in terrorism discourse. This is not the case in non-hegemonic 

discourses, we explained, where no artificial separation between ideology and ontology is 

in place and as such we cannot study both divorced.  

Both these issues were developed in chapter four. We discussed our methodology by 

comparing it to previous historical research using topic modeling, illustrated the strengths 

and weaknesses of our approach, and used the conceptual work on framing to ground our 

statistical approach in the theory of discourse we previously formulated. We proceeded by 

drafting up discursive profiles of each group to compare the rhetoric of different groups to 

one another. Such comparisons allowed us to conduct a longitudinal analysis. We saw that 

groups from the late sixties-early seventies, groups from the early eighties and groups 

from the early eighties-late nineties each showed similarities with groups from the same 

period, but important differences with groups from another period. Based on longitudinal 

analysis, we established the theory that over time, militant groups exhibit a growing 

bifurcation between violence and the ideology that motivates this violence. This in fact 

entails an mutation from a monistic to a dualistic ontology. The result of this development 

was something we characterized as ideological fatigue. 

By establishing frames whose evolution we could track through time, we found empirical 

evidence for this in the fifth chapter. We further solidified our theory by analyzing the 

development of some key topics and close reading analysis. As a test sample, we examined 

the R.A.F.’s discourse over the whole period. 

We then only needed to explain the process which caused this bifurcation and the 

resulting ideological fatigue. We formulated the hypothesis that engagement with mass 

media communication was what caused this rift. Communicating through mass media with 

a dualistic conception of violence proved unsuccessful, and as such the groups we 

investigated sought to emulate hegemonic terrorism discourse to convey their message. 

Because ideology is less compatible with the media’s language, it abated from the voiced 

discourse, and as attacks and violence are more easily communicated messages, these 

took the front stage, in what we conceptualized as the second phase of the discursive 

evolution of militant communist groups. This intimacy with hegemonic discourse 

facilitated communication through mass media, but made the groups struggle with their 

own understanding of violence. The understanding of violence the groups communicated 

was incompatible with their worldview. This led to the divorce between ideology and 

identity and violence, something we characterized as the third phase in the evolution of 
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militant discourse. The conundrum which the fighting communist organizations now faced 

meant that their identity was dependent on violence, but this violence was no longer 

understandable in the groups’ worldviews.  

The implications of this hypothesis are not to be underestimated. In effect, it follows 

directly from the theory we formulated that the way in which we talk about “terrorism” in 

society has a direct impact on the ones we consider terrorists. Hegemonic terrorism 

discourse has a direct effect on the way in which revolutionaries perceive themselves, 

their violence and reality. The way in which the hegemonic terrorist ontology of violence 

affected groups like the R.A.F. was so strong that it in fact contributed to their demise. The 

ideological fatigue violent revolutionary groups suffer in perceiving their violence as 

terrorist destroys their motivation, it makes the group’s cohesive identity deteriorate and 

as such, it affects the very essence of their being. The interaction of their conception of 

violence with the hegemonic terrorism discourse resulted in an ideological fatigue that 

hastened the downfall of “Europe’s Red Terrorists”, as Alexander and Pluchinsky call them, 

considerably. Talking about terrorism in terms of “terrorism”, can be more effective at 

taking out terrorists than a whole police force, we would argue. Yet it is precisely in this 

interaction of discourses that the revolutionary victory would lie, if it were ever to come. 

Overthrowing the hegemonic discourse on violence is what would allow these groups to 

show the ideology and the ideas their struggle expresses. 

6.3.1 Further research options 

We have aimed to give an impetus to the study of terrorism through a constructivist 

perspective. As constructivist terrorism research is a recent trend and covers a wide range 

of issues, many options for further research are still open. Most importantly in the light of 

this thesis, the results of the research we have conducted could be strengthened further 

with additional empirical research, with both a deeper and a wider scope.  

To make the approach we have used here even more profound, two options are available. 

First of all, the corpus could be expanded to include more texts and thus make the results 

even more significant; secondly, more precise analysis could be conducted. We have for 

instance not been able to make a diachronic analysis of each group individually in the way 

we did for the R.A.F. and the corpus as a whole. Making a time series for each group 

separately could provide further substantiation of the theory we formulated. 

Widening the scope in search for additional confirmation would involve developing an 

empirical approach to prove the hypothesis we posited on the interaction of different 

discourses on violence earlier in this concluding chapter. We have in this conclusion only 

speculated on how media provide a contact point for hegemonic and non-hegemonic 

discourses. A hands-on approach to test this presupposition would be to analyze media 
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coverage of a militant group and study whether we can see the emulation of certain 

aspects of the media’s discourse in the communiques and pamphlets issued by the group. 

In this study, we have only used topic modeling to evaluate the ontological construction of 

violence by its perpetrators. However, this of course is not the only insight we can glean 

from this topic model. Even though we have chosen to explore one issue in depth based 

on the research questions we formulated, plenty of other options remain open, many of 

them outside Critical Terrorism Studies. One of the questions we could have asked this 

corpus concerns the functioning of incentives, reasonings and motivations in the decision-

making process of terrorists. Many politically and economically educated scholars have 

tried to understand this within rational choice theory, evaluating the impact of various 

factors such as political opportunities, repression, media on the choices terrorists make 64. 

Such a theory can be applied to both the strategic choice of terrorism (e.g. why is 

terrorism the most appropriate course of action to reach a particular political goal for a 

certain member of society)65 and tactical choices within terrorism (e.g. target selection, 

attack method, timing,…)66. This line of inquiry is not that far from sociologists who have 

tried to study terrorism as a form of contentious politics, and have even tried to 

understand it in the framework of social movement theory67. However, crucially, the 

sociological approach has in part abandoned the idea of terrorism as an exceptional 

category, placing it in line with “ordinary” repertoires of contention. And unfortunately, as 

Gunning has shown, they have failed to penetrate the study of terrorism68. Gunning argues 

that social movement theorists test their models with terrorism as a case, rather than 

studying terrorism through social movement theory. Analyzing texts written by militant 

organizations with regard to tactical and strategic notions69, the way in which choices and 

dilemmas are presented and the way in which motivations, incentives and political 
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developments are felt, would be very useful to assess these mostly theoretical 

assumptions. 

Another contentious topic on which the analysis of primary sources could shed light is the 

relations of militant organization to non-violent groups with similar convictions. Police 

repression has often struck those associated with the ideology motivating the “terrorists” 

but how do the terrorists in question perceive these potential allies? The police apparatus 

often linked the R.A.F. and the R.B. to the strong autonomist scenes of Germany and Italy, 

but is this really warranted70? Would the R.A.F. and the R.B. be interested in such co-

operation?  

