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Abstract 
 
 
 

This study addresses the question of why terrorist groups target civilians by 

analyzing the targeting strategies of nationalist terrorist groups in Northern Ireland and 

Spain. Nationalist terrorist groups are considered to be the most likely to apply violence 

in a way that preserves and maximizes their base of support. This study tested the 

hypothesis that greater levels of violence inflicted on the supporting communities of these 

groups cause supporters to become radicalized, thus allowing the groups to engage in 

increasingly indiscriminate violence without sacrificing public support. The central 

hypothesis was broken down into four parts so that different measures of indiscriminate 

violence could be examined: sectarian killings, collateral killings, and civilian deaths 

carried out under novel, idiosyncratic justifications. Sectarian killings were measured in 

two time frames to determine whether the motivation was deterrence or attrition. The 

study examined the nationalist groups’ targeting strategies in the periods surrounding the 

six individual months in each conflict that saw the highest number of civilian deaths 

within the nationalist group’s supporting community caused by both government forces 

and right-wing terrorist groups. One hypothesis was confirmed, but only in two periods 
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under study. Both periods occurred in Northern Ireland in the unusual context of a British 

ceasefire with the IRA. The other hypotheses were not confirmed. The findings suggest 

that the use of indiscriminate violence by nationalist terrorist groups is better explained 

by organizational dynamics, and particularly organizational weakness, than by the level 

of violence sustained by their supporting community. 

 
 
 Barbara Hicks 
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Introduction 
 
 
 

Popular discourse on terrorism provides less information than it does a rhetorical 

bludgeoning. Despite a conspicuous lack of consensus on a number of important issues – 

including the meaning of the term – terrorism has become the buzz word of choice to 

justify some highly questionable American foreign policies, and many other countries are 

catching on. This function alone makes terrorism an important object of study.  

The September 11th attacks represent a watershed in the history of terrorism 

because they violated all previously held expectations about terrorists’ use of 

discriminate force. Prior to these attacks, it was commonly held that “terrorists want a lot 

of people watching – not a lot of people dead.” Generalizations about terrorism were 

reversed almost overnight. The attacks also highlighted a lingering gap in the literature on 

terrorism – the persistent willingness of some terrorist groups to target civilians, despite 

its liabilities. This study focuses on the target selection strategies of nationalist terrorist 

organizations in Northern Ireland and Spain. Nationalist terrorist groups are selected 

because they are uniquely committed to maximizing popular support, and therefore tailor 

their use of violence to the preferences of local supporters. The severity of local 

grievances is an important determinant of the form and intensity of the violence they 

produce.  
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 The central puzzle this project seeks to answer is why civilians are selected as 

targets of violence. It does so by attempting to explain changes in targeting strategies 

over time and asking whether these changes result from rational calculation, emotional 

response, or structural constraints. The central hypothesis is that as more violence is 

inflicted on the group’s base of support, supporters grow more accepting of the terrorist 

group attacking civilians and noncombatants. Terrorist groups should pick up on these 

preferences and act on them to conserve resources. They may also believe that attacking 

civilians and noncombatants is the most effective way to wear down the will of their 

opponents. The main constraint preventing the targeting of civilians and noncombatants 

in this formulation is the need to maintain popular support. Supporters outside the hard 

core may have little tolerance for the killing of civilians. As the community of supporters 

and potential supporters increasingly become the targets of violence, however, they may 

become morally disengaged from the larger society and support more extreme acts of 

violence. 

Investigating this question gives us insights into how the preferences of 

supporters are affected by experiences with violence, and how changes in the preferences 

of supporters interact with and constrain the decision making of nationalist terrorist 

organizations. These two pieces of knowledge are invaluable for understanding and 

evaluating policy options against terrorist groups.  
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Structure of the Study 

  
Chapter one provides an overview of the issues that arise in defining terrorism, 

outlines the features which make for an effective definition in different arenas, and 

creates an operational definition for the purposes of this study. Chapter two investigates 

the psychological, rational choice, and organizational perspectives on the decision 

making processes of terrorist organizations. It also briefly summarizes the empirical 

evidence on the success of terrorist groups, classifies groups according to their strategic 

goals, and describes how goals affect a group’s targeting strategy. Chapter three reviews 

some of the major theories that seek to explain why civilians are targeted by terrorist 

organizations, and lays out the study’s research design and hypotheses. Chapters four and 

five will present case studies on Spain and the United Kingdom. The hypotheses are 

tested after a brief history of each conflict and the terrorist organizations sustaining them. 

Chapter six concludes the study by comparing the findings and pointing out directions for 

future research. 
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Chapter 1  
 

Knowing It When We See It: 
Locating a Bounded Definition of Terrorism 

 
 
 

One of the biggest impediments to studying terrorism is the lack of a consensus 

definition among academics. Definitional disputes also create significant complications 

for intergovernmental cooperation.1 Despite the relative commonality of bilateral and 

multilateral agreements concerning a variety of crimes, extradition for political offenses 

is often explicitly excluded. Because terrorism is always political, this loophole allows 

countries to shirk their obligation to extradite wanted terrorists (Ganor 2002, 300). The 

persistence of the debate over definitions is well illustrated by the fact that, in 1998, the 

most comprehensive database on terrorist attacks significantly altered its operational 

definition of terrorism. In that year, the database began to utilize what its authors 

described as a “novel” approach – “that of not choosing any particular definition of 

                                                 
1 Even the U.S. Government cannot agree on a single definition. The US Department of Defense defines 
terrorism as “the unlawful use or threatened use of force or violence against individuals or property to 
coerce or intimidate governments or societies, often to achieve political, religious, or ideological 
objectives.” The Department of State defines it as “premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated 
against noncombatant targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an 
audience” (Enders, 5). 
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terrorism, but rather allowing users of the database, within limits, to filter out the data 

that does not accord with their own definitions” (START 2007, 2).  

 

 
Definitions 

 
Terrorism has been described as crime, warfare, and clandestine political 

violence.2 Charles Tilly defines it as a type of political violence falling outside a regime’s 

routine forms of struggle (2004, 5). Others have suggested that terrorism is unique 

because it attacks civilians and noncombatants. A fruitful way to structure an 

investigation of these perspectives is to ask exactly what we want out of a definition, and 

whether we need one at all. For any academic inquiry, a clear definition is needed to 

bound the phenomenon under investigation. “Leaving the definition implicit is the road to 

obscurantism,” (Gibbs 1989, 329). In the political and legal realm, we need clear 

boundaries to demarcate those actions we wish to proscribe. Of course, there are already 

laws against murder, arson, kidnapping, extortion, and any other act a terrorist might 

commit. However, it may be desirable to elevate the punishment for certain classes of 

crimes based on their motivation to create a more effective deterrent, as we currently do 

with categories like treason and sedition. We can also approach the need for a definition 

by investigating how the need for different definitions has evolved over time. 

The meaning of the term “terrorism” has changed four times over the past two 

hundred years (Hoffman 1998, 15). It was originally used as a positive term describing 

the government enforcement of order following the French revolution. Thus, Robespierre 

                                                 
2 Martha Crenshaw defines terrorism as “a conspiratorial style of violence calculated to alter the attitudes 
and behavior of multiple audiences” (Crenshaw 1995, 4).  
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appealed to “virtue, without which terror is evil; [and] terror, without which virtue is 

helpless” (16). The term later became associated with revolutionary movements, 

particularly Russian anarchists who carried out a campaign of tyrannicide to foment 

revolution. By the 1930s, the word ‘terrorism’ changed again. It was now used less to 

describe revolutionary movements and more to denote the mass repression of totalitarian 

states (e.g., Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia). The wave of national-

liberation struggles in Africa following the end of World War II caused the terrorism 

discourse to shift back towards sub-national groups. Today, the word terrorism is most 

commonly associated with the contemporary and predominantly religious ‘wave’ that 

was launched in 1979 with the Iranian revolution and Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 

(Rapoport 2006, 18). This wave has produced both sub-national and transnational 

terrorist groups. 

For non-state actors, terrorism is unique among crimes because its perpetrators 

imagine themselves to be selflessly committed to an imagined collective – the oppressed 

(Hallett 2004, 52). Crime is not the only relative of terrorism, but for those who are 

pessimistic about terrorism’s ability to achieve political objectives, it is often seen as the 

closest. Thus, according to Brian Hallett, “terrorists have a well developed theory for the 

Machiavellian or instrumental use of terror, but they lack even the rudiments of a theory 

for the effective achievement of political and social goals,” (58). Such “theatrical crimes” 

provide no instrumental benefit, but only symbolic, psychological satisfaction (62). 

But is success really so elusive for terrorist groups? Hezbollah’s car bombing of 

the US Marine barracks in Lebanon on October 23, 1983 is often credited for the US 

withdrawal from Lebanon (Abrahms 2006, 45). The October 1994-August 1995 Hamas 
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suicide campaign against Israel is said to have led to the partial Israeli withdrawal from 

the West Bank (Enders 2005, 5). During the wave of national liberation movements 

following World War II, terrorism also seems to have been effective at expelling the 

British from mandate-Palestine and the French from colonial Algeria. These anecdotes 

indicate that terrorism can be seen as an effective strategy. Additionally, Pape (2006) 

argues forcefully that the proliferation of suicide terrorism can be explained by its ability 

to achieve tactical goals. Terrorism’s unique motivations, combined with its potential to 

achieve political goals, makes it seem less like normal crime and more like a form of 

warfare or low-intensity conflict. 

These competing perspectives help to illustrate why taking any one position on 

terrorism requires us to make assumptions about many others. The debate over strategic 

utility versus emotional benefits requires a bounded definition in order to create an 

unbiased body of evidence. If we accept the idea that terrorism only targets civilians, we 

cannot count an attack on Marines in Lebanon as a victory for terrorists (regardless of its 

status as a suicide bombing). Similarly, if we insist on using the term strictly as a 

pejorative, our collective ability to study any class of phenomenon to which the name 

applies will be considerably reduced. Ethical debates about what is “good”, “bad” and 

“sometimes necessary” will quickly run over any investigation built on such a weak 

foundation.  

Alex Schmid distinguishes four “arenas” of terrorism discourse; academic, state, 

public, and that of terrorists and their sympathizers (where the focus is on ends rather 

than means). Schmid suggests that each arena seeks to define the term for its own 

purposes, and he advises us to accept such differences. He also suggests what an ideal 
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definition might look like for each category. Distinguishing among these arenas is very 

useful for conceptualizing the different meanings evoked by different actors who employ 

the term. 

Schmid ultimately offers consensus definitions for both the political and academic 

arenas of terrorism discourse. To get at the academic discourse, Schmid asks dozens of 

terrorism experts to rank the acceptability of his own proposed consensus definition, and 

he asks those who find it unacceptable, to define the term. He devotes more than a 

hundred pages to over a hundred different definitions in hopes of discovering one that is 

both comprehensive and widely acceptable. He does this by breaking down the frequency 

of distinct definitional elements. Differentiation of the victim and the target of violence 

was mentioned 37.5% of the time; terrorism’s arbitrary or indiscriminate nature was 

mentioned 21% of the time; civilians, noncombatants, and neutrals were mentioned only 

17.5% of the time; and in an additional 15.5% the innocence of victims was emphasized 

(Hoffman 1998, 39). From this exercise he produced a lengthy academic definition 

consisting of many potential attributes, none of which were privileged. The full academic 

definition is as follows:  

Terrorism is an anxiety-inspiring method of repeated violent action, employed by (semi-) 
clandestine individual, group or state actors, for idiosyncratic, criminal or political 
reasons, whereby – in contrast to assassination – the direct targets of violence are not the 
main targets. The immediate human victims of violence are generally chosen randomly 
(targets of opportunity) or selectively (representative or symbolic targets) from a target 
population, and serve as message generators. Threat- and violence-based communication 
processes between terrorist (organization), (imperiled) victims, and main targets are used 
to manipulate the main target (audience(s)), turning it into a target of terror, a target of 
demands, or a target of attention, depending on whether intimidation, coercion, or 
propaganda is primarily sought, (Schmid 1993, 8). 

 
This definition was greatly simplified for its application in state discourse. In this 

context, Schmid argues that “a good definition is one to which many can agree. A broad 

definition… is likely to be objected to by more people than a narrow one since it turns 
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more practitioners of violence into terrorists” (1993, 11). A legal definition, according to 

Schmid, should be based on the extant law covering war crimes. More specifically, he 

argues that terrorism should be considered the peacetime equivalent of war crimes, or 

“federal crimes against humanity” (11). This definition might exclude some forms of 

violence and coercion that some governments currently call terrorism, such as attacks on 

the military, hijackings for escape, and the destruction of property. However, Schmid 

argues that “a narrow and precise definition of terrorism is likely to find broader support 

than one that includes various forms of violent dissent and protest short of terrorist 

atrocities” (1993, 12). In 2003, the Supreme Court of India adopted Schmid’s definition 

(Madan Singh vs. State of Bihar).  

