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TABLE TALKS   I D E A S  A N D  I D E O L O G I E S ?

“Ideologies are links between thoughts, beliefs and myths on one hand and action on the other... Once a 
group internalizes the set of beliefs associated with a given ideology, that ideology provides a “cognitive 

map” that filters the way social realities are perceived.”

- Assaf Moghadam

NOT THAT DIFFERENT AFTER ALL?
•  Terrorists groups often form in response to “grievances.” A grievance is a source of resentment, 

often about something we feel is wrong, or unfair. Common grievances for terrorist organizations 
are oppression, the economy, ethnic discrimination or prejudice. 

•  Grievances are often widely experienced, and sometimes widely agreed upon. Many, for example, 
believe that we should not conduct unethical research on animals. Nor should we destroy large 
parts of the environments for commercial gain. 

•  While many people may therefore be aggravated by a grievance what separates a terrorist group is 
that they use violence to achieve change.

•  It is not only individuals who may support a grievance (and maybe therefore a terrorist group). In 
many cases Governments of another country may support the grievance of a terrorist group. In 
Syria at the moment, for example, many countries are supporting the Syrian rebels who are con-
ducting acts of terrorism against an oppressive dictatorship.

CHICKEN OR THE EGG? 
•  For an ideology to resonate within an audience, it has to be relevant, meaning that it has to reflect 

the problems that they see in the world they live in. Once this ideology exists many people may 
campaign in support of it, but often they may find that their non-violent campaigns are ineffective. 

•  At this time there may be factions of the group that believe that the only way to achieve their goal is 
through violence. At which point a terrorist organization has been born.

•  Once born, the group will use the ideology as a method to communicate its goals, to recruit new 
members and to justify the violent acts they are engaged in.

So what comes first? The ideology comes first because it emerges from problems that people are 
experiencing in their world. However ideologies can change over time, and some terrorist groups will 
change their ideology to remain relevant, to recruit more people, or to justify more violence.

DID YOU KNOW?
The United States originally supported Al-Qaeda because of their 
involvement in the war against the Soviet forces in Afghanistan. They 
provided weapons and money, and even let Osama Bin Laden travel 
around America recruiting fighters for their on-going war. 
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A SPECTRUM OF IDEOLOGIES 
•  Ideologies can be far ranging. They can range from wanting specific policies to change (such as 

stopping abortion, or preventing environmental damage) through to apocalyptic terrorism (mean-
ing they are operating in anticipation of the end of the world).

•  The type of ideology a group has impacts both on success. We cannot negotiate with a group who 
want to end the world, for example, however we can negotiate with a group who wants to have 
better representation for their ethnic group, or who want greater equality.

On a spectrum of ideologies where would you put these three groups?  Which of these groups 
are you most likely to be able to negotiate with (tip: negotiations with this group have already 
led to several ceasefires).

1. The Islamic State: Who want to establish a global caliphate, ruled in Sharia (Islamic) Law.

2. The Irish Republican Army: Who want an independent Ireland, no longer under British rule. 

3. The Weather Underground: A leftish terrorist organization in the United States who wanted to 
over-through the U.S. Government who they felt were criminal and corrupt. 

Could negotiate with        Can’t negotiate with

1?       2?       3?

DOOMSDAY IDEOLOGY 
Aum Shinrikyo perhaps represent one of the more extreme ideologies.  Shoko Asahara, the leader of 
Aum Shinrikyo, convinced his followers that only he had achieved the highest form of existence and 
that by following his teachings they would transcend the many through the levels of existence. His 
followers believed they would be saved from the end of the world, or at least reincarnated in a better 
position in the next life if they died during the end of the world. This explains why the group spend 
so much of its time trying to launch chemical and biological “doomsday” attacks. 

TABLE TALK TAKEAWAY 
For a terrorist group to function it must have a consistent ideology. A “ideology” gives the 
terrorist group a reason to exist. It is what they are fighting for, what they are trying to 
achieve, and ultimately, how they will be evaluated afterwards (were they successes or 
failures?). An ideology has no power unless it resonates within the social, political, and his-
torical context of those whose support the organization requires. However, while in many 
cases the ideology is legitimate the use of violence to achieve change is not. This is what 
separates those who engage in terrorism from those who engage in non-violent protest. 