These are but a few of the many possibilities which original source research offers to the 

study of terrorism. Furthermore, their application clearly fits any approach to the study of 

terrorism, whether social-constructivist or not. Critical terrorist scholars are in our opinion 

right when they state the potential of looking at original texts has been underexplored, 

especially compared to how much theoretical work has been done71. However, their 

relentless focus on the handling of the issue of terrorism in politics, research and society as 

a whole has led critical terrorism scholars to undervalue the study of those constructed 

and perceived as terrorists. While they focus on sources more than orthodox scholars, 

sources produced by the “terrorists” too often gather dust. 

The analysis we conducted has allowed us to penetrate the way in which both society and 

“terrorists” construct an understanding of violence in their discourse. Understanding of 

the process by which the violent aspects of resistance are made meaningful is crucial in 

finding out what motivates the actors in this violence. It allows us to grasp why do-gooders 

and idealists are prepared to live or die by the gun and why politicians are prepared to 

spend large sums of money on a combatting a danger that rarely has subverting potential. 

Only by analyzing how understanding is constructed can we truly gain insight into what 

terrorism is, to terrorists, and to us. 
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Appendix A 

This appendix contains the topic model made in MALLET we used for discourse analysis in 

the second and third part of this thesis. The model consists of 100 topics (numbered 0 

through 99). It was built using 5.000 iterations with a hyperparameter optimization every 

10 iterations. For comparison’s sake, a second model made using 1.000 iterations and no 

hyperparameter optimization is included as well. This comparison can provide a valuable 

benchmark for someone interested the uses of topic modeling for discourse analysis. 

Topic Model (5000 iterations, 10 optimize interval) 

0 0,10531 europe western european military imperialist strategy west political 

countries economic states frg nato france central policy level policies international  

1 0,01541 practice study written fire prairie paper lenin read wrong 

statements claims theory decision fantasies caught writing respective numbers opposed  

2 0,0229 cdu germany party german trans year constitution kohl corporations profits 

government herzog dusseldorf million present office kanther june post  

3 0,03729 communique february assassination office attack neusel ministry 

march government force attempted interior schleyer april executed french rohwedder 

head bonn  

4 0,02036 leadership party marxist collective leninist leaders official 

centralized parliament kind discipline democrat require choose guide block education 

outlook radicalization  

5 0,13899 people social society life system liberation destruction power 

means struggle exploitation lives living day racist human resistance struggles capitalist  

6 0,01993 culture history national identity common positions creates nation 

caste language lots nationalism traditions nations land based question minority historically  

7 0,03189 country attack bases machine bomb american responsibility 

professional occupation personnel leaves terrorist terrorism mercenaries greatest 

diplomatic continue embassy past  

8 0,00994 culture yuppie cultural lack post bosses psychological creativity 

recognize stores ideology individualization compensate fordist yuppies breakdown 

profoundly failures elimination  



242 
 

9 0,02313 iraq war genocide western west thousands iraqi law american 

ground kuwait destruction public mass saddam total united media rights  

10 0,01107 resistance neighbourhoods city won neighbourhood high 

organization tech results places organizing social crisis expensive reduced kreuzberg 

hamburg finally attempted  

11 0,03843 enemy attack policy common imperialism regard goals fronts unity 

aimed important internationalism alliance campaigns differences world main implemented 

symbol  

12 0,00745 reached precisely quickly essential consent claimed indignation foot 

proceed swindlers required refused reports thought deformation products desert banks 

dialogue  

13 0,02167 day gdr care man year half protect profit standing brutal houses 

star harm chosen watch corporation manager framework territory  

14 0,02635 criticism white national politics wrong conference racism left line 

chauvinism leadership wuo chicago unity correct sexism major opportunism committee  

15 0,03422 class working oppressed workers interests youth section sections 

interest members strata control privileged job poor range national privilege upper  

16 0,28101 revolutionary movement struggle political imperialism mass 

development class organization anti entire revolution struggles point part based level 

conditions country  

17 0,02061 bourgeois student status parliamentary didn closed section revolt 

manifesto quo legal dissatisfaction il thesis ignorance complete established impossible 

situation  

18 0,01213 underground weatherman city tribe man weather dohrn 

declaration millions leary bernardine paralysis communication dr guns celebrating districts 

dope berkeley  

19 0,27993 revolutionary struggle political power military front imperialist war 

strategy process resistance forces state offensive means attacks basis counter action  

20 0,02994 defense industrial economic general economy technological 

industry financial concentration sector weapons responsible pis industries policy eureka 

public sol business  
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21 0,13555 practice experience individual questions concrete group conditions 

decision line collective ideas experiences discussion common develop clear reality sense 

positions  

22 0,04773 problem political attack restructuring campaign front objective 

imperialism general relations aware view terms issue feel organization agreement raf 

industrial  

23 0,11291 class bourgeoisie working proletariat bourgeois political interests 

proletarian dictatorship masses power today direct parties position petit objective historic 

socialism  

24 0,00664 weigl food monopoly small big meigo kidnapped previous poor 

corporation bavaria farms mcdonalds professionals salary provinces report export 

abolishing  

25 0,00725 force submit resolve arms death accentuates represented decade 

depriving honor requires dictated lasting shipments share hand forward unit goods  

26 0,03846 human cops guerrilla death live don life matter die hans didn pigs 

joachim beings back fighting klein stop shot  

27 0,12633 crisis system capitalist social world economic capital production 

capitalism power development process contradiction market means competition global 

international order  

28 0,00603 sol killed dev devrimci turkish courtroom mit beaten patriots aydin 

ankara deported militants bulletin ulusoy patriot mistake erol reasons  

29 0,0297 west germany berlin republic federal east socialism existing ideological real 

situation developments coming soviet ddr rise external opening gdr  

30 0,01373 press left don wing lot bourgeois anarchy reasons vote comrade 

straight contrary molotov voters brutal truth eec leave atmosphere  

31 0,01172 share prison externally house opens fundamental expectations 

happiness internally counts victories brings extensive origins drives rely defeats 

demonstrations plant  

32 0,04483 black people liberation white oppression blacks vietnam struggle 

colony country imperialism oppressed determination south whites position part racist 

north  
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33 0,01959 facts statements lies speak enemies proof truth prove trial fact 

cover complete prisoner hate democracy spread clique precise stopped  

34 0,00582 office local ministry valencia national bombing madrid belonging 

electric corps offices employment city building seville espanola april police fixed  