There is much to recommend this definition. At the most basic level it can help to 

facilitate international lawmaking and thus enhance interstate counterterrorism operations 

(for instance, preventing conflicts over extradition). Schmid also argues that his 

definition can help us strike a balance between two different response models – those 

based on crime and war. Recognition of terrorism’s political motivation and disrespect 

for human rights can expedite the creation of special legal instruments. At the same time, 

explicit acknowledgement that terrorism occurs outside of war helps to prevent an 

overreaction that undermines state legitimacy – which could potentially fuel more 

terrorism (Schmid 1993, 336).3  

Ganor (2002) endorses this approach, but alters is slightly. For Ganor, an 

international definition of terrorism should be based on the Geneva and Hague 

conventions, which established that it was not acceptable to target civilians for political 

                                                 
3 By contrast, successful invocation of the “war metaphor” makes citizens more willing to embrace the 
suspension of civil rights in pursuit of the enemy. It can also be used to justify collateral killings. 
(Kruglanski, Crenshaw, Post and Victoroff 2008, 101). 
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ends. Extending these sanctions on state violence to sub-national groups, Ganor argues 

that terrorism should be considered the sub-national equivalent of either war crimes or 

crimes against humanity, depending on the specific context (2002, 304). He is thus 

agnostic as to whether there is an official state of peace – something Schmid assumes 

explicitly. Ganor is also more explicit about the fact that terrorism consists of attacks 

against civilians only. Many definitions of terrorism describe its targets as 

‘noncombatants’ rather than civilians. The U.S. Department of State, for instance, which 

lifts its definition from Title 22 of the U.S. Code, Section 2656f(d), defines terrorism as 

the political targeting of noncombatants by subnational groups (Enders 2005, 5). 

‘Noncombatants’, however, can refer to anyone who is not currently ready for 

battle. It might include unarmed soldiers, peacekeepers, or armed occupiers. Defining 

terrorism in this way is problematic because militant organizations and their sympathizers 

can make a legitimate objection: they cannot be expected to attack only those military 

personnel who are armed and ready for battle. “By narrowing the definition of terrorism 

to include only deliberate attacks on civilians, we leave room for a ‘fair fight’ between 

guerillas and state armies” (Ganor 2002, 289). Classifying all noncombatants as potential 

victims of terrorism creates an unnecessary impediment to international agreement and 

cooperation. 

 
Action-Centered and Actor-Centered Approaches 

Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle (2008) distinguish between two broad 

approaches to defining terrorism: the action-centered and actor-centered approaches. 

Under the action-centered approach, terrorism can be used by very different actors, with 

several potential features distinguishing it from other types of political violence. Most 
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definitions emphasize either the intent to spread fear or the discrepancy between the 

target of violence and the audience of violence (Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle 2008, 

33). These distinctions fail because they are features of all types of violent coercion. 

Violence will not deter other challengers unless it inspires fear of loss, or, in more 

sanitized terminology, it creates a credible threat which raises the perceived costs of 

violence beyond the expected benefits. The deterrent effect therefore requires that actors 

be coerced psychologically if not physically. Action-centered approaches therefore 

cannot distinguish terrorism from guerilla warfare, civil war, or other types of political 

violence without reference to the targeting of civilians or noncombatants. A good 

example of this approach comes from Schmid, who, as we saw above, offers a political 

and legal definition of terrorism as “the [non-state] peacetime equivalent of war crimes” 

(1993, 11). 

Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle disagree with the argument that targeting 

civilians or noncombatants makes terrorism unique, deriding it as “one of the most 

widely shared false beliefs about terrorism” (2008, 34). This view has proliferated, they 

argue, due to the bias of international data, which is often used inappropriately in 

terrorism studies. For international terrorism, attacks on civilians are common. However, 

based on a dataset these authors constructed for European terrorism between 1965-2000, 

they claim that domestic terrorism also kills a large percentage of combatants. According 

to their data, combatants constitute fully 46% of all victims of European terrorism. 

According to these authors, this makes the civilian distinction “simply useless” (ibid). 

This argument is exceedingly circular – one definition cannot be deemed bad simply 

because it excludes data captured by an alternative definition. According to this logic, 
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their dataset may be equally wrong for failing to include acts of an even more expansive 

definition. The argument also ignores the possibility that their definition corrupts data 

with false positives.4  

To buttress their claim that civilians should not be considered the sole victims of 

terrorism, they point out that civilians are making up an increasing proportion of victims 

in interstate wars, and are currently the largest group of victims in intrastate wars. 

However, when we consider terrorism to consist of attacks against civilians regardless of 

the perpetrator, building a theory to explain it becomes extremely problematic. “If 

insurgent groups, armies, and governments can produce terrorism, what exactly is the 

dependent variable [e.g. the set of attacks we seek to explain, or the extent of coercive 

success]?” (Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle 2008, 34). In other words, it is highly 

unlikely that there will be a common set of causes or effects for the violence of all of 

these disparate actors. The action-centered definition is thus too “slippery” and fails to 

indicate a bounded type of violence which can be coherently explained.5 Such a 

definition, they argue, precludes the construction of theory.  

 Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle advocate an actor-centered definition based on 

the existence of extreme power asymmetries. The importance of terrorism, they argue, is 

in the unique conflict dynamics which emerge when a non-state group does not have the 

                                                 
4 Consider the African National Congress (ANC), which fought against apartheid in South Africa from the 
1960s until the 1994 election. The ANC rejected indiscriminate violence against whites despite a deeply 
segregated society and despite their failure to form an effective guerilla military force. The exiled ANC 
leadership was so committed to portraying itself as a principled challenger that its president signed a 
protocol of the Geneva Convention which legally bound the ANC to avoid attacks on civilians – the first 
time a guerilla group had ever done so (Goodwin 2006, 2034). The decision to describe this group as 
terrorist has thus caused a great deal of controversy. Nelson Mandela, the Nobel Peace Prize winner and 
former president of South Africa, had coordinated sabotage campaigns against military and government 
targets as the head of the ANC’s armed wing, Spear of the Nation. In 2008, just before he turned 90, his 
name was removed from an immigration watch list for potential terrorists. 
5 At the very least, coherent explanations will not be possible with such definitions unless we introduce a 
host of additional distinctions, and these can quickly become confusing.  
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capacity to win militarily, but is still able to challenge the state’s monopoly on violence 

by inflicting punishment on a consistent basis. To avoid analytical confusion, things like 

‘state terrorism’ are ignored in actor-centered definitions. This omission is justified by 

the fact that the techniques employed by states are sufficiently different from those of 

non-state groups, such that combining them together does not help us understand their 

behavior. “State terrorism,” according to this argument, is better conceived as state 

repression (Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle 2008, 34). 

The authors provide two criteria to determine the strength of the non-state group: 

the number of fatalities and the control of territory.6 The first variable for determining 

power is the number of casualties – a central ingredient for definitions of civil war. In 

order for a conflict to be considered a civil war, scholars conventionally set a minimum 

threshold of 1,000 victims (there is disagreement as to whether this should be an annual 

or accumulated figure). Terrorists, Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle argue, do not achieve 

this destructive capacity. Furthermore, the fact that terrorists do not control territory 

makes them, by definition, “clandestine” or “underground”. For guerillas, however, 

The existence of territory… establishes particular dynamics. The guerrillas have to act as 
a proto-state in the liberated territory, imposing order and extracting rents from the 
inhabitants. Guerrillas depend on the support (voluntary or not) of the population. 
Terrorist groups, instead, have very superficial contact with the population because they 
cannot act in the open (Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle 2008, 35).  
 
Terrorism is distinct from communal violence in that it is not “sporadic” but is 

instead a “long-term organized challenge” (Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle 2008, 13). 

For Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle, the main shortcoming of the actor-centered 

                                                 
6 They leave ambiguous whether both conditions or only the more stringent one – control of territory – is 
necessary before a group can be regarded as guerilla and hence no longer terrorist. They do not define 
control of territory. Asal and Rethemeyer define it as both “the ability to coerce nonmember civilians to act 
or forebear and to exclude police and military units from some define geographic space for a period greater 
than six months (2008, 442).  
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approach is that it does not cover what are obviously terrorist acts when guerillas leave 

their territory and operate in urban settings. However, one problem they do not 

acknowledge is the myopic focus on territorial acquisition as the main determinant of 

resource mobilization. Even without complete territorial control, sufficient coercion of or 

complicity with citizens can allow terrorists to acquire significant resources, and thereby 

achieve high destructive capabilities. For instance, Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (ETA) 

successfully enforced a “revolutionary tax” against businesses, while the Irish Republican 

Army (IRA) receives gets large sums of money from both legitimate business enterprises 

and donations from the Irish-American diaspora. It is unclear at what point successful 

resource extraction should become synonymous with occupying territory, or where a high 

enough level of casualties should allow us to describe a group as guerilla regardless of its 

territorial holdings.  

 
Problems with the Action-Centered and Actor-Centered Approaches 

The main weakness of the action-centered approach is that it is hard to move 

consistently from acts to groups. Ganor suggests two principles that can accomplish this 

task: a qualitative principle, in which even a single attack against a civilian is sufficient to 

justify the terrorist label, and a quantitative principle, which would compare the number 

of attacks against civilians to the number of attacks against legitimate military targets 

before labeling a group as terrorist. The problem with these suggestions is that the 

qualitative principle can never achieve the international consensus Ganor promises, and 

the quantitative principle is grossly underspecified (Ganor 2002, 297). For instance, it is 

hard to imagine the emergence of an international consensus regarding the acceptable 

level of civilian casualties before a group comes under the terrorist label and thereby 
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additional sanctions.7 For Goodwin, another advocate of the action-centered approach, 

the very label ‘terrorist’ falsely “essentializes” a group’s nature. This is problematic 

because it can lead us into falsely labeling every action of the group as ‘terrorist’, while 

precluding the possibility that its members behave rationally to match political means and 

ends. Another problem with action-centered definitions concerns the extent to which 

rebel groups coerce civilians to raise resources, often under the threat of violence. The 

use of child soldiers is an illustrative, if extreme, example. An action-centered definition 

could certainly accommodate categories like child soldiers. However, it is hard to 

imagine a test that can divide more difficult cases into terrorist versus non-terrorist acts. 

This formulation could be turned against states as well, so that the extent to which 

coercion or the threat of it is integrated into the very fabric of society makes it impossible 

to define terrorism without arbitrarily discriminating against sub-state actors. 

One of the more difficult problems for action-centered definitions is determining 

whether political assassination should count as a terrorist attack. Analysts who answer in 

the affirmative have attributed the outbreak of World War I to the Serbian terrorist group 

“Black Hand,” which assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand. Such scholars are then in a 

position to treat terrorism as an extremely dangerous and sophisticated strategy. 

Assassination, however, is a very grey area. Like civilians, political leaders are 

noncombatants, and therefore not generally considered legitimate military targets. On the 

other hand, political leaders might be directing combat operations or holding entire 

regimes together, which makes attacking them potentially justifiable targets on 

                                                 
7 A more likely scenario might be to lay out qualitative criteria which establish in some rough way the steps 
rebel groups can follow to avoid international censure. This approach, however, is also extremely unlikely. 
States have no incentive to give their violent oppositions guidelines on how to win legitimacy and thereby 
challenge them more effectively.  
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instrumental grounds. Schmid distinguishes terrorism from assassination by arguing that 

in terrorism, “the direct targets of violence are not the main targets,” thus making terrorist 

assassinations “de-individuated” (1983, 8,11).8 In practice, this is a very problematic 

basis for telling the phenomenon apart, as the distinction between target and audience is 

ubiquitous to all forms of coercion (it only separates coercive violence from purely 

destructive violence aimed at the enemy’s complete annihilation). Furthermore, whether 

any given politician or his colleagues (whom he might have lobbied) are responsible for 

any particular policy cannot easily be established, but may very well be argued as an ex-

post justification for what was perceived to be an effective coercive strategy for other 

reasons. 

  The question we must ask is this: what is it about civilians that makes them 

illegitimate targets, and do these reasons extend to political leaders? Civilians are off 

limits simply on normative grounds; even when targeting them confers a strategic 

advantage, doing so is prohibited on the basis of fundamental human rights. This 

principle is the closest we can get to an answer. Assassination can therefore be more or 

less terrorist in nature, depending on the context. When the specificity of the direct target 

becomes less important relative to the indirect target, we can say it becomes more 

terroristic. Thus, Ganor argues that “an attack aimed against government personnel 

should therefore be defined as terrorism if the target was not in a decision making 

position of the state’s Counter-Terrorism policy” (2002, 288). Obviously some states will 

object to this limitation, desiring instead a complete prohibition on the targeting of 

political leaders.  

                                                 
8 Schmid also sent out a questionnaire to the editors of news agencies, television, radios, and the press, 
asking what types of political violence their medium labeled terrorism. 75% of editors reported labeling 
assassination as terrorism (Schmid 1983, 9). 
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Actor-centered definitions avoid these issues, but create a few of their own. 

Actor-centered definitions cannot distinguish terrorism from other forms of political 

violence without reference to capabilities. The basis of this approach is that there exists a 

discernable level of capabilities in which there is no military power, but only the power to 

hurt (Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle 2008, 35). This is a somewhat problematic 

distinction, for if the power to hurt can accomplish ‘military goals’, how can it be distinct 

from military power? The answer is that military power involves the power to destroy 

physical capabilities (conventionally defined) and to potentially annihilate the enemy 

entirely. The power to hurt, on the other hand, is tailored towards destroying the enemy’s 

will to fight in the absence of the power to destroy (Sanchez-Cuenca 2007, 5).  

This distinction seems to bring us back to those features of action-centered 

definitions which Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle were so quick to discard: the creation 

of fear and insecurity, and the discrepancy between the targets and audiences of violence. 

Thus, the real essence of this focus on capabilities is that the perpetrators of terrorism 

focus primarily on the audiences rather than the targets of violence, seeking to enhance 

their capabilities (and thus enhance their future bargaining position) by playing conflict 

dynamics in their favor. Still, the ability to inflict punishment seems to be such a 

fundamental feature of coercion that it provides little guidance in determining what is or 

is not “terrorist” – the power to hurt and the power to destroy can never be completely 

separated. The authors therefore make a somewhat arbitrary decision when they deploy 

their theory using the control of any territory as a proxy for military power. For Sanchez-

Cuenca, “In principle, any actor might carry out terrorist deeds. In practice, however, 

terrorism is mainly practiced by terrorist organizations” (2007, 6). This is because “given 
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their material constraints, terrorist organizations cannot but resort to the kind of tactics 

that we tend to associate with terrorism” (1). This definition therefore rests on a 

somewhat stylized distinction, and also relies on the claim that territorial control 

produces unique conflict dynamics. In the end, however, this definition is far more 

reliable than any of the alternatives.   

 

 
Conclusion 

 
Terrorism can be defined based on either the means employed or the identity of 

the actor. Defining terrorism based on its means is smart from a legal perspective because 

it can create a disincentive against attacking civilians, leading rational rebel groups to re-

evaluate their actions and potentially shift away from civilian targets.  

The definitional leap from acts to groups is a serious problem for action-centered 

definitions. If terrorism is truly defined by target selection, and we wish to encourage a 

shift away from civilian targets, we must define a reasonable level at which groups can 

free themselves from stigmatization. If, on the other hand, we are merely using the word 

as a pejorative to shift perceptions of legitimacy, we should not care whether 1 or 1,000 

civilians are killed by a rebel group. Issues such as these will continue to create problems 

for international agreement on an action-centered definition. 

 Additionally, it is not completely clear that terrorists would respond to legal 

incentives at the international level. Even if they behave rationally, the perceived benefits 

of targeting civilians may be too great to discourage through, for instance, international 

cooperation that cuts off foreign sources of funding. Before we can say with certainty that 
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an internationally agreed-upon action-centered definition will mitigate human rights 

violations, we must examine the strategy of terrorism, the process of target selection, and 

the extent to which terrorist groups operate rationally. We cannot tell whether increased 

costs will change behavior unless we also know the extent to which armed groups 

respond to incentives and the benefits they perceive to continuing their present course of 

action.  

 On the other hand, defining terrorism based on the nature of the actor is attractive 

from a theoretical perspective because it is analytically simple, and avoids a host of 

difficulties relating to intermediate categories like assassination and the qualitative grey 

area of civilian coercion. For this reason, an actor-based definition will be adopted for the 

remainder of this study. Terrorism will be treated as the use of clandestine political 

violence by an actor that does not control territory, but that is nevertheless able to mount 

a serious challenge to the state’s monopoly on the legitimate use of force. Following Asal 

and Rethemeyer, control of territory is defined as the ability to coerce nonmember 

civilians to act or forebear and to exclude police and military units from some defined 

geographic space for a period greater than six months (2008, 442). Violence will not be 

considered political simply because it challenges the state monopoly – in order to qualify, 

a political goal must be espoused. 
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Chapter 2  
 

Strategy or Syndrome? 
Perspectives on Terrorist Decision Making 

 
 
 

A substantial body of literature seeks to explain the strategic value of terrorism. 

However, most of this literature does not explicitly address the issue of target selection. 

This gap draws attention away from the aspect of terrorism most frequently described as 

fundamentally irrational and is therefore a weakness for current theories on terrorism. For 

those who subscribe to the action-centered definition of terrorism, failing to explain the 

targeting of civilians makes terrorism indistinct from other types of political violence, 

rendering claims about its causes and strategy extremely dubious. “What we must explain 

in order to explain terrorism is not simply why some people are aggrieved and how they 

are organized, nor even why they resort to violence, but why they employ violence 

against civilians or noncombatants in particular” (Goodwin 2004, 260-1). This 

knowledge gap is problematic in the political realm as well, because it matters a great 

deal whether a terrorist group – or any political actor – targets civilians instrumentally or 
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irrationally. Actor-centered definitions therefore face the same imperative to deal with the 

question of why civilians are the targets of terrorist violence. 

We can distinguish broadly between two opposing perspectives on terrorism: one 

which sees it as a tool to achieve an end, and the other which sees it as a syndrome that 

precludes the rational pursuit of alternative means. These perspectives will be referred to 

as the rational choice and psychological perspectives, respectively. Between these two 

perspectives lies the organizational approach, which stresses how the group dynamics of 

underground organizations shape an individual’s psychology and therefore his or her 

potential for rational choice tailored to the achievement of external political objectives. 

Explaining any terrorist organization adequately will require a combination of all three 

perspectives, and in varying degrees. There is no reason to assume that all terrorist 

organizations behave according to the same logic. Violence, even of a specific type, may 

be used in different strategic contexts and for different purposes (Sanchez-Cuenca and de 

la Calle 2008, 38.). Unfortunately, the proponents of each of these perspectives 

sometimes over-generalize in a rush toward externally valid hypotheses, and therefore 

present the three perspectives as antagonistic rather than complementary. 

 

 
The Psychological Perspective 

 
The psychological perspective on terrorism examines micro-level variables, and 

focuses on the role of cognitive and affective distortions in the shaping of terrorist 

behavior. Cognitive distortions in this sense are perceptual deviations stemming from 

simplifying models used to interpret the world, while affective distortions are emotional 
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or personality factors that undermine a person’s ability to see things as they really are. 

Psychological studies of terrorism concern themselves with the processes through which 

these distortions influence decision making (McCormick 2003, 490; Reich 1990; Hallet 

2008, 54).  

Psychological research on terrorism has clustered in four areas. The first 

attempted to locate psychological traits that terrorists might share in common, with the 

hope of defining a “terrorist personality.”9 In the end, the huge efforts put into this line of 

inquiry produced only two conclusions: that the vast majority of terrorists cannot be 

classified as psychotics or as suffering from any other diagnosable maladies of the mind, 

and that there is no stable profile of terrorists or potential terrorists (Gupta 2006, 40). 

Some researchers have reacted to this research by suggesting that terrorists are abnormal 

in more subtle ways. Most, however, simply accept the fact that terrorists are 

“disturbingly normal.”  

The second line of inquiry has focused on the ‘frustration-aggression’ hypothesis, 

which states that individual and collective violence often results from a discrepancy 

between individual expectation and achievement. Gurr is widely credited with bringing 

this hypothesis into the realm of political violence with his theory of “relative 

deprivation.” Feelings of deprivation, in his view, are arrived at subjectively and need not 

have any real basis in fact. Nevertheless, these feelings can cause people to act out 

violently (Brush 1996, 527). Much more remains to be said about relative deprivation 

                                                 
9 Most prominent of these studies was the project launched by the West German Ministry of the Interior in 
1982, which entailed the most exhaustive series of terrorist interviews to date. The project used 227 left-
wing terrorists and 23 right-wing extremists. It revealed a number of patterns in the personal histories of the 
subjects that seemed significant compared to the comparable population of West Germans. The results, 
however, were contradicted by existing psychological profiles from other studies (Reich 1990, 269).  
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theory. For now, it will suffice to say that the line from grievances and frustration to 

aggression was vastly oversimplified. Gurr himself has since abandoned the theory in its 

original form.  

A third line of inquiry has looked for the sources of terrorism in ‘narcissism-

aggression’ models of violence. Narcissistically motivated violence is a type which 

enables the individual to defend his ‘self’ from damage and harm. According to this 

research, narcissistic personalities are subject to ‘splitting’ and ‘externalization’, whereby 

negative self-images are split away and projected onto an external enemy who is subject 

to attack. This research suggests that, although other factors play an important role in the 

individual’s turn to terrorism, preexisting narcissistic injury is also an important source of 

terrorist behavior (McCormick 2003, 492). Acts of terrorism may serve to stabilize an 

individual’s self-esteem. 

A fourth body of work on terrorist psychology views terrorism not as the product 

of a single decision, but as the final result of a long dialectical process that pushes an 

individual toward a commitment to violence. The process occurs within a political 

environment in which the terrorist group, the state, and the group’s self-designated 

constituency interact. This approach has the benefit of acknowledging the importance of 

individual personalities and the impact of social psychology, without the liability of 

describing terrorism as a pathology.  

Bandura’s contribution to this body of literature examines how terrorists justify 

their actions through a process of “moral disengagement.” According to Bandura (1990), 

self-sanction plays a critical role in the regulation of all human conduct. Internalized 

control mechanisms, however, can be selectively disengaged and reconstructed. This 
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change can be accomplished by redefining one’s actions in moral terms, shifting 

responsibility, misrepresenting the consequences of one’s actions, or blaming and 

dehumanizing the victim. This social process of moral disengagement becomes 

particularly interesting in the context of violence which is designed to hurt innocent third 

parties – a process which will later be discussed in much greater detail. 

Another important contribution of the psychological perspective relates to the 

difficulty of giving up terrorism. Terrorists tend to hold bifurcated worldviews that 

separate people strictly into good or evil, friends or enemies. Once in place, this belief 

system is highly resistant to change. Such persistence is due not only to the nature of the 

underground, but also to ‘defensive avoidance’. Defensive avoidance refers to the fact 

that, once a commitment to terrorism has been made, the psychological costs of calling 

one’s actions into question become extremely significant, causing individual belief 

systems to become increasingly rigid in order to justify past behavior (McCormick 2003, 

493).  

 

 
The Rational Choice Perspective 

 
The rational choice perspective on terrorist decision making views terrorists as 

strategic, value-maximizing actors. The perspective has strong and weak variants, with 

each employing different assumptions related to the group’s intellectual abilities and 

knowledge of its operating environment. The strong or ‘substantive’ variant, drawn from 

the idealizations of neoclassical economics, does not distinguish the world as it is from 

the world as the terrorist group sees it and assumes that terrorist groups can anticipate the 
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consequences of their actions. The procedural theory, meanwhile, assumes that terrorist 

groups may act rationally according to their perception of the world, but that this 

perception is an incomplete reflection of reality. Rational choices in this perspective may 

lead to suboptimal outcomes due to information costs, information limitation, 

computational constraints, and time pressures. Too much information may also lead to 

suboptimal outcomes if it causes groups to filter, frame, and thus distort their perceptions 

of reality (McCormick 2003, 482). 

Both variants of the rational choice or ‘tool’ view investigate the rewards of using 

terrorism and treat terrorists as rational maximizers unaffected by psychological 

maladies. The strategic interaction between states and clandestine oppositions is 

structured by their relative strengths and weaknesses. According to McCormick, states 

enjoy a force advantage while clandestine groups hold an information advantage (2003, 

484). Terrorist groups lack the capability to strike fatal blows, but are able to locate and 

strike their enemy at any time. States, on the other hand, can easily dispose of terrorist 

groups if they discover the identities and locations of members, but striking without this 

information is a serious liability. This simple but powerful formulation underlies the 

defining features of any conflict between the state and an underground competitor, and it 

lays the foundation for the most common argument about the strategy of terrorism: that it 

aims to either coerce concessions (in most accounts, by eliciting fear or terror), or 

provoke a backlash which mobilizes more support for terrorists. Rapoport calls the  

backlash approach “the politics of atrocity” (McCormick 2003, 484). More detailed 

analysis has produced over twenty (mostly overlapping) goals of terrorism, including 

terrorization, intimidation, demoralization, polarization, and radicalization of the public; 
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the building of group morale; enforcement of control; disruption of control; mobilization 

of forces and resources; elimination of opposing forces or their resources; punishment for 

cooperation with the enemy; provocation of countermeasures and repression; and 

advertisement of the movement (Kalyvas 2004, 98). McCormick also observes that 

terrorist groups win over passive supporters when they manage to perform attacks that 

demonstrate operational competence. Too much violence, however, may be 

counterproductive if it exposes the group to high levels of arrest, or if it causes popular 

support to be withdrawn. Taken together, the need to project an image of accomplishment 

(the influence constraint) and the contradictory need to replenish the rank and file as 

members are arrested or killed (the security constraint) establish the strategic space 

within which all terrorist groups must operate (McCormick 2003, 497).  

Crenshaw has been one of the most visible defenders of the rational choice 

perspective. She defines terrorism simply as ‘underground political violence’ and argues 

that it is likely to be an informed choice among alternatives, some of which have already 

been tried unsuccessfully. Terrorism may become desirable due to popular repudiation of 

a group’s ideology, a failure to mobilize effectively, or an inability to mobilize 

effectively due to authoritarian environmental conditions (Crenshaw 1990, 11-13).  