35 0,04409 question role power important counter play great fight remains 

answer doesn clear key side reactionary doubt plays potential bourgeoisie  

36 0,01653 propaganda class actual link correct campaign student springer 

critique bild vietnam divide writers agitation zeitung students justice shit workers  

37 0,02421 turkey left democratic forces september opinion palestine abroad 

bush fascism government respect line ozal salvador major united ruling independent  

38 0,03534 kurdish turkish pkk turkey kurdistan kurds solidarity german military 

government resistance ethnic villages support cleansing arms associations border cities  

39 0,02063 november cia people bombs greek karamanlis national order local 

units fascist pasok greece terrorist minister terrorism agents junta press  

40 0,06554 imperialism revolution world united people socialist states power 

liberation stage country international socialism national interests front determination 

imperialists vietnam  

41 0,0254 government italian italy policy change role foreign proletariat policies 

economic reactionary classes wilma craxi expressed finance pci great warmongering  

42 0,00805 enter impose animal acquire freely openly writings eliminate 

supreme computer contention networks chip shopping criminalizing agreed departure 

language exception  

43 0,07421 communist fighting organization proletarian proletariat war 

communists cells workers marxism political brigades red revolution party leninism 

construction organize internationalism  

44 0,07239 war nato east middle military world imperialists usa imperialist 

american nuclear force bases missiles country forces troops region soviet  

45 0,00846 green capitalism reform ecological burn integrated alternatives 

consolidation reformists confrontations filled anger modern schering fischer higher 

controls flames chew  
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46 0,00847 east present bloc largely explain long detente useless capitalist 

demise prevalent growth penetration uproar puts continues ideological exploit miserable  

47 0,00905 bullets car feel scare buried schools dream demagoguery rage 

equipped ammunition resist refuses doesn experience happen city trader atmosphere  

48 0,13458 left political politics social process years question present time 

situation find today made place reality lack past ways crisis  

49 0,01382 prisons violence police areas slow spend open houses survival 

preungsheim spontaneously twenty corruption lie frankfurt possibly humans proved 

exercise  

50 0,00584 tactic times living instrument highest adapt groupings ploetze 

imagined oxygen characterized learned brilliant sand shutter parliamentarianism 

statements lowest levels  

51 0,02017 urban guerilla uniform clothing public trial weapons situation fire 

bit smear proceedings justice law class cars ineffective demoralized guilty  

52 0,05592 anti imperialist struggle war imperialism led solidarity movement 

revolutionary movements waging campaign content issue pro camp directly capitalist easy  

53 0,01601 brothers sisters brigade bryant angry truth doesn ireland british 

high home birmingham ll clydeside pigs hit fascism hitting badly  

54 0,35799 people long time fight years make real hand put made fact 

comrades part system makes clear don things order  

55 0,05334 people state fascist regime government forces policy operations 

death october grapo armed organization repression groups spanish support peoples plans  

56 0,01259 summit lurssen world military geneva visit reagan firm reason 

meeting peace business attack warships murderous john arms tazkisac exports  

57 0,01173 commando released andreas unfit baader build van 

hammerschmidt siegfried memory shot bernd immediately katharina wolfgang cadre 

injury sonnenberg nter  

58 0,02599 political gain existence explained government solution good months 

continuous justify solutions shown spite aims consequences advantage psoe cry turned  
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59 0,00908 classes terror replace mao random counterrevolution african 

dynamics white banner prepared revolution proportions chinese held aspect letting red 

society  

60 0,03406 police army security soldiers service weapons action secre officers 

services raid staff prepare arrest calls agents leaders hold trained  

61 0,00992 roma sinti center files research gypsy cologne residency national 

control persecution socialism forced race gypsies based data granted knowledge  

62 0,01521 movements understand guerrilla warfare action oil opportunism 

developing blind free differences explain routine subjectivism alley recognize aggressive 

baader militancy  

63 0,04489 government torture rights continue policy people terror democracy 

human repeat hold demand responsible freedom dirty murderers children ozal demands  

64 0,01546 politics information secret issue deal address traitors fail denounce 

found remaining integration media warning quotes removal anarchists dealings kgb  

65 0,02502 turkish cyprus greek occupation forces imperialism military position 

crime country cypriot governments cent invasion greece current minority turkey cypriots  

66 0,05566 workers work labor jobs wages social union labour unions high 

unemployment wage demands real strikes trade production demonstrations increased  

67 0,01709 ago year years rebellion inside explosion controlled jackson blew 

carr back kidnap san murdered teachers thousand beaten hundred beat  

68 0,00951 cities effective advanced providing san industries develop centers 

francisco smaller organizers apartment popular baden air california hungerstrikes coal 

stratified  

69 0,08695 state german longer germany security police fascist resistance 

fascism laws terror apparatus nazis measures protest repressive emergency nazi crimes  

70 0,05696 refugees racist immigrants refugee stay welfare food population 

means attacks asylum poverty women men foreigners deportation racism children living  

71 0,11802 struggle armed political organization strategic propaganda work 

means practice illegal operation communism form organize limited decisive doesn 

absolutely fully  
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72 0,10687 time guerrilla fact longer place make end politics created militants 

actions germany carried allowed case activities called slogan give  

73 0,02293 campaign bourgeois pacifism october made akkerman pierre bank 

militarism marx attacked america banks electronics pacifist petty cells progress karl  

74 0,04454 pigs people movement schools youth kids pig struggles citywide 

fights high school neighborhood young day issues build based groups  

75 0,01811 general operations series specific chosen operating order 

campaigns connect terms area theme tool aspects resignation answer squatters nonsense 

affect  

76 0,01457 people security revolutionaries state police punished torturers trials 

crimes officer justice courts istanbul prosecutor gunaydin yasar appeal chief blood  

77 0,00952 federal berlin line reformist work munich justice court liberal 

karlsruhe bad frankfurt bonn facade hamburg springer supreme dead wing  

78 0,01132 pay personality shit produce faces newspapers making members 

make criminals fascism analyzed konkret brandt willy headlines interested bought 

consumers  

79 0,05468 ruling people powers violence back media side make freedom 

solidarity continents sabotage started criticism made attempt germany day citizens  

80 0,05075 army red faction liberation struggle concept history made wanted 

build attempt project guerrilla urban end path focus armed revolt  

81 0,00421 medical jose zaragoza moron feeding munoz dr torrejon rota fed 

doctor community tum fernandez galende juan ramon iraq powerful  

82 0,02148 raf guerilla baader mahler psychological private andreas urban 

warfare prison reflect baw received easily statement prisoners guy armament horst  

83 0,00645 gap region families land owners village large agriculture 

modernization subsistence zones farmers nation children aims creation dominance 

resettlement pasture  

84 0,01542 movement groups mass nuclear militant anti weapons victims 

gorbachev established st movements energy imperative citizen apocalypse combatants 

construct nonetheless  
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85 0,05171 building headquarters nato attacks attacked military attack de 

group honeywell destroyed belgium night explosives december april decided systems ccc  

86 0,08567 actions groups resistance discussion militant rz action discussions 

practical past carry theoretical left small praxis years public cells important  

87 0,01481 legality illegality hopes social amnesty legally stupid statement 

criminalization domination police incorrect reveals coalition banned media handbooks 

encroachments ostpolitik  

88 0,07586 prisoners prison strike hunger resistance solidarity prisons torture 

political isolation conditions imprisoned demand justice mobilization special comrades 

spain extermination  

89 0,01478 latin asia africa america hundreds thousands revolutionaries 

amerikan free past barracks murdered american nixon cambodia style haig kent rap  

90 0,01099 bank publications deutsche corporation herrhausen executive sales 

minds press roth blowing information head hirsch heinz consumer karl successor boards  

91 0,0126 palestinian israel international general lebanon sinai camp criminal 

progressive zionist finally beirut hijacking mof gerd palestinians territories david occupied  

92 0,04432 women men violence oppression family patriarchal structures 

things conditions sexist back legal social don break exploitation society forms strong  

93 0,01111 money expropriation gesamtmetall coupled obtained funds sphere 

child financing financed dm partially bank confiscated monthly accustomed leftist arbitrary 

treated  

94 0,00906 isolation communication ban searches observation weeks 

deprivation contacts forced reality rebmann water conversations sagmalcilar torture 

brainwashing cells surveillance communications  

95 0,00965 radikale linke offer explanation schism autonomes document 

numerous strobl ingrid frequently sword situations middle argue arbeiterkampf ebermann 

greens thomas  

96 0,02431 american anti fascist actions groups left attempts directed fascists 

space feelings housing lack exist soldiers americanism disorientation bremen frankfurt  

97 0,01649 clear enemy propaganda line conclusion mao massive successes 

tigers documents draw ruling attacked tung tse easter drawn agitation recognized  
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98 0,00583 gas tear accident capable restricted finger kid kp behavior pipes 

searching lifted orange occupational dogs station direct prejudices uncivilized  

99 0,10358 world war people peoples exploitation today nations imperialist 

time increasing national brought waged countries history large imperialism period millions 

Topic Model (1000 iterations, no optimize interval) 

This model was not used in any analysis, but is merely included for comparison’s sake. 

0 0,5 point view program determined order paper measures underground 

starting prevent carry general offensive dialectic politically weatherman communication 

type views  

1 0,5 political interests struggle function complete center establishment 

connection tendency area intervention strategic strengthening vital objectives mobilize 

foundation word managed  

2 0,5 power economic market increasingly large wars increasing aggression 

profits productive capitalism scale financial exploited crises secure neo societies effects  

3 0,5 years militants face months ago killed past days shot sol continues effort 

learned times ten supporters strength dev efforts  

4 0,5 relations policies classes general economic italy italian reactionary parties 

authoritarian governments reform directed aggressive institutional politicians involved 

involvement cut  

5 0,5 don make live victory lot share shit pay logic hands things houses 

movement large stupid wait pre newspapers analysis  

6 0,5 make made end operation clear speak allowed facts approach turn decision 

attempt case tortured statements duty functions clarify october  

7 0,5 power counter building force developed initiatives turning greater driven 

organizing putting order serving parties publication constant moving conditions reaching  

8 0,5 prisoners prison strike prisons hunger isolation solidarity extermination 

comrades imprisoned prisoner demand spain initiatives grapo release spanish 

imprisonment jose  

9 0,5 place great mobilization taking ideological initiative information attempt 

control rise seek completely end gave decide publications foundation agreement book  
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10 0,5 political concrete process makes achieve operations continents central 

activities campaigns series aspect absence operating ccc meeting directly defeat connect  

11 0,5 force general palestinian clear air reasons camp requires progressive action 

nations organized single israel occupied multinational question lebanon great  

12 0,5 political positions level daily deal integration shows strength instrument 

character element weakening aspects presence main processes success specifically central  

13 0,5 black white country determination oppressed oppression blacks liberation 

colony south fight win common racist winning racism nation whites position  

14 0,5 struggle armed communism wilma organization arose result parts scientific 

solidarity christian fall attachment contribution precondition recognition tangible affect 

occurred  

15 0,5 november press bombs order cia units agents terrorism plan greek pasok 

karamanlis athens assistance bomb terrorist extreme agent president  

16 0,5 struggle liberation national struggles part expression hope integrated 

determine today difficulties consists guarantee carried showed joined tasks helped back  

17 0,5 social process resistance high question place content places idea politics 

won neighbourhoods separate full post city crisis organization tech  

18 0,5 line politics criticism wrong leadership hard national split conference main 

bad organizing times opportunism chauvinism thousand wuo chicago totality  

19 0,5 crisis capitalist capital system economic present economy restructuring 

competition order sectors labor greater production worldwide hand markets continues 

necessity  

20 0,5 class bourgeoisie proletariat political proletarian masses dictatorship 

vanguard leadership objective marxist working task historical organized leninist advanced 

effective combatant  

21 0,5 history experience future identity strong sense joint things reformism 

decades hopes weakness understanding position draw open defend knowledge goal  

22 0,5 conditions based organizations analysis point words enemies establish rest 

order leads orders massive understanding brutality encourage period context 

individualization  
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23 0,5 world imperialism peoples nations america free latin africa empire asia 

wealth principal colonial idea borders directly super victorious oppressed  

24 0,5 ruling situation back powers media repression members changed step push 

previous fact escalation network dependent impossible transformed call streets  

25 0,5 torture continue terror regime laws freedom murder murderers murdered 

terrorist friends repressive popular persons massacres moral strengthen murders amnesty  

26 0,5 german party cdu germany trans year corporation business corporations 

june present constitution parliament stated kohl dm germans dusseldorf soldiers  

27 0,5 nato attacks attacked bases headquarters belgium december honeywell 

guards target destroyed serves simple plans general prepared haig france stations  