Crenshaw identifies a number of benefits that can make terrorism attractive: it 

serves an agenda-setting function (making grievances more salient), may facilitate 

revolutionary conditions by fomenting instability, serves an excitational function 

(inspiring resistance by example), and may provoke indiscriminate repression against the 

population, thus pushing previously unmobilized groups into the arms of terrorists. For 

instance, the German Red Army Faction sought to provoke repression which would 
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demonstrate that West Germany was still a fascist state in disguise. Marighella attempted 

a similar strategy in Brazil in the hopes that “discontent will spread to all social groups 

and the military will be held exclusively responsible for failures” (Crenshaw 1990, 19).  

Terrorism can also be used to demonstrate strength, as the Provisional IRA did in 

the 1970s during periods of negotiations with the British (1990, 16). This decision, 

Crenshaw argues, demonstrated a calculated choice to strengthen their bargaining 

position while alienating public opinion (ibid). It is easy to see these attacks as self-

sabotaging, however, and as proof that terrorists are simply more inclined to inflict 

violence than to achieve political goals. Crenshaw argues that strategic motivation is 

merely one factor in the decision-making process leading to terrorism, but one crucial to 

counteracting stereotypes of terrorists as irrational fanatics (24).  

 

 
The Organizational Perspective 

 
The organizational perspective draws attention to the fact that terrorist 

organizations are subject to a range of influences that may be only tangentially related to 

strategic goals and perhaps even opposed to them. These influences derive primarily from 

the fact that the organizations are both violent and underground.  

Looking at terrorist groups as political organizations reveals a number of 

behavioral tendencies necessary for their survival. The two central tendencies are derived 

from the influence and security constraints. The security constraint refers to the fact that 

as more attacks are carried out, the authorities will acquire greater information about the 

group, and if group members are arrested or killed more rapidly than they are replaced, 
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the organization will not survive. The influence constraint, on the other hand, refers to the 

fact that terrorist groups must carry out attacks both to stay relevant politically and to 

attract resources and recruits. Steering between these two constraints creates serious 

hazards, but is essential to the survival of any violent underground group.  

Secrecy is a serious requirement that can take up a great deal of time and 

resources. The effectiveness and long-run survival of the organization “depends not only 

on having a secret, but keeping the fact you have a secret a secret” (McCormick 2003, 

486). The need to remain clandestine has the general effect of isolating terrorist 

organizations from their larger social and political surroundings. All else equal, the need 

for insulation from societal roots varies directly with changes in the security 

environment, which in turn vary directly with the organization’s level of attacks. The 

more successful a group becomes, the more pressure it comes under to separate itself 

from its social and political base (ibid).  

Another important constraint is the preference constraint. This term refers to the 

fact that, to the extent that a terrorist organization relies upon a community of supporters, 

the moderation of supporter preferences will constrain the group’s behavior. This 

dynamic can be conceptualized in a few different ways. We can think of supporters as 

existing in three more or less distinct groups. The first group consists of the 

organization’s official members and other hardcore supporters. The second group 

consists of those who do not personally carry out the group’s missions, but who 

nevertheless support its goals and provide it with resources and protection. The third 

group consists of those who support the group’s goals but do not support its means.  
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It is often noted that groups who alienate their supporters by using too much 

indiscriminate violence do not survive for long. It is far from clear, however, how this 

preference constraint really works. There is likely a differential impact among the three 

types of supporters just described. Hardcore supporters should be the last to withdraw 

support. Similarly, the pool of those who merely agree ideologically will probably not be 

highly responsive to the means employed. At any rate, loss of these supporters will not 

really damage the terrorist group. The most likely and most dangerous possibility is that 

those who provide material resources and cover begin to withdraw support. The 

consequences of this withdrawal can manifest in either the short or the long term. In the 

short term, supporters might become informers or create organizational splits. In the 

longer term a smaller constituency can make recruiting more difficult. This would make 

it more difficult to growth, to satisfy the security constraint, and to make a generational 

transmission.   

As groups go further underground, decision making can become increasingly 

rigid, closed, and inward-looking. This tendency can reinforce preexisting interpretations 

of the environment and limit the group’s ability to adapt. All organizations use 

simplifying mechanisms to establish priorities, offset deficiencies in information, resolve 

informational inconsistencies, interpret their surroundings, and evaluate the consequences 

of their actions. Terrorist organizations take these mechanisms to the extreme. As 

terrorist groups go further underground, social solidarity among group members also 

becomes increasingly important. The tendency for groups to disconnect socially from all 

outsiders becomes a liability for future recruitment. 
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Terrorist groups may tailor their actions towards “auto-propaganda” by making 

themselves out to be soldiers, or as the defenders of a larger community in danger.  

Government excesses are regularly used both to justify a terrorist group’s initial use of 

violence and to rationalize any future decision to escalate (McCormick 2003, 488). 

Groups also exhibit a bias towards action. In DeNardo’s model of strategic 

decision making, a group that fails to achieve its objectives through nonviolence can take 

one of three paths: build the base, moderate demands, or escalate tactics to stimulate or 

replace mobilization (DeNardo 1985, 244). Escalation to violence takes the form of 

terrorism because, without power in numbers, going underground is the only way to 

protect group members from state violence. The fundamental difference between 

terrorism and other types of political violence is that terrorism “emanates from the 

underground” while “rioting, looting, trashing, and pillaging rage in the streets for all to 

see (including the police)” (229).  The choice among the three paths, for DeNardo, is a 

function of three attributes: location of an ideal point, intensity of preferences, and 

political impatience. Moderates (in his formulation) are impatient for results but have 

only weak preferences; base-builders are patient and have strong preferences; terrorists 

are impatient but have strong preferences. 

The decision to go underground is often made deliberately to leave the nonviolent 

path behind. Some groups, like the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and Euskadi Ta 

Askatasuna (Basque Homeland and Liberty; ETA), have sought to have it both ways by 

trying to maintain open connections with their political movements. But in most cases the 

relationship is impossible to maintain. It is also very common for terrorist organizations 

to adopt a pre-existing theory of victory rather than design one fit for their operational or 

 30



strategic objectives. The problem is that these scripts are adopted uncritically. For 

instance, Carlos Marighella’s Mini-Manual of the Urban Guerilla had a strong influence 

on the German Red Army Faction, the Italian Red Brigades, and the Canadian Front de 

Libération du Québec, none of whom met with much success – the latter two provoked 

the state into repressing them right out of existence (Parker 2007, 169; Drake 1998b, 18). 

Similarly, Arrigo Cavallina of the Italian Armed Proletarians for Communism admits to 

having systematically read the works of Marx, Lenin, and Mao in an attempt to turn 

himself into a “professional revolutionary” (ibid).  

Terrorist behavior can also be influenced by inter-organizational competition. 

Examples include the historic rivalries between the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and 

Irish National Liberation Army (INLA), the Palestinian Liberation Organization and 

Palestinian Front for the Liberation of Palestine, and the various elements of the Basque 

nationalist movement. In these cases and others, terrorism is both an instrument of 

competition with the state and a means of crowding out one’s political rivals 

(McCormick 2003, 488). 

The bias towards action is compounded by an internal environment that 

encourages risk taking. The literature on the social psychology of small groups 

corroborates this argument. Decision making within highly insulated organizations is 

vulnerable to ‘groupthink’, which manifests in illusions of invulnerability, unquestioned 

belief in group morality, and a stereotyped view of the enemy as ‘too evil’ to warrant 

negotiation (McCormick 2004, 489). The problem of groupthink is reinforced by the 

tendency toward self-censorship and consensus building. The importance of group 

solidarity grows as an organization distances itself from mainstream society. Though it 
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may not be apparent to members or outsiders, the need to preserve the group can supplant 

the original political mission entirely (490).  

Up until now the discussion has focused on insights from the organizational 

perspective that may supplement the rational choice (or strategic) perspective. There is, 

however, a version of the organizational perspective which views group survival as 

antithetical to strategic success. Abrahms lays out seven tendencies of terrorist 

organizations that he claims are all tailored to group survival, but which undercut the 

group’s strategic success. He presents these features as fundamental puzzles for the 

strategic view. They are 1) the persistent willingness of terrorists to target civilians 

despite its coercive ineffectiveness; 2) the fact that terrorism is “never” a last resort, and 

terrorists seldom abandon violence to become nonviolent political parties; 3) the 

reflexively uncompromising attitude of terrorist groups10; 4) terrorists’ protean political 

platforms11; 5) anonymous attacks12 (actually very much explicable in light of the 

preference constraint); 6) the fact that terrorist organizations with identical political 

platforms routinely attack each other more than their allegedly shared enemy; and 7) the 

                                                 
10 Failure to compromise is inconsistent with the rational choice perspective for Abrahms because he sees 
terrorism as “an extremism of means, not ends” (2008, 82). Abrahms also points out that most bargaining 
theorists do not accept “issue indivisibility” between rational adversaries as a viable explanation for 
conflict because the complexity and multidimensionality of issues enables parties to find linkages and side 
payments to create mutually beneficial bargaining solutions (Abrahms 2008, 87).  
11 Al Qaeda has found many different wars and types of enemies; ETA went from trying to overthrow 
Franco to targeting the emergent democratic government. The PKK has “vacillated between advocating 
jihad, a Marxist revolution, and a Kurdish homeland governed without Islamist or Marxist principles.” The 
Abu Nidal Organization relentlessly attacked Syria in the 1980s, then switched allegiance almost overnight 
and became a Syrian proxy. Laqueur further notes that many well-known groups (e.g. Argentine 
Montoneros, Colombian M-19, Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine) that began on the extreme 
right ended up on the far left “as far as their phraseology was concerned,” (Abrahms 2008, 88-9). 
12 According to Abrahms, 64% of worldwide terrorist attacks have been anonymous since the emergence of 
modern terrorism in 1968, and this figure has risen to 75% since September 11th, 2001 (2008, 90). 
Anonymous attacks are very much explicable when we consider the propensity to make mistakes either 
through collateral killings or a misreading of internal target audience preferences. The security constraint 
may also create an incentive to engage in less discriminate attacks to put greater pressure on the state, but 
the attacks may not be claimed after the fact to avoid censure from the group’s internal target audience.  
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resistance of terrorist groups to disband when they consistently fail to achieve their 

political platform or when their stated grievances are resolved (Abrahms 2008, 82). 

Natural systems theory emphasizes the discrepancy between a group’s stated 

goals and the goals of its members, and focuses on the individual’s desire to develop 

strong affective ties with other group members as the most important incentive to join. 

Terrorists, according to this view, are less policy maximizers than they are solidarity 

maximizers. If Abrahms is correct, there are significant implications for counterterrorism 

policy. Rather than focus on deterrence and the denial of concessions, governments 

should take advantage of the fact that terrorist groups are composed of networks of 

friends and family, with ideology largely entering “through the back door” (Abrahms 

2008, 104). Counterterrorism policies should seek to drive wedges between the members 

of terrorist organizations. For Abrahms, this policy has created the only success in 

counterterrorism since the advent of modern terrorism in the 1960s.13

But if terrorists are really just “solidarity maximizers”, what prevents them from 

joining the Boy Scouts, playing sports, attending parties, climbing mountains, or joining a 

non-violent secret society, such as the Masons, or Skull and Bones? According to 

Abrahms, terrorist groups are far more tightly knit than other voluntary associations 

because of physical danger, high costs of participation, and their violation of societal 

expectations, and the members of terrorist organizations seek this type of solidarity 

(2008, 100). Abrahms suggests that this may explain why committing acts of terrorism 

generates new recruits and boosts member morale, even while the groups fail to achieve 

                                                 
13 His evidence comes from the successful rounding up of the Red Brigades in Italy. Not surprisingly, he 
suggests that similar deals should be cut with Al Qaeda when detainees’ involvement and likelihood of 
rejoining are minimal. Attacking the social bonds of terrorist groups may also be accomplished by 
investing more in seeding double agents (Abrahms 2008, 105). 
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their political goals. But this explanation may miss the mark – acts of terrorism could also 

boost recruitment among those with similar ideological commitments who are desirous of 

decisive action (i.e., it may serve an ‘excitational function’). 

 Abrahms seems to conflate the motivation to join a movement with the 

disincentives to leave once a commitment is made. The tendency of individuals to stay in 

a group is probably better explained by the lock-in effects resulting from close personal 

relationships, the significant psychological costs to admitting guilt for unwarranted 

violence, and the serious physical danger of backsliding against tremendous pressure 

toward conformity. Terrorists are always on the hunt for backsliders, and when found, 

they treat them harshly. The Japanese Red Army killed roughly one third of its own 

membership (who were said to have “died of defeatism) in the two months between 

December 1971 and February 1972. At least 12 members were killed, with some 

apparently buried alive. The Abu Nidal Organization has also been responsible for killing 

a significant percentage of its own membership over the course of its operational life 

(McCrormick 2003, 490). 

The need for fraternization is probably not a good explanation for why individuals 

join terrorist groups. If it matters at all, it is probably conditioned by other factors such as 

the personal experience of repression. In a study on recruitment for the Provisional Irish 

Republican Army (PIRA), White found that before endorsing political violence, the 

individual must experience repression, view the repressing authority as illegitimate, view 

peaceful protest in the fact of repression as ineffective, and consider the reactions to 

repression of people with whom they have close ties (White 1989, 1227). He also found 

that responses to repression tend to be conditioned by class background. Specifically, 
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members of the working class and student activists are more likely than members of the 

middle class to experience repression, be available for costly violent protest, and 

experience the efficacy of political violence (ibid).  

 

 
Synthesizing Strategic and Organizational Perspectives 

 
At least at the cross-national aggregate level, Abrahms launches an effective 

critique of the strategic perspective. Terrorists are clearly operating under a mix of 

motivations which are not always oriented to political outcomes. But we should not 

underestimate the possibility that they are making mistakes rather than making calculated 

decisions to enhance social solidarity. In other words, we should not be too quick to 

impute the effects of their behavior to clearly elucidated motivations. Terrorists may 

focus too much on tactical victories without knowing how to tie them into an effective 

strategy.  

Crenshaw suggests that organizational theory may provide a way of completing 

the strategic theory by determining the values of oppositions, how their preferences are 

determined, and how intensely they are held (2001, 28). She also suggests that the two 

approaches could describe different types of organizational categories into which real 

groups can be fitted. Some groups might closely approximate the strategic model, while 

the decisions of others may be heavily influenced by organizational politics. For instance, 

if there is extensive popular support for an organization, the state will have a more 

difficult time severing the links between the group and its base of support, which will 
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mitigate the effects of the security constraint, create greater room for maneuver in terms 

of the preference constraint, and lighten the burdens of secrecy.  

Like any other social movement organization, terrorist groups do not have the 

luxury of existing as abstractions in an ideal world. They must maintain themselves as an 

organization in order to pursue their objectives, and the nature of that organization creates 

both cognitive and behavioral constraints. The question is not which perspective 

(psychological, organizational, or strategic) is best, but rather when and under what 

circumstances the different levels of analysis are most revealing. 

Even the most perfectly rational terrorist group operates in a real setting, and must 

react to organizational imperatives. The clandestine requirement forces groups to sever or 

at least limit contacts with nonviolent allies, and therefore prevents them from obtaining 

full information on their operating environment. The security constraint creates an 

incentive to use increasingly indiscriminate violence over time so that the group can 

cause greater pain to the state while limiting its visibility. The influence constraint also 

tends to push groups towards violence, because without a demonstrable operational 

capacity, they will lose publicity and fade into obscurity. Working from the group’s 

internal logic, the only factor which would appear to limit a terrorist group’s violence is 

the preference constraint of supporters. Combined with the preference constraint, the 

security constraint becomes much more important, as groups are no longer so free to 

engage in less discriminate attacks. 
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Evidence on the Strategies and Successes of Terrorism 

 
The rational choice literature is complicated by the fact that it encompasses (but 

does not always acknowledge) multiple levels of rationality used at both the tactical and 

strategic level. Unfortunately, there are many debates on whether terrorism is a rational 

endeavor (or whether it “pays”) in which scholars refer to the achievement of different 

levels of goals using different standards of rationality.  

Acts of terrorism can achieve tactical victories, such as receiving media coverage 

that helps to put issues on the national agenda, but terrorist groups often fail to link 

tactical concerns with strategic success. Terrorism nearly always fails at the strategic 

level, and terrorist groups that primarily target civilians always fail.14 There are two 

major exceptions to this formulation. First, when terrorism is employed as a strategy of 

national liberation against a foreign occupier, whose claims to legitimate rule are, by 

definition, dubious, terrorism has been effective relatively often. Anecdotal evidence 

about terrorism’s effectiveness is almost always taken from national liberation struggles. 

The second exception relates to the possibility of conflict escalation. When terrorist 

groups manage to take control of territory and transform themselves into rebel groups, 

they are able to extract greater resources (for instance, through taxation) and to recruit 

militants in the open. Greater resource mobilization translates into greater coercive power 

over the state, which enhances both the power to hurt and the power to destroy. If 

                                                 
14 A potentially important exception to this rule is conservative groups operating with tacit government 
support – for instance the Ku Klux Klan in the early years of reconstruction.  
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terrorist groups manage to transform themselves into an insurgency, they drastically 

improve their chances of coercing the state into concessions.15  

 In 2006, Abrahms assessed the success rates of the twenty-eight groups placed on 

the Department of State’s list of foreign terrorist organizations. He found that the groups 

accomplished their forty-two policy objectives only 7% of the time, and that groups 

whose attacks on civilians outnumber attacks on the military never achieved their 

objectives. The strength of this conclusion is bolstered by his decision to use very 

generous assumptions that limited the number of failures – he counts both “total” and 

“partial” success as policy successes, treats only completely unsuccessful outcomes (“no 

success”) as failures,16 counts objectives achieved before the groups were placed on the 

foreign terrorist organization list in 2001, limits the objectives of Al Qaeda affiliates to 

their nationalist struggles, and perhaps most importantly, attributes all policy success to 

terrorism, even when there are intervening variables that may have contributed to the 

outcome (Abrahms 2006, 51).  

In their study of 648 terrorist groups, including 268 that effectively ended 

(excluding splintering), Seth Jones and Martin Libicki found that peak size was the only 

variable significantly related to a group’s longevity (2008, 40-1). They also found that 

larger groups are more likely to either achieve their goals or enter politics, although this 

correlation is conditioned by the breadth of their goals (2008, 39).  According to Jones 

and Libicki, 10% of terrorist groups that have ended since 1968 did so because they 

                                                 
15 The recent terrorist campaign in Nepal followed this pattern successfully. The Communist Party of Nepal 
(Maoist) waged a 10-year civil war to remove the monarch from power, and was placed on the U.S. list of 
international terrorist organizations. In 2008, the Maoists formed an alliance with the seven major political 
parties of Nepal to permanently remove the monarch from power. Since then, the Maoists have won the 
largest number of seats in the Constituent Assembly, and their leader was named the Prime Minister. 
16 “Partial success” was treated as neither a success nor failure.  
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achieved their goals. In most cases, terrorism had little or nothing to do with the outcome 

– with the important exceptions of Israel, Algeria, and South Africa (2008 19, 33).17 

Jones and Libicki adopt an action-centered definition of terrorism inclusive of groups that 

have acquired territory. Looking at insurgent groups only, they find a 25% rate of victory 

for all groups that ended, with the percentage of groups engaged in insurgencies 

clustering at and above the 1,000 member mark. Nearly half the time, they found that 

insurgencies ended with a negotiated settlement (Jones and Libicki 2008, 100).  

 The fact that terrorism can be successful – particularly when it evolves into an 

insurgency – suggests that it is inappropriate to view terrorism as a strategy that never 

succeeds, and therefore the result of either psychopathology or irrationality. Empirical 

evidence suggests that nationalist terrorism is especially likely to achieve its goals. Part 

of the reason for this outcome is that nationalist terrorism employs a strategy unique from 

other types of terrorism. This difference has an important impact on both organizational 

resources and target selection strategies. An investigation of variations among different 

types of groups and the importance of target selection strategies for group success is the 

subject of the next chapter. 

                                                 
17 The authors argue that terrorism was an important, but not sufficient, condition for both the creation of 
Israel and Algerian independence (2008, 33). 
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Chapter 3  
 

Why Target Civilians? 
Theories of Strategy and Legitimization 

  
 
 

Up until now the discussion has focused on the political goals of different terrorist 

groups, the organizational constraints within which terrorist groups act, and the way that 

these constraints structure decisions. This overview has allowed us to frame the decision 

making process of terrorist groups. This chapter will begin to deploy these ideas toward 

an understanding of why groups target civilians. It will do this by distinguishing among 

different types of terrorist groups and laying out the theories that connect their violence to 

a political strategy. The focus of the investigation will be on the strategic implications of 

insurgent violence against civilians, and on the processes of social legitimization that 

allow such violence to be sustained over time.  
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Classifying Terrorist Organizations 

 
Many classification schemes have been applied to terrorist organizations (TOs). 

Some common labels for TOs include ethno-nationalist (or separatist), religious, leftist, 

anarchist, communist, fascist, conservative, single-issue, and criminal (Drake 1998b, 17). 

Which of these categories are useful beyond mere description? The rational choice 

perspective indicates that we can improve our understanding of terrorist group behavior 

by distinguishing among their strategic goals. Looking at TOs from this perspective, we 

can distinguish among three types of goals: regime change, territorial change, and policy 

change.  

Nationalist (separatist) TOs pursue territorial change by repeatedly punishing the 

state in a war of attrition. They may also engage in indiscriminate attacks against rival 

ethnic groups to make centralized governance less feasible (however, existing literature 

indicates that this tactic is not generally pursued). Regime change is sought by 

revolutionary, fascist, and some religious organizations.18 Their primary tactic is to create 

disorder. Revolutionary groups create disorder by attacking symbolic targets and thus 

spreading ‘propaganda of the deed’. Their hope is that disorder will create the conditions 

conducive for a popular uprising. Fascist groups create disorder to force the public into 

choosing authoritarianism over chaos (Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle 2008, 38). There 

is less to unite policy-oriented groups. They may be largely non-lethal and focused on 

single issues (such as extreme environmentalist groups), or conservative and focused on 

maintaining the status quo by intimidating some section of the population into 

                                                 
18 Al Qaeda is an interesting case in point – it is the only terrorist organization which has pursued regime 
change in multiple countries, and it has done so simultaneously.  
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compliance (e.g., the Ku Klux Klan). Evidence indicates that police forces are more 

likely to repress left-wing dissidents than right-wing dissidents (White 1995, 333). This 

finding is consistent with the argument that states are more likely to react with violence 

against those who pose a greater threat to their rule (ibid). White also finds evidence that 

British soldiers in Northern Ireland did not repress Loyalist and Republican paramilitaries 

equally. Instead, British soldiers appear to have followed the lead of Loyalist 

paramilitaries in attacking the Catholic community (White 1995, 347). 

One key difference between nationalist groups and revolutionary groups is in the 

breadth of their goals.19 Abrahms presents evidence that terrorist groups with maximalist 

goals are less likely to have their demands met.20 Even more important, according to 

Abrahms, is a group’s target selection. Abrahms argues that terrorist groups that mainly 

attack civilian targets create the impression of holding maximalist goals, and therefore 

miscommunicate to their external target audience. Among the groups in Abrahms’ 

sample, even those groups that expressed limited, ambiguous, or idiosyncratic objectives 

failed to win concessions when they primarily attacked civilians (2006, 76). This finding 

reinforces the puzzle of why terrorist groups choose their targets so poorly. 

Ideology is an important determinant of target selection. 21 Ideology transforms 

people into symbols. This transformation is not limited to terrorist violence – 
                                                 
19 Empirical research on interstate bargaining demonstrates that limited issues are more likely to be 
resolved than maximalist. More recently this insight has been applied to explain the unusual longevity of 
civil wars. Civil wars defy political resolution, according to this argument, because they are frequently 
fought over competing ideologies where the costs of retreating are high (Abrahms 2006, 53). Similarly, 
Jones and Libicki report that “the possibility of a political solution is inversely linked to the breadth of 
terrorist goals. Most terrorist groups that end because of politics seek narrow policy goals” (2008, xiii).  
20 Abrahms examined twenty eight terrorist organizations. He found that coercion succeeded in three out of 
eight cases when territory was a goal, but failed in all twenty cases when groups aimed to destroy a target 
state’s society or values (2006, 55). Maximalist goals undercut the state’s incentive to bargain. 
21 Drake defines ideology as “the beliefs, values, principles, and objectives – however ill-defined or tenuous 
– by which a group defines its distinctive political identity and aims… What is important is that ideology 
provides a motive and framework for action” (Drake 1998b, 2). 
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rationalization and dehumanization are both common themes of war. “The basic aim of a 

nation at war in establishing an image of the enemy is to distinguish as sharply as 

possible the act of killing from the act of murder by making of the former an act 

deserving all honour and praise” (Drake 1998b, 7). The glorification of killing may also 

extend to civilians, as when the British justified aerial bombings against German cities by 

describing them as revenge for earlier raids by the German Luftwaffe. These missions 

were also justified as attacks on German economic capacity, or as the result of the moral 

depravity of the German people (ibid). Democratic states as well as terrorists may 

dehumanize civilians when it seems to be in their interest.  

Ideology is important for a terrorist group’s target selection because it provides a 

frame for its worldview and sets out the moral parameters within which they operate 

(Drake, 1998b, 1). There are currently no systematic quantitative analyses relating 

ideology to target selection. Nevertheless, it has been argued, somewhat anecdotally, that 

we can distinguish different types of target selection based on generic categories of group 

ideology. According to Wragg, 

Left-wing terrorist organizations are believed to exercise more care in the selection of 
targets in order to avoid harming members of the proletariat they claim to represent 
(Karber and Mengel, 1983; Fine, 2008). The disinclination to indiscriminate attacks 
among many left-wing terrorist organizations might enhance their survival prospects, as 
indiscriminate attacks often result in a loss of support from sympathizers and moderate 
members, (Wragg 2008, 2).  