28 0,5 role important country present leading potential play maintain mind 

systems aware pointed expressed aimed demonstrates effective felt playing plays  

29 0,5 people revolutionaries thing serve blood leaders oil consumption stronger 

commit urgent fail continually love institution capable struggling vague berkeley  

30 0,5 process group individual experiences developed collective discussion 

structures develop making practice isolation decision destructive individuals common 

hand objectives collectivity  

31 0,5 time contradictions reformist domination conditions existence major 

importance absolute situations hand position ability theme realized grow expect 

development expansion  

32 0,5 means exploitation social culture control ideology cultural life survival 

coming exists language individual yuppie creates stores dominant trend autonomy  

33 0,5 practice practical politics theory militant important theoretical things thing 

ideas opposed influence praxis militancy limited personal intellectuals turned begun  

34 0,5 military attack attacks machine apparatus political bonn politico targets 

carrying concrete purpose mistake rohwedder shape embassy final buildings bus  

35 0,5 human responsible death rights life demand powerful administration 

attacking institutions concern gas beings citizens happened threat showing belong tear  

36 0,5 workers union labor wages strikes unions wage demonstrations trade 

property employers proletarians provide bosses worker sabotage protect traitors stands  
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37 0,5 guerilla urban federal legal republic internal legality illegal responsibility 

parliamentary illegality context produce connected external space representatives baw 

necessarily  

38 0,5 army red faction liberation concept project brigades attempt sought 

remained fundamental dignity late fraction wanted revolt transform struggled lay  

39 0,5 comrades action understand commando baader leave explain feel 

immediately knew andreas criticisms van staff start incorrect learn intended due  

40 0,5 struggles movement schools kids work issues issue fights consciousness 

citywide pigs based area school high neighborhood motion kind reform  

41 0,5 kurdish turkish pkk cities turkey kurdistan kurds support destruction 

villages region land destroyed gap nation living ban subsistence supported  

42 0,5 revolutionary forces weak balance intervention fighters central terrain 

important purpose monopolistic mask inherent thesis meet capture comprehend leaving 

persist  

43 0,5 struggle build organize beginning consciousness revolution clear 

understand understanding movement develop conception basis commitment physical 

smash engaged begun understood  

44 0,5 turkish cyprus greek country position occupation imperialism violent claims 

current greece territory crime forces ethnic minority invasion solution cleansing  

45 0,5 doesn give exist year false thinking hit ve extent repeat brigade angry 

council bryant isn imagine difference profit high  

46 0,5 people population thousands living reality poor areas million poverty 

majority hundreds rich implementation carried planned constitute origin degree migration  

47 0,5 resistance solidarity focus increased annihilation light destroy protection 

increasing protest meaning based develops develop broken hunger occur suitable 

expressed  

48 0,5 unity objective common enemy countries defeat front historic differences 

fronts activities opportunity alliance happen strength metropolises metropolis opposite 

alliances  

49 0,5 organization work form task organizational essential aimed combat 

execution awareness conducted centralized victory strengths insurrection seizing 

numerous response collectives  
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50 0,5 strategy international development means entire global phase militarily 

successful central sol final qualitative directions grows repressive internationally feeling 

decisions  

51 0,5 day form repression points lives strong significant myth failed chosen 

strategy hands regime chose levels alternatives cars finding credit  

52 0,5 question questions today remain answer write develop developments 

answers maintained answered exclude compared asked blow defence reports fact aimed  

53 0,5 violence side act achieved won freedom humanity determination trial law 

destroying system held head greatest option nationalist total draw  

54 0,5 fact time longer established created side victims search consequences 

primary seeking confronted accepted militarist justify safe benefit loss stress  

55 0,5 movement revolutionary mass student revolutionaries analysis masses 

realization broad arrive capable survive choice sds deny sooner section owing 

reactionaries  

56 0,5 production capitalism contradiction capitalist opposition fundamental 

brought called alienation acting changing mode historical lenin give style begin error low  

57 0,5 imperialism revolution stage socialist united power world front socialism 

issue wide relationship stages overthrow defeated defeating launching extension 

development  

58 0,5 lies cops man didn responsibility proof fear minds hans statements wanted 

permanent efforts letter joachim giving purpose names times  

59 0,5 fighting communist proletarian cells organization communists proletariat 

party marxism internationalism construction leninism communism internationalist 

elements confront study deeply born  

60 0,5 bourgeois campaign october bank recent events visit reagan america 

pacifism reason banks raid militarism akkerman pierre demonstrated corporation fourth  

61 0,5 actions action militant carry effect carried directed illegal found words aim 

recognize eta expresses experienced soldiers similar clandestine relevant  

62 0,5 world war states united vietnam imperialists iraq country genocide total 

period socialist caused growing vietnamese ground palestine month iraqi  
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63 0,5 result stop alternative millions unemployment lack misery end reality 

precisely longer failure die reached increase collapse accident energy african  

64 0,5 germany west berlin german finally fascism industry schleyer nazis 

democratic nazi began refused leftist doubt elite ddr gesamtmetall concrete  

65 0,5 long time goals term short hope project gdr path period defined victories 

give considered blow caught intelligence suffered social  

66 0,5 propaganda correct enemy possibilities started tactical link set springer 

fully actual public factories socialist mao vietnam critique drawn walls  

67 0,5 political change direction create lead relationships situation radical 

relationship attitude personal proposals elections foreigners limited feel affected 

dimensions house  

68 0,5 women oppression men violence racist patriarchal forms racism 

exploitation family structures children society traditional break home male sexist sexual  

69 0,5 case discussion past groups discussions rz leftist number critical political 

naturally concerned fordism paid article discussed expectations lead danger  

70 0,5 raf simply matter free status psychological oneself daily mahler practice 

arrogance connection legal expulsion quo bka association reflect filthy  

71 0,5 system life metropoles reaction subject profit means values metropole care 

total humane accept makes slogan pushed lower produces desire  

72 0,5 policy government order foreign minister plans interior neusel show 

agreement finance lines extend proposal intensify prime law half domestic  

73 0,5 structure independent struggling work developing resist small ozal accept 

big reactionary post cost bush independence attacks world circles handed  

74 0,5 groups fascist anti actions notion attempts fascists secret reject principle 

german pressure feelings spirit considered turns ignorance lessons questioning  

75 0,5 war imperialist centers civil waged summit waging geneva brought peace 

leaders economically protracted peaceful preparing partially lie strategy manipulation  