 
There is some limited evidence to indicate that left-wing terrorist groups last longer than 

other types, and that their attacks tend to be less lethal on average.22 In Italy, during the 

                                                 
22 Crenshaw analyzed the lifespans of 77 non-randomly selected terrorist organizations, and found that 
revolutionary (leftist) and nationalist groups are about equally represented among those groups lasting over 
ten years (Crenshaw 1991, 79). This finding supports the proposition that left-wing groups last longer than 
the average group – we would not expect them to last longer than nationalist groups, which last for longer 
than usual for multiple reasons.   
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1970s and 1980s, fascist TOs utilized completely indiscriminate attacks against civilians, 

setting off bombs in packed streets, trains, and railway stations. Leftist TOs were more 

selective and also preferred to wound their victims – often by kneecapping (Sanchez-

Cuenca 2007, 25). During this period the number of fatalities per lethal attack was 1.2 

among revolutionary TOs, but 3.5 for fascist TOs. By comparison, the average number of 

fatalities per lethal attack among Basque nationalist TOs was 1.4 (Sanchez-Cuenca 2008, 

24). 

Hoffman argues that left-wing TOs are the most selective because their overriding 

tactical and ethical imperative is to tailor their use of violence to appeal to perceived 

constituencies (1998, 158). They generally focus on kidnapping and assassinating those 

they blame for economic exploitation or political repression. At the opposite extreme, 

religiously motivated terrorists engage in more indiscriminate violence against a far 

wider category of targets, potentially encompassing anyone who does not share their 

faith. Ethno-nationalist or separatist groups “arguably fall somewhere in between these 

two models” (ibid). 

In Northern Ireland and Spain, separatist terrorists have tended to attack those 

who are either members of or cooperate with organizations they see as representing the 

foreign occupier. Extreme right-wing terrorists in Northern Ireland and Columbia, by 

contrast, used terrorism to protect the existing state of affairs. However, because it is 

much more difficult for them to identity the terrorist groups they oppose, they attack 

political activists or random members of the ethnic community, whom they view as either 

terrorist sympathizers or at least culpable for not putting more pressure on the terrorist 

group to end their campaign (Drake 1998b, 12). Evidence indicates that many ordinary 
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Protestants in Northern Ireland suspect tacit Catholic complicity with Republican terrorist 

groups (Drake 1998, 31). 

Ideological differences, as well as operational and strategic factors, have also 

been found to create variation in target selection patterns of communist TOs in West 

Germany and Italy. Briefly, the West German groups saw the destruction of international 

capitalism and imperialism as their ultimate goals, while the Italian groups focused much 

more on national and local issues (Drake 1998b, 21). Thus, the German groups tended to 

focus more on international businessmen, the U.S. military, and symbolic attacks that 

made statements about international affairs. The Italian groups focused more on targeting 

the police and lower-level industrial managers. Given the emphasis that some communist 

ideologues have placed on adaptation to local conditions, we might expect more strategic 

variation within this category of TOs. Drake corroborates this proposition, observing that  

in most communist terrorist campaigns, ideology and strategy have been adapted to local 
conditions. This is in line with the thinking of communist ideologists such as Mao and 
Debray, who have both emphasized that the military strategy to be adopted in any given 
conflict is specific to that conflict (1998b, 19). 
 
Sometimes the justifications for attacks are only supplied after the fact. For 

instance, Drake notes that higher-ranking members of the PIRA seem to have tried 

justifying attacks after they occurred, even though they would not have sanctioned them 

with prior notice. This pattern indicates that the leadership does not exercise full control 

over the cells operating under their organization’s name, but feels the need to maintain an 

illusion of control. Terrorists have also widened the limits of what can be considered a 

legitimate target when doing so facilitates the execution of attacks (Drake 1998b, 9).  

Terrorist attacks are not always preceded by detailed ideological considerations. 

When targets are easily identified and their guilt has already been decided, target 
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selection is rather straightforward. Drake therefore argues that the PIRA’s decision in 

1970-71 to kill British soldiers was simply a matter of resuming war against a traditional 

enemy. Republican ideology had long considered British soldiers as legitimate targets, 

since they were seen as representatives of an occupying force. A PIRA spokesman in 

1987 explained that local units did not need permission from higher-ups before carrying 

out a bomb attack against soldiers – they were automatically legitimate targets (Drake 

1998b, 8). 

It is commonly agreed that religious organizations are among the most 

indiscriminate, and evidence for this perspective is more readily available.23 Religious 

groups are believed to be more indiscriminate because they are able to address 

themselves solely to God, which leads to an almost open-ended category of targets and 

few moral sanctions. Another factor which can make religious groups and others more 

indiscriminate relates to the social attitudes that result from rigid social partitioning. Asal 

and Rethemeyer (2008) call this ‘othering’. In its most basic form, the argument is that 

terrorists will not target an entire category of people randomly if doing so might alienate 

potential support within that category. However, clear dividing lines between members 

and ‘others’, like those based on religion or ethnicity, will make it easier to see all those 

on the other side as legitimate targets. Categorically attacking members of a separate 

group may also facilitate a “boundary activation” process, which could potentially set off 

an ethnic security dilemma (Asal and Rethemeyer 2008, 438; Wintrobe 2005, 131).  

                                                 
23 For instance, Asal and Rethemeyer report that organizations with religious and religious-ethnonationalist 
ideologies are more “lethal” than other types of groups (Asal and Rethemeyer 2008, 446). This finding 
confirmed a research hypothesis that was based on the idea that religious groups are more indiscriminate 
than others. Presumably, indiscriminate violence was in fact the reason that these groups were especially 
lethal. However, the authors do not explicitly state this in their results. 

 46



Abrahms argues that target selection is the most important variable affecting a 

terrorist group’s success. His theory is that attacking civilians is never effective for 

terrorist groups because it conveys an unintended message – that the group’s goal is to 

destroy society or its values. This explanation relies heavily on correspondent inference 

theory, which was developed by psychologist Edward Jones in the 1960s and 1970s to 

explain how observers infer an actor’s motivation. In Jones’ theory, the ‘attribute-effect 

linkage’ shows how the motives of actors are presumed to be encoded in the effects of 

their behaviors, with “levels of correspondence” describing the extent to which actors 

objectives are believed to be encoded in the outcome of their behavior (Jones and 

Edwards 1979, 222). According to Abrahms, terrorism has an extremely high 

correspondence – civilians impute the intentions of terrorist violence rather than 

accepting what terrorists say. Thus, they will not believe that terrorists desire limited 

ends, even when this is what terrorists claim. If this is true, attacking civilians is never 

strategically beneficial. Target countries view the negative consequences of terrorist 

attacks on their societies and political systems as evidence that terrorists want them 

destroyed, and are therefore skeptical that concessions will placate terrorists motivated by 

such maximalist goals (Abrahms 2006, 59).  

Abrahms uses three cases to support his argument: US perceptions of Al Qaeda 

following the attacks of September 11th, 2001, Russian perceptions of Chechnya after the 

apartment and hotel bombings in 1999, and Israeli perceptions of Palestine after the first 

intifada. He also argues that his theory may be able to explain how the communities in 

which terrorists thrive impute state motives from the consequences of their 

counterterrorism policies (Abrahms 2006, 78). His argument is complicated by the fact 
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that government officials appear to be the foremost proponents of equating maximalist 

means with maximalist ends. It is clearly a mistake to presume that governments do not 

promote these views strategically. Furthermore, as Abrahms admits, civilians tend to 

become disillusioned of such high-correspondence inferences over time. The tendency of 

civilians to accept this framing readily indicates that correspondence theory has some 

merit, but it is certainly not the only factor at work. 

Decades of research in social psychology show that the most reliable source of ingroup 
cohesion is outgroup threat. Terrorist [and counterterrorist] attack is an outgroup threat. 
Along with high cohesion comes a constellation of changes in ingroup dynamics that are 
sometimes referred to as the “authoritarian triad”: idealization of ingroup values, 
increased respect for ingroup leaders, and increased sanctions for those [who] violate 
ingroup norms (McCauley 2008, 5). 
 

This alternative explanation helps to account for the decrease in correspondent inferences 

over time, and calls attention to the sensitivity of knowledge creation to material context. 

Group ideology sets the parameters for targeting strategies, but it does not explain 

changes in that strategy over time. As Abrahms points out, terrorist groups can alter their 

ideology quite dramatically. Ideology is too loose to determine a strict course of action in 

the face of changing incentive structures. Choosing a conflict strategy may therefore have 

more to do with estimations about the external environment and the need to maintain 

popular support.  

 

 
Strategies of Violence 

 
Abrahms suggests four explanations for why terrorists attack civilians, in spite of 

the strategic liabilities of doing so: 1) terrorist groups exaggerate their ability to coerce 

policy change, 2) terrorist groups attach equal importance to achieving intermediate goals 
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and end goals, 3) terrorism may be a superior strategy to others, such as peaceful protest, 

even if it almost never achieves its end goals, and 4) only comparatively weak groups 

target civilians because attacking the military requires greater combat sophistication 

(2006, 77). These hypotheses largely miss the mark – the first three explain the 

differences between political violence and nonviolence instead of violence against 

civilians versus the government. Organizational weakness is the only explanation that 

even addresses the phenomenon in question, and Abrahms himself describes it as 

“empirically dubious,” since “nascent terrorist groups generally focus their attacks on 

military targets and then graduate to attacking civilian targets” (Abrahms 2006, 77 

[emphasis added]).  

Another answer to this question comes from the literature on violence in civil war. 

Hultman suggests that, because using violence against civilians is militarily cheap but 

politically costly, it sends a signal of resolve to incumbents (Hultman 2008, 32). Hultman 

finds weak support for the hypothesis that a party that loses battles will compensate for 

the perception of weakness by targeting civilians and sending a “costly signal.” She finds 

stronger support for the hypothesis that rebels are more sensitive to losses than 

governments, and that the more a rebel group is losing, the more civilians it is likely to 

target (Hultman 2004, 21). It is also costly for the government to protect the population 

from attacks (27).  

Stathis Kalyvas investigates the state’s use of indiscriminate violence. According 

to Kalyvas, the logic of indiscriminate violence is that when the guilty cannot be 

identified and arrested, violence should target the innocent who are associated with 
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them.24 The assumption is that the innocent will either force the guilty to alter their 

behavior, or that the guilty will change their course of action when they see its impact on 

the innocent (Kalyvas 2003, 112). Indiscriminate violence may be used initially because 

it is cheaper than its alternative, but over time, as evidence accumulates that it is 

counterproductive, it should be abandoned. The failure to adapt can be prolonged by 

institutional distortions, but not indefinitely. 

Kalyvas observes that indiscriminate violence may fail because it overestimates 

the ties between political actors and civilians (2003, 115). In a civil war context, 

indiscriminate violence inflicted by governments assumes that civilians are able to lobby 

insurgents, that they have access to and influence over them, and that insurgents care 

about civilians. There are a few cases where insurgents reduced or ended their activities 

due to damage sustained by the population. There are also a few documented cases in 

Greece and Lithuania in which civilians lobbied rebels into suspending their activities 

(122). However, in almost all cases examined by Kalyvas, insurgents disregard such 

lobbying. Civilians may often blame insurgents for government reprisals, but they cannot 

act against them without government protection. 

The lack of local information leads incumbents to overestimate the strength of ties 

between incumbents and insurgents (Kalyvas 2003, 123). This reaction defeats the point 

of indiscriminate violence, and shapes identities endogenously (ibid). In a study of a 

Catholic ghetto in Belfast, Jeffrey Sluka found that the stereotype that all people in Divis 

                                                 
24 Indiscriminate violence can have two distinct meanings. Either the targets of repression are selected 
without adequate care (scope), or the proportionality of attacks is poorly controlled (scale). The former can 
be described as indiscriminate targeting, the latter as indiscriminate force. Indiscriminate scope can also be 
referred to as “categorical” (Goodwin 2006). Kalyvas uses the term “indiscriminate violence” to refer to 
indiscriminate targeting.  
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either belong to or strongly support the IRA or INLA caused many who did not support 

them previously to become sympathizers, supporters, or even members (ibid).  

A more sophisticated variant of the concept of ‘othering’ presented by Asal and 

Rethemeyer can be found in Goodwin’s theory of categorical terrorism. Goodwin argues 

that terrorists never attack indiscriminately, but instead “socially construct” their 

enemies, attacking categories of ‘complicitous’ civilians. Civilians are seen as 

complicitous insofar as they routinely benefit from the government actions opposed, 

support the government, or have a substantial capacity to influence or to direct the 

government (Goodwin 2006, 2037). According to Goodwin, the goal of attacking 

complicitous civilians is to induce them to stop supporting or even to proactively demand 

changes in certain government policies or in the government itself.25 This is precisely the 

argument presented by Kalyvas, but with one important difference: Goodwin also 

provides a theory for who is targeted. The precise categories of civilians viewed as 

complicitous depend on how revolutionaries construe the existing political order they 

want to change, with different categories generally associated with different regime types 

(ibid). At one extreme, complicitous civilians are limited to the cronies of the ruling 

autocrat. In a democratic context, the entire body of citizens may be considered 

responsible for the government’s actions.26 Finally, in an ethnocracy, complicitous 

                                                 
25 The argument can easily accommodate other goals such as provocation, internal excitation, or direct 
government pressure unrelated to citizen lobbying. 
26 Nemeth (2006) claims to find empirical support for the hypothesis that terrorist attacks in democratic 
states target the general population, while terrorists in autocratic states target institutions (like the military) 
that keep the leader in power. This finding seems to provide partial preliminary evidence for Goodwin’s 
theory of categorical terrorism. However, we should be very cautious in interpreting the results because 
Nemeth relies exclusively on the ITERATE dataset, which does not cover domestic terrorist events. The 
two most comprehensive databases on international and domestic terrorism are ITERATE and the Global 
Terrorism Database (GTD). Comparing them shows that domestic terrorist events occur seven times as 
often as international terrorist events. In reality the size of this difference is certainly much greater –the 
media attention created by international terrorism makes it much harder to miss.  

 51



civilians could include the entire dominant ethnic group (ibid). How these political 

regimes are construed is complex and depends, among other things, on the organization’s 

ideology, collective memory, and practical experience (as filtered through ideology). 

Note that this second formulation is significantly different from the first one presented by 

Goodwin, giving more weight to micro-level variables like perceptions and experience 

than to objective features of the group deemed complicitous.   

Goodwin concludes with three hypotheses:  

1) Regimes with a history of “state terrorism” are more likely than those without to 
experience categorical terrorism (making state terrorism a necessary but not sufficient 
condition for extensive categorical terrorism), 
 
2) Regimes whose citizens are less bounded27 from government decisions are more likely 
to experience categorical terrorism, 
 
3) Countries with less cooperation or fewer cross-cutting political alliances between 
rebels and complicitous civilians are more likely to experience categorical terrorism. 
 

Whether militants adopt the widest range of categorical targeting will depend on a 

number of factors. Low organizational capacity may push groups towards less easier, less 

discriminate violence. However, many costs might deter categorical attacks against 

citizens deemed complicitous. For instance, categorical attacks may be avoided if 

complicitous civilians are potential allies or revolutionary members, if nonviolent appeals 

may influence complicitous civilians more effectively than the threat of violence, if 

categorical terrorism may anger or repel members and supporters of the movement, if it 

may harm or prevent alliances with actual or potential sympathetic third parties, if it 

provokes state repression that constituents blame on the revolutionaries, or if it is 

                                                 
27 For instance, Goodwin quotes a leader of Hamas who argued that “There are no civilians in Israel 
because every citizen is required to serve in the army” (2004, 261). Similarly, more representative 
democracies should be more likely to enable the belief that average citizens are responsible for the policies 
of their government.   
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expected to provoke repression which severely weakens or destroys the movement 

(Goodwin 2006, 2039). 

Clearly, ideology is not the whole story. Target selection is also affected by the 

resources of the group, the security environment within which groups operate, and the 

reaction to violence amongst various target audiences (both internal and external). As 

Drake observes, no single cause adequately explains terrorist target selection (1998b, 2). 

There is no reason to assume that the choice to attack civilians will always be 

motivated by the same tactical considerations. Governments may do it because they think 

they can intimidate the public into compliance, and if right-wing groups have the implicit 

backing of the government, they may behave similarly. Terrorist groups may also 

calculate that they can provoke a backlash that helps them mitigate their own collective 

action problem. This dynamic presents a unique opportunity for ethnically based groups 

in particular, as increasing violence may facilitate a ‘boundary activation’ process. 

Terrorist groups may also attack civilians in retaliation for attacks committed by their 

government or by others in their community. From a tactical perspective this strategy 

may be advantageous – giving vent to the desires of potential supporters could win 

resources and recruits. Finally, civilian casualties may simply be accidental – if terrorist 

groups escalate their tactics and set off more bombs, it may be difficult to ensure that 

civilians stay out of harm’s way. 
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Target Selection and the Preference Constraint 

 
Terrorist groups operate with unstated limits on their use of violence. Many 

groups meet their demise when they cross this limit, causing crucial resources to be 

withdrawn rapidly by repulsed constituents (McCauley 2008, 4; Wragg 2008, 2). As the 

former PIRA28 member Eamon Collins explains,  

we carried the guns and planted the bombs, but the community fed us, hid us, opened 
their homes to us, [and] turned a blind eye to our operations…. the IRA tried to act in a 
way that would avoid severe censure from within the nationalist community; they knew 
they were operating within a sophisticated set of informal restrictions on their behaviour, 
no less powerful for being largely unspoken (de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca 2006, 6).  
 
Terrorists depend on their base of sympathizers and supporters beneath them for 

cover, information, money, and weapons. Most of all they need the base as a source of 

replacement recruits. If the capacity to replace losses is outpaced by the rate of attrition, 

terrorist groups will violate the security constraint, and they will cease to exist unless an 

adjustment is made (McCormick 2003, 495). Indiscriminate violence may also cause 

irreconcilable internal schisms within the organization. On the other hand, terrorists must 

also satisfy the influence constraint – they must maintain a certain violent presence in 

order to stay in the headlines and command political attention. If they cannot meet this 

constraint, their ability to mobilize support will be undermined and they will not be able 

to last (McCormick 2003, 496). Steering between these two constraints creates hazards 

for terrorist groups. 

                                                 
28 A split formed within the IRA in December of 1969. The group that stayed with the original leadership 
renamed itself the Official IRA (OIRA), and the dissenters labeled themselves the Provisional IRA. The 
Provisionals split off from the main group because they were worried that the demilitarization of the IRA, 
combined with an overemphasis on politics, would lead to an organization that spoke about a united Ireland 
but would in fact become mired in constitutional politics (White 1997, 26). The PIRA has been much more 
willing to use violence than has the continuity organization. The OIRA abandoned its military campaign in 
1972, and in the late 1970s it evolved into the Workers party. After 1972 the term “IRA” is often used to 
describe the PIRA.  
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The organization’s normative preferences are at most soft constraints on its 

actions – there is ample room for instrumental rationalization after the fact (Kalyvas and 

Sanchez-Cuenca 2005, 215). Constituency costs are a more important constraining factor 

on terrorist organizations. Supporters can prevent actions that the organization would be 

otherwise willing to carry out. There are hard core members, material supporters, and a 

diffuse community of supporters who provide tacit approval. Given that many 

organizations claim to act as representatives, their need for support may extend beyond 

the hard core to include those of the wider community they supposedly defend (219). The 

preference constraint refers to the organization’s constant reliance on active and passive 

supporters. Maintaining the bare minimum constituency necessary for survival is an ever-

present constraint on terrorist groups, who might otherwise prefer to exert maximum 

pressure on the state.   

 Constituency costs stem from the preferences and moral sentiments of supporters. 

However, these preferences have a greater or lesser constraining effect depending on the 

nature of relations between supporters and the organization. In some degree, “a trade-off 

exists between the intensity of killing or the selectivity of violence on the one hand and 

popular support on the other” (Kalyvas and Sanchez-Cuenca 2005, 219). For instance,  

“supporters of the IRA and ETA are more moderate than the terrorist organizations 
themselves, and reject indiscriminate attacks that provoke civilian victims. Were ETA or 
the IRA to carry out systematic indiscriminate bombings, support among important 
sectors of the nationalist communities would wane and the pool of volunteers would 
probably shrink.” (ibid). 
  
This dilemma is well-illustrated by the IRA’s brief use of forced suicide missions. 

On October 24th of 1990, it kidnapped a man working in the canteen of an army base (to 

them, this made him a legitimate target), took his family hostage, and forced him to drive 

a car full of explosives into an army checkpoint (Kalyvas and Sanchez-Cuenca 2005, 
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211). The same tactic was used on two other men that same day; one was warned that two 

of his sons would be shot if he did not comply. Two of the bombs detonated, killing six 

soldiers, one of the drivers, and injuring another 35 (Drake 1998, 67). The vast majority 

of Catholics in Derry were disgusted by these attacks. As a result, forced suicide missions 

were quickly ruled out of the IRA’s playbook (Kalyvas and Sanchez-Cuenca 2005, 220) 

Along similar lines, both the IRA and ETA have denied responsibility for some of their 

worst attacks (ibid).  

 Kalyvas and Sanchez-Cuenca suggest that the relation between support and 

strategy may be U-shaped, so that organizations with very limited or very strong support 

are most able to engage in indiscriminate attacks and even suicide misisons (Kalyvas and 

Sanchez-Cuenca 2005, 222). Highly decentralized movements with small, isolated cells 

may engage in indiscriminate killing because they have no popular backing to lose. On 

the other hand, groups that rely on a radical social base may be rewarded for engaging in 

extreme acts. Between these poles are groups like the IRA and ETA, who are crucially 

reliant on popular support from a more moderate base of support. The level of popular 

support among these organizations is generally weak, at least compared to organizations 

like Hamas and Hezbollah.29 An important question in this framework is what determines 

the preferences of supporters in the first place. It is possible that preferences are largely 

determined by the behavior of opponents: harsh and indiscriminate reprisals by 

incumbents may produce support for more extreme violence such as suicide missions 

(Kalyvas and Sanchez-Cuenca 2005, 221).  

                                                 
29 In 2001 92% of Palestinians defended armed struggle against Israeli troops, and 58% supported attacks 
against civilians (Kalyvas and Sanchez-Cuenca 2005, 223).  
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Due to either miscalculation or operational incompetence, terrorists do not always 

provoke the reactions they desire. As an example of the former, the Red Brigades 

alienated the very industrial workers they sought to mobilize when they shot a popular 

communist union official for denouncing a fellow car factory worker as a Brigadist. The 

killing led to large demonstrations against the Red Brigades (Drake 1998b, 2). Terrorist 

may also attack the wrong target by mistake. For instance, the PIRA killed two Australian 

tourists in May 1990 after mistaking them for British soldiers (ibid).  

 Terrorist groups are usually sensitive to the danger posed by public backlash. For 

instance, the IRA grew increasingly wary of indiscriminate attacks after Catholics turned 

out to march with Protestants at a funeral for Protestant children and a mother killed by 

one of their bombs (McCauley 2008, 4). But not all groups have responded swiftly 

enough. The Armenian Secret Army for the Liberation of Armenia lost the sympathy of 

the Armenian diaspora when it killed non-Turks, failing to adapt its tactics to the 

preferences of constituents. “In parallel, ASALA [The Armenian Secret Army for the 

Liberation of Armenia] attacks declined from nearly fifty in 1981 to two in 1986” (ibid). 

Similar processes have led to the rapid downfalls of the Front de Libération du Québec in 

Canada and Red Brigades in Italy, where the kidnapping and murder of respected 

political leaders caused both internal organizational splits and a rapid decline in public 

support. 

Conceptualizing social support for violence is inherently complex because 

preferences for violence are largely endogenous to the conflict. A terrorist attack which 

initially causes revulsion may evoke very different feelings if the state reacts in ways that  

justify the group’s ideology. Potential reversals such as this help explain why terrorist 
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groups will often seek to provoke state repression in order to reveal the “true nature of the 

state,” as some revolutionary groups are fond of saying. Ironically, right-wing terrorist 

groups may also seek to uncover the state’s “true” repressive nature, but with the very 

different strategic goal of freeing the state from the rule of law and popular participation 

in government, which they view as inimical to stability (Engene 2004, 28).   

 

 
Repression, Dissent, and Collective Action Frames 

 
For at least the past 30 years, scholars of political conflict have grappled with the 

problem of why government repression sometimes discourages and sometimes motivates 

dissent. The literature was inspired by the idea that state repression is a key variable to 

account for political dissent, and perhaps even the most important variable (Lichbach 

1987, 267). The mystery was and continues to be why such an obviously important 

variable produces contradictory effects.  

Theoretical predictions of the effect of repression on dissent have employed a 

huge variety of approaches, none of which has been entirely successful. Scholars have 

hypothesized positive relationships, where more repression mobilizes greater dissent, 

negative relationships, where more repression causes less dissent, and quadratic 

relationships, in which either initial repression leads to decreased dissent below a certain 

threshold, but beyond that point, catalyzes more dissent, or initial levels of repression 

lead to greater dissent, but sufficiently high levels reduce it.  

Koopmans (2005) argues that the relationship between dissent and repression is 

mediated by the mass media. Others, such as Gupta et al. (1993), argue that the 
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relationship depends on regime type, either because different regimes engage in 

qualitatively or quantitatively different forms of repression, or because the role of the 

media and norms against state violence are different. The failure of a related literature, 

which sought to predict aggregate levels of government repression, has led to efforts to 

disaggregate middle regime types (beyond the standard authoritarian/democratic binary) 

by their institutional structures in order to account for their relative incentives to engage 

in repression (Prorok 2008). There have also been numerous attempts to disaggregate 

repression and dissent. The simplest way to disaggregate repression is to break it down 

into discriminate and indiscriminate violence. As previously noted, this distinction can 

refer either to scale (absolute level or proportionality of force) or to scope (how carefully 

and on what basis targets are selected). Lichbach (1987) argues that the effect of 

repression on dissent depends on the relative efficacy of the tactic repressed, and on 

whether the government pursues a consistent accommodative or repressive strategy.30 

Most importantly, he argues that the repression of nonviolent activities may cause 

nonviolent activities to decline, but increase violent activities due to the fact that their 

relative costs decline when nonviolence is repressed (Lichbach 1987, 293). 