76 0,5 years led people lives lost money avoid lurssen big secret explosives 

thought openly scene overcome politically addition dangerous produced  

77 0,5 open demands true country reason solution nature problems good shown 

bourgeois gain sell denying real level tie democrats continuation  
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78 0,5 people youth young jobs move join including find ways reach everyday fall 

begin provide unemployed base teachers unable takes  

79 0,5 base mass bring full active participation activity perspective call require 

offer needed conscious creation program impossible level condition regard  

80 0,5 fight today support masses oppose struggles conscious put represented 

radical apparent legally raised practiced opportunist plans competitive marked 

subjectivism  

81 0,5 europe western european countries frg nato west economic france projects 

states strategy formation imperialist unified eastern core restructuring bloc  

82 0,5 office building decided local de offices city ministry bombing uniform car 

clothing night show died station august january july  

83 0,5 turkey democratic public opinion democracy september respect fascism 

government found abroad tradition junta rights limited member honor line easy  

84 0,5 part problem direct goal terms specific hand present participate revealed 

making closer problems genuine single instance impossibility nature colonialist  

85 0,5 pigs pig conflict fire brothers written hold inside service sisters prairie 

included comrade entire services proved education truth claim  

86 0,5 made situation level obvious debate recognize eyes kind progress deal 

precise specific steps spite express difficult generally proposal acceptable  

87 0,5 refugees special called immigrants roma food refugee racist stay welfare 

sinti deportation asylum camps files cologne persecution treatment selection  

88 0,5 social society destruction break conditions system continuity forms model 

group metropolitan moment dimension eat national contribute healthy hierarchy wanted  

89 0,5 people real socialism material existing necessity talking relationship part 

developments talk collapse lie consciousness effectively numbers true perspective 

decisions  

90 0,5 american industrial defense sector labour division industry technological 

concentration remains french industries technology weapons pis companies latest factory 

tensions  
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91 0,5 front revolutionary offensive basis strategic confrontation forward step 

decisive orientation leap development subjective antagonism capacity main absolutely 

winter quality  

92 0,5 state means prevent stand creating emergency forced liberal aims 

legitimacy controlled react measures cooperation reinforce subjected weaken early 

nonetheless  

93 0,5 class working bourgeoisie interests oppressed petit section interest 

material basis privileged position range sections heavily strata job relative upper  

94 0,5 guerrilla movements politics armed statement warfare concerns attack 

possibility points longer fear provided organizations means basic focal guerrillas kinkel  

95 0,5 left wing find conflicts interest pressure lack things radical succeed green 

perspective mistakes leftists broken realize limits typical prevented  

96 0,5 forced put dead person reality isolated ready method contacts north totally 

manner clear possibility observation searches threat weeks refusal  

97 0,5 imperialist anti understood phase consolidation preparations heart 

opposition pro account reconstruction allowing facilities dependent levels thinking action 

narrow modernization  

98 0,5 police security justice communique state march april crimes courts court 

february assassination munich officers attempted chief prosecutor punished istanbul  

99 0,5 military east middle american nuclear arms usa peace troops missiles 

weapons plan bloc region soviet key armaments french movements 
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Appendix B: Corpus content 

This appendix gives an overview of the texts contained in our corpus, as well as where we 

found them. 

Action Directe 

D.A., “Communique on the Bombing of the SIAR Building”, 13/7/1984 

D.A., “Communique on the Attempted Bombing of the WEU Office”, 23/8/1984 

D.A., “Communique on the Assassination of General René Audran”, 25/1/1985 

D.A., “Interview with the German Newsletter Zusammen Kampfen
72“, 2/1986. 

D.A., "Communique on the Attempted Assassination of Guy Brana“, 15/4/1986. 

All documents taken from and translated in Alexander, Y. and Pluchinsky D. Europe's red 

terrorists: The fighting communist organizations. London: Routledge (2012): 137-147. 

Angry Brigade 

Angry Brigade, "First Communique", 1969. 

Angry Brigade, "Communique 1", 1969. 

Angry Brigade, "Communique 2", 1969. 

Angry Brigade, "Communique 3", 1969. 

Angry Brigade, "Communique 4”, 1970. 

Angry Brigade, "Communique 5”, 1970. 

Angry Brigade, "Communique 6”, 1970. 

Angry Brigade, "Communique 7”, 1970. 

Angry Brigade, "Communique 8”, 1970. 

Angry Brigade, "Communique 9”, 1970. 

Angry Brigade, "Communique 10”, 1970. 

Angry Brigade, "Communique 11”, 1970. 

                                                        
72

 Zusammen Kampfen was an underground newspaper circulated by the R.A.F. 



258 
 

Angry Brigade, "Twelfth communique”, 1970. 

Angry Brigade, “Thirteenth communique”, 1970. 

All documents were taken from Weir, J. et al. The Angry Brigade: Documents and 

Chronology, 1967–1984. Londen: Elephant Editions (1985). Original edition Weir, J. et al. 

The Angry Brigade: Documents and Chronology, 1967–1984. Londen: Bratach Dubh 

Anarchist Pamphlets (1978). The booklet was written by a group of anonymous anarchists, 

with an introduction by Jean Weir, the only named author. 

The chronology of the documents was difficult to reestablish, as none of them are dated 

and no dates were given in The Angry Brigade: Documents and Chronology. However, as 

the A.B. only conducted attacks between 1969 and early 1972, there is not much room for 

error.  

Anti-Imperialist Cell 

Anti-Imperialist Cell, “22 Years Of Armed Struggle By The RAF In Germany”, 22/4/1992. 

Anti-Imperialist Cell, “Discussion Paper: "Resistance Means Attack!" - A Critique Of The 

RAF”, 22/5/1992. 

Anti-Imperialist Cell, “Statement Concerning The Attack On 'Gesamtmetall' In Cologne”, 

17/11/1993. 

Anti-Imperialist Cell, “Statement Concerning The Attack On The CDU Office In Dusseldorf”, 

22/6/1994. 

All documents taken from Arm The Spirit, 18/2/1995. Although the original site of Arm The 

Spirit has been taken offline, the documents can still be accessed via 

<http://web.archive.org/web/20070801190731/http://www.etext.org/Politics/Arm.The.S

pirit/Guerrilla/Europe/Anti-Imperialist.Cell/>, last checked on 23/5/2015. Arm The Spirit 

was an irregularly appearing underground autonomist paper based in Toronto that existed 

from 1990 until 2000. Their archives have been digitized at < 

http://issuu.com/randalljaykay>, last checked on 23/5/2015. 

C.C.C. 

C.C.C., “Communique on the Bombing of Honeywell’s Office in Brussels”, 8/10/1984. 

C.C.C., “Armed Struggle”, 4/1985. 

C.C.C., “Concrete Answers to Concrete Questions”, 4/1985. 
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C.C.C., “Communique on the Bombing of the Bank of America”, 4/12/1985. 

C.C.C., “Letter to the Workers and Comrades in France”, 6/12/1985. 

C.C.C., “Communique on the Bombing of NATO pipelines”,6/12/1985. 

All documents taken from and translated in Alexander, Y. and Pluchinsky D. Europe's red 

terrorists: The fighting communist organizations. London: Routledge (2012): 151-193. 

Dev Sol 

“Interview with Imprisoned Dev Sol leader Duran Karatas, in Turkey in the Spring of 1988.” 

Knipselkrant 7 (8/1988): 21-24. 

“Claiming Responsibility for the Attempted Assassination on 28 February of a US Airforce 

Officer in Izmir.” Dev Sol News Bulletin 3.1 (1/3/1991). 

“Claiming Responsibility for the Assassination of an American Military Contractor in 

Istanbul” Dev Sol News Bulletin 9.1 (22/3/1991). 

Dev Sol, “Communique on Desert Storm", undated [1992] 

Dev Sol, "Communique claiming Credit for the Assassination of Turkish Police Officers", 

7/2/1992. 

All documents taken from and translated in Alexander, Y. and Pluchinsky D. Europe's red 

terrorists: The fighting communist organizations. London: Routledge (2012): 235-254. 

GRAPO 

GRAPO, “Communique Claiming Credit for the Bombings of Spanish Government and 

Business Offices", 29/9/1982. 

GRAPO, “Communique on a Bombing in Valencia, the Assassination of a Policemen in 

Valencia and a Member of the Guardia Civil in Corogna”, 4/1983. 

GRAPO, “Communique on Armed Propaganda Actions in Madrid, Sevilla, Sabadell and La 

Coruna", 16/2/1984. 

GRAPO, “Communique from GRAPO prisoners on the hunger strike of imprisoned RAF 

members", 12/1/1985. 

GRAPO, “Communique on the Assassination of Dr José Ramon Munoz in Zaragoza", 

28/3/1990. 
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GRAPO, “Communique on the Bombing of Oil Pipelines", 22/1/1991. 

PCE-r, "GRAPO and ETA: Two Strategies and Two Policies." Resistance 6.16 (October 1991). 

All documents taken from and translated in Alexander, Y. and Pluchinsky D. Europe's red 

terrorists: The fighting communist organizations. London: Routledge (2012): 118-132. 

N17 

N17, “Communique on the Assassination of Nikos Momferatos”, 21/2/1985. 

N17, “Communique on the Bombing of a Greek Military Bus”, 24/4/1987 (backdated to 

9/4/1987). 

N17, “Communique on the Assassination of William Nordeen”, 28/6/1988 (backdated to 

14/6/1988). 

N17, “Communique on the Assassination of Ronald Stewart”, 12/3/1991. 

N17, “Communique on the Assassination of a Turkish Diplomat in Athens”, 7/10/1991. 

N17, “Statement Concerning The Attack On The Turkish Diplomat O.H. Sivahioglu”, 

4/7/1994. 

“Statement Concerning The Attack On The Turkish Diplomat O.H. Sivahioglu” was taken 

from and translated by Arm The Spirit, 17/2/1995. Although the original site of Arm The 

Spirit has been taken offline, the documents can still be accessed via 

<http://web.archive.org/web/20070219055620/http://www.etext.org/Politics/Arm.The.S

pirit/Guerrilla/Europe/November.17th/>, last checked on 23/5/2015. 

All documents bar “Statement Concerning The Attack On The Turkish Diplomat O.H. 

Sivahioglu” taken from and translated in Alexander, Y. and Pluchinsky D. Europe's red 

terrorists: The fighting communist organizations. London: Routledge (2012): 94-113. 

R.A.F. 

R.A.F., “Build the Red Army!” (added note), 1970. 

R.A.F., “Build the Red Army!”, 1970. 

R.A.F., “The Urban Guerilla Concept”, 1971. 

R.A.F., “For The Victory Of The People Of Vietnam”, 1972. 

R.A.F., “Letter to the German Press Agency”, 24/2/1972. 
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R.A.F., “Hunger strike declaration”, 8/5/1973. 

R.A.F., "Holger Meins‘ last letter“, 31/10/1974. 

R.A.F., “The Bombing of the Bremen Train Station”, 1974. 

R.A.F., “Statement on the expulsion of Horst Mahler from the R.A.F”, 1974.  

R.A.F., “On the concept of torture” (trial declaration by Andreas Baader),18/6/1975. 

R.A.F., “Fragment Regarding Structure”, 1976. 

R.A.F., “Siegfried Hausner Kommando – Schleyer”, 6/9/1977. 

R.A.F., “Communique Claiming Responsibility for the Attempted Assassination of General 

Alexander Haig, 25/6/1979.  

R.A.F., “Statement Dissolving the 2nd of June Movement”, 1980. 

R.A.F., “Eighth Hunger Strike Statement”, 1981. 

R.A.F., “Attack Against USAFE Ramstein”, 1981. 

R.A.F., “Hunger Strike Declaration by Imprisoned Members of the Red Army Faction”, 

4/12/1984. 

R.A.F., “to those who struggle alongside us”, 1986. 

R.A.F./R.B., “Notes of A Meeting between the R.A.F. and the R.B.”, 1/198873.  

R.A.F., Communique on the Assassination of Alfred Herrhausen, Chainnan of Deutsche 

Bank, in Frankfurt”, 30/11/1989. 

R.A.F., “Communique on the Attempted Assassination of Hans Neusel, State Secretary in 

the German Ministry of the Interior in Cologne”, 27/7/1990. 

R.A.F., “Communique on the Assassination of Detlev Rohwedder, President of 

Treuhandanstalt, in Düsseldorf”, 1/4/1991. 

R.A.F., “Communique on the Strafing of the US Embassy in Bonn”, 13/2/1991. 

R.A.F., “Communique Offering to Suspend the RAF's terrorist Campaign against the 

German State“, 10/4/1992. 

R.A.F., “Katherina Hammerschmidt Kommando”, 30/3/1993. 

                                                        
73

 Statements by the R.A.F. are marked as authored by the R.A.F., statements by the R.B. are marked by 
the R.B. As such, the notes of this single meeting in fact constitute two documents in our corpus. 
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R.A.F., “Dissolution Notice”, 1998. 

All documents bar “Notes of A Meeting between the R.A.F. and the R.B.” taken from 

International Institute for Social History, Rote Armee Fraktion Collection. Archive available 

online at <http://www.socialhistoryportal.org/raf/browse/>, last checked on 23/5/2015. 

Translations made by Moncourt, A. and Smith, J. Published in Moncourt, A. and Smith, J. 

The Red Army Faction: A Documentary History. Projectiles for the People. 1 Oakland: PM 

Press (2009) (documents until 1977) and Moncourt, A. and Smith, J. The Red Army Faction, 

a Documentary History: Dancing with Imperialism. 2 Oakland: PM Press (2013). 

(documents until 1998). 

“Notes of A Meeting between the R.A.F. and the R.B” taken from and translated in 

Alexander, Y. and Pluchinsky D. Europe's red terrorists: The fighting communist 

organizations. London: Routledge (2012): 219-227. Originally published in Terrorismus. 2 

Bonn: Institute for the Study of Terrorism (1990): 5-7. 

Red Brigades 

R.B., “The Story The Italian State Wants To Silence” L’espresso 1, 4/1/1981. 

R.B., “Communique on the Assassination of Leamon Hunt, Director General of the 

Multinational Observer Force in the Sinai, in Rome”, 15/2/1984. 

R.B., “Communique on the Assassination of Ezia Tarantelli, a Rome University Economics 

Professor, In Rome”, 27/3/1985. 

R.B./U.C.C., “Communique on the Attempted Assassination of Antonia Da Empoli, an 

Economics Adviser to the Prime Minister’s Office, in Rome”, 21/2/1986. 

R.B., “Communique on the Armed Robbery of a Postal Van in Rome”, 14/2/1987. 

R.A.F./R.B., “Notes of A Meeting between the R.A.F. and the R.B.”, 1/1988.  

R.B./P.C.C. and R.A.F., “Joint Communqiue”, 9/1988. 

 “The Story the Italian State wants to Silence” is the translation of an article that originally 

appeared in ‘L’espresso’ on 4/1/1981. The unauthorized translation was published in Arm 

The Spirit, 5/7/1999. Although the original site of Arm The Spirit has been taken offline, the 

documents can still be accessed via 

<http://web.archive.org/web/20070801190731/http://www.etext.org/Politics/Arm.The.S

pirit/Guerrilla/Europe/Red.Brigades/>, last checked on 23/5/2015. 
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All documents bar “The Story the Italian State wants to Silence” taken from and translated 

in Alexander, Y. and Pluchinsky D. Europe's red terrorists: The fighting communist 

organizations. London: Routledge (2012): 197-230. 

Revolutionary Cells 

R.Z, “The Dogs Are Barking And The Caravan Moves On - The Revolutionary Cells Respond 

To Hans Joachim Klein”, 24/5/1977. 

R.Z, “Beethoven Versus McDonalds”, 4/1983 

R.Z, “200 Years Is Not Enough: Revolutionary Cells In The Post-Fordist Era”, 11/1989. 

R.Z, “Communique Concerning The Attack On The A+B Office For Roma And Sinti In 

Cologne”, 12/1989. 

R.Z, “Statement Concerning The Attack On The Refugee Administration Centre In 

Boblingen”, 8/1991. 

R.Z, “Tendency For The International Social Revolution”, 5/1992. 

All documents bar “Tendency For The International Social Revolution” and “Beethoven 

versus McDonalds” taken from Arm The Spirit, 4/11/1995. “Tendency For The International 

Social Revolution” taken from Arm The Spirit, 17/11/1995. “Beethoven versus McDonalds” 

taken from Arm The Spirit, 18/2/1996. 

Although the original site of Arm The Spirit has been taken offline, the documents can still 

be accessed via 

<http://web.archive.org/web/20070801190731/http://www.etext.org/Politics/Arm.The.S

pirit/Guerrilla/Europe/Revolutionary.Cells/>, last checked on 23/5/2015. 

Rote Zora 

Rote Zora, "Resistance Is Possible" (Interview With Two Members Of Rote Zora), 6/1984. 

Rote Zora, “Against Immigration Profiteers!”, 12/6/1994. 

Rote Zora, “You Have The Power, But The Night Belongs To Us”, 7/1995. 

“Resistance is Possible” taken from Bell, D. and Klein, R. (eds.) Radically speaking: 

Feminism reclaimed. Melbourne: Spinifex Press (1996). 

“Against Immigration Profiteers!” taken from Arm The Spirit, 3/3/1995. 

“You Have The Power, But The Night Belongs To Us” taken from Arm The Spirit, 24/8/1995. 
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Although the original site of Arm The Spirit has been taken offline, the documents can still 

be accessed via < 

http://web.archive.org/web/20070801190731/http://www.etext.org/Politics/Arm.The.Spi

rit/Guerrilla/Europe/Rote.Zora//>, last checked on 23/5/2015. 

Weather Underground 

Weather Underground, “You Don't Need A Weatherman To Know Which Way The Wind 

Blows - International Revolution”, New Left Notes, 18/6/1969. 

Weather Underground, “Weather Communiqué Number 1”, 21/5/1970. 

Weather Underground, “Weather Communiqué Number 2”, 9/6/1970. 

Weather Underground, “Weather Communiqué Number 3”, 26/7/1970. 

Weather Underground, “Weather Communiqué Number 4” 15/9/1970. 

Weather Underground, “To the Symbionese Liberation Army”, 20/2/1974. 

Weather Underground, “Prairie Fire (introduction)”, 5/1974. 

Weather Underground, “Class And Revolutionary Politics – The Meaning of Chicago”, 1976. 

Later published as Weather Underground, “Class And Revolutionary Politics – The Meaning 

of Chicago.” Breakthrough 1.1 (3/1977): 28. 

All documents bar “Class And Revolutionary Politics – The Meaning of Chicago”, “To the 

Symbionese Liberation Army” and “Prairie Fire (introduction)” taken from the archive of 

the ‘SDS and 60s Leftists’, a group overarched by Next Left Notes, a radical movement that 

places itself in the tradition of the original ‘Students for a Democratic Society’ (SDS). 

Available online at <http://www.sds-1960s.org/wuo.htm>, last checked on 23/5/2015. 

“Class And Revolutionary Politics – The Meaning of Chicago”, “To the Symbionese 

Liberation Army” and “Prairie Fire (introduction)” taken from scanned copies of the 

original kept at Freedom Archives, San Francisco. Available online at 

<http://freedomarchives.org/>, last checked on 23/5/2015. 
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