Most scholars of political mobilization have identified sustained dissent as a 

function of three main factors: cultural frames, mobilizing structures, and political 

opportunity structures. These explanatory variables can also explain state repression. The 

interaction between repression and dissent can occur in three ways; 1) directly through 

                                                 
30 Repression of a relatively more effective tactic is predicted to cause an increase in a dissident group’s 
total conflict activities, because the rationally maximizing group will at least want to remain as effective as 
it was before. Similarly, if the government rewards and punishes the same tactic, the group will have a 
reduced incentive to stop using it, which should lead to an increase in total conflict activities. Thus, if states 
wish to minimize conflict, they should never punish and reward the same tactic, but instead be consistent 
and punish one while rewarding another (Lichbach 1987, 287). 
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the outputs; for instance, in confrontations between the police and protestors, 2) less 

directly through effects on mobilizing structures and cultural frames, or 3) through 

impacts on the other actor’s political opportunity structures (Davenport et al 2005, xvi).  

Many researchers studying state repression refer to these concepts, although 

sometimes with different labels. For instance, some scholars refer to government 

“ideology” rather than “cultural frames” as they locate motivations for group identity and 

action. Others speak of the “ethos” of coercive institutions. Mobilizing structures are 

generally discussed in the context of very specific organizations: political institutions, 

military organizations, police squads, and secret police or ”intelligence” organizations. 

Political opportunity structure is also discussed in the repression literature, but under the 

label “political threat,” which refers to the perceived necessity of state repression to 

counter challengers who might alter the political or economic system. State opportunity is 

thus reframed as necessity (Davenport et al. 2005, xiii). 

It has also been argued that it is fundamentally mistaken to seek out a de-

contextualized relationship between such broad classes of events divorced from the 

plethora of intervening variables that we know to exist – at least at the levels of episodes 

or classes of episodes (Davenport et al 2005, 211). According to this perspective, 

“repression” and “dissent” are highly aggregated classes of human actions whose effects 

are contingent on too many local factors to be precisely understood at the general level. A 

less cynical (but more circular) approach is advanced by Brockett (1993), who argues that 

the effect of regime violence on dissident mobilization is best explained by examining its 

temporal location in a protest cycle.31 “Indiscriminate repression is likely to provoke 

                                                 
31 Protest cycles occur when the structure of political opportunity turns more favorable, encouraging 
groups to act on long-standing or newly created grievances. “Early mobilizers encourage other groups and 
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further popular mobilization only during the ascendant phase of the protest cycle. In 

contrast, indiscriminate repression deters popular collective action before the initiation of 

a cycle, and it can (and does) bring protest cycles to an abrupt end” (Brockett 1993, 471-

2). The problem here is that we can never know the full shape of a protest cycle until 

after it has ended. Protest cycles merely describe the ways in which mobilized contention 

rises and falls over time. It is therefore tautological to use them as an explanation for 

changing patterns of mobilization.  

This dilemma also exhibits features of the structure-action problem. Certain types 

of repression create moral outrage and make individuals more desirous of action against 

the state. But if repression is effective in destroying the organizations required to 

coordinate mobilization, there can be no collective outlet for grievances, and mobilization 

does not occur. Of course, lower levels of indiscriminate violence committed by the state 

may mitigate the collective problem of mobilizing violence if this repression shrinks the 

cost differential between action and inaction. Sufficiently high levels of violence such as 

what we see in civil wars may eliminate the collective action problem entirely. In these 

situations, we must answer why more individuals do not participate in violence, since the 

additional risk assumed is so minimal (Kalyvas and Kocher 2007). 

In the empirical literature it is frequently noted that the violent repression of 

nonviolent protest causes a ‘tactical shift’ toward violence. This could be explained not 

only by Lichbach’s (rational choice inspired) mechanism of relative costs, but also by 

emotional reactions (Sambanis and Zinn 2005, 5), and belief amplification (a type of 

                                                                                                                                                 
movements to activate, causing conflict to diffuse at a higher than normal frequency and intensity. In a 
detailed study of the Italian protest cycle of the late 60s - early 70s, Tarrow records an average of under 150 
protest events for each half-year between ’65 and ’67, but an average of over 500 for the twelve half-year 
points starting in late 1968 (peaking at about 750 for the last half of 1971)”  (Brockett 1993, 471).  
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frame amplification – see Snow, Rochford, Worden, and Benford 1986, 469). The 

repression of nonviolent protest has often led to the creation of terrorist groups, and in 

instances where terrorist groups already existed, the repression of nonviolent protest has 

led to tremendous increases in terrorist violence.  

The precipitating event leading to terrorism in West Germany was the shooting of 

student Benno Ohnesborg by the Berlin police in June 1967. Ohnesborg was attending a 

protest against the visiting Shah of Iran, a visit which happened to coincide with the peak 

of a long-lasting student mobilization (Della Porta 1995, xiv). In Italy, a police 

intervention to clear Rome’s university buildings, occupied by students, led several 

thousand students to converge on Piazza di Spagna on March 1, 1968 to protest the 

intervention. Fights broke out and escalated, eventually resulting in 211 injured (158 

among the police), 228 arrested, and 4 imprisoned (Della Porta 1995, xv). This conflict 

triggered a bitter debate that polarized the political system, and set the stage for 

skirmishes between left and right terrorist groups for years to come. In Northern Ireland, 

thirteen civilian demonstrators were killed and twenty-nine injured on “Bloody Sunday” 

– January 30th, 1972. This date marked a turning point in terrorist violence, with the 

number of terrorist bombings increasing from around 150 in 1970 to 1,382 in 1972 

(Parker 2007, 160). 

Despite clear evidence that the repression of nonviolent protest leads to outbreaks 

and escalations of violence (at least, when it does not successfully destroy targeted 

organizations), there do not seem to be any studies that focus on whether such repressive 

experiences affect the way terrorist groups socially construct their enemies. It is likely the 

case that targeting one group’s civilians leads to retaliation in kind. As Hoffman noted 
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with regard to terrorist groups, “The point is less their inherent differences than the fact 

that their tactical and targeting choices correspond to, and are determined by, their 

respective ideologies and attendant mechanisms of legitimization and justification; and 

perhaps most critically, by their relationship with the intended audience of their violent 

acts” (1998, 158). It seems relatively obvious that retaliation will occur – the only 

questions are whether target selection patterns move towards or away from civilians, and 

how long the change lasts. 

According to Drake, terrorists seek to achieve their political objectives 
  
by coordinating the group's resources, pattern of attacks, and any other actions - possibly 
including overt political activities – into an effective strategy. The strategy adopted has a 
fundamental effect upon the selection of targets in that – given a choice of targets –  
terrorists acting rationally will choose to attack those which confer the greatest benefits 
upon their cause (1998, 2).  
 
Changes in the level of state repression may create the opportunity for groups to 

attack civilians, which they may perceive as having greater coercive potential. However, 

targeting civilians may be rejected for reasons unrelated to the preferences of internal 

target audience. If it is rejected, the scale of violence would increase without any 

qualitative changes in its deployment, or in the targets selected. State repression should 

mitigate the burden of the preference constraint, as well as the clandestine requirement 

and security constraints. Anger at the state makes preferences more radical, more recruits 

make arrests less dangerous to group survival, and increased contact with the larger social 

movement gives groups better information about their operating environment. 

 

 

 63



Research Design 

 
We do not know very much about why civilians are targeted by terrorist groups. 

Is it a rational strategy, an emotional response, an expression of pathology, or something 

in between? One way we can look for an explanation for the targeting of civilians is to 

study changes in target selection over time in response to theoretically important 

variables. This study will focus on two variables: government repression and sectarian 

violence. The general argument is that terrorists target civilians because they are 

relatively easier to attack and because doing so may yield greater tactical benefits, either 

by sending a costly signal to the state, or by setting off an ethnically oriented security 

dilemma. The production of violence against civilians, however, is constrained by the 

preferences of supporters. These constraints should be relaxed when government or 

civilian oppositional violence hurts the civilian population, leading to calls for 

retribution.  

Government repression is often stressed as a key variable affecting social 

movements (Della Porta 1995, 56). Its theoretical importance is so large, in fact, that the 

relationship between repression and dissident activity has developed an almost 

autonomous sub-literature within the larger study on the causes of political violence. 

Most of this literature uses Lichbach’s (1987) theoretical study as its point of departure. 

Lichbach catalogued many of the early approaches to repression and dissent and argued 

that each one was insufficient for explaining repression’s mixed effect on dissent. He 

advocated a rational choice model of tactical choice to explain the variation. The most 

important ramifications of this model, for our purposes, are that 1) repressing one activity 

lowers the relative cost of its alternative, and 2) when the cost of a relatively more 
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effective tactic increases, maintaining the same level of output requires an increase in 

total conflict activities (since, by definition, a less effective tactic must be used more to 

achieve the same result). Since Lichbach’s review a great number of approaches have 

sought to explain the contradictory affects of repression on dissent. This literature has yet 

to resolve the big questions, but it has produced a number of useful insights.  

Given that organized agitational violence seems to often result from state 

violence, and that preferences for violence are endogenous to the conflict itself, it is very 

likely that terrorist targeting is altered as its members and supporters are exposed to 

varying levels of repression. This premise does not mean that terrorism is caused by state 

repression – the growth of violence is generally more of a reciprocal dynamic than a 

unilateral escalation. The point is rather that the choice to escalate can be justified by 

greater levels of state repression, and in some cases state repression also provides the 

most important means for escalation. 

 Engene (2004) conceives of terrorism as a means to alter the allegiances of 

various groups in society by challenging the state’s legitimacy. States that are provoked 

to act outside of the rules erode their own legitimacy and enhance the prestige of groups 

challenging the state (Engene 2004, 27). Killing nonviolent protestors in nominal 

democracies could accelerate this process through a number of mechanisms, including 

lowered relative costs of violence, greater opportunities to build up an injustice frame, 

and emotional responses.  

Understanding terrorism requires more than just an explanation for the level of 

violence. We must also understand why some targets are selected rather than others. For 

some, this is what distinguishes terrorism from other forms of political violence, and it is 
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therefore required in a definition (Goodwin 2004). More specifically, we would like to 

know why terrorists attack civilians, and to what extent this tactic reflects strategic 

considerations. Goodwin argues that terrorists do not strike at citizens randomly, but 

generally attack only those categories which are seen as ‘complicitous’ with the regime – 

those who support, benefit from, or have a substantial capacity to influence the 

government (Goodwin 2006, 2037). As we saw in Chapter 3, Goodwin enumerates 

several ‘complicitous civilian’ categories to show that they depend on the group’s 

perception of the political regime. At one extreme, complicitous civilians are limited to 

the cronies of the ruling autocrat. In democratic contexts the entire body of citizens can 

be considered responsible for the government’s actions. And in an ethnocracy, 

complicitous civilians may include the entire dominant ethnic group (Goodwin 2006, 

2037). 

These examples help to illustrate how an acceptable class of targets may be 

constructed in different political contexts, but they do not tell us what terrorist groups 

will actually do. Targeting strategies are selected for both ideological and pragmatic 

reasons, and the mix varies considerably. As we have seen, the South African ANC 

rejected indiscriminate terrorism against whites because it sought to portray itself as a 

principled challenger to the apartheid government. Its president even signed a protocol of 

the Geneva Convention which legally bound the organization to avoid attacks on civilians 

(Goodwin 2006, 2034). On the other hand, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam , which 

was once a very powerful revolutionary group, has occasionally engaged in 

indiscriminate attacks on ordinary Sinhalese civilians, despite having long since 

decimated rival Tamil nationalist groups (Goodwin 2006, 2033).  
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Goodwin proposes three contextual factors affecting the decision to use 

“categorical” (i.e. indiscriminate) terrorism: complicitous civilian support of ‘extensive’ 

state violence or state terrorism, the number of complicitous civilians and the ease of 

attacking them, and the level of political alliances or cooperation between revolutionaries 

and complicitous civilians (e.g., level of linguistic, religious, or territorial segregation) 

(Goodwin 2006, 2040). These are plausible variables if we want to account for the 

different manifestations of violence across various countries. They change too slowly, 

however, to explain short-term variance within a single terrorist group or cluster of 

groups. The only possible exception is the ‘support for state violence’ variable, but this is 

difficult to measure – states may engage in greater repression without reliable 

information on the responses of various groups.  

It is clear that the experience of real grievances is relevant to support for political 

violence; the repression of legitimate dissent is a recurring theme in the outbreak of 

political violence. The central question is what mix of variables determines a terrorist 

group’s targeting strategy during different periods of time. Given that the preferences of 

supporters is a key constraint on the type and level of violence produced, the level of 

violence they sustain is a valid point of departure.  

This study will use case studies of Ireland and Spain to examine the relationship 

between terrorist violence and violence against the communities from which they draw 

support. The two cases are highly comparable: both countries experienced secessionist, 

ethnically oriented terrorism, both of the main terrorist groups have had fairly high public 

support for at least certain periods, both groups have ties with political parties, and both 

operate in highly developed, consolidated democracies with strong state capacities (Spain 
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experienced the worst outbreak of terrorism late in its transition). The degree of public 

support combined with the goals of each group make them good candidates for 

approximating the rational choice perspective on terrorist groups. There is also detailed 

information on attacks in each country, listing fatalities that include the time of the attack, 

the identity of the victim, and the strategy behind the killing. Both countries also have 

sporadic survey evidence indicating levels of public support for the main terrorist groups, 

the IRA and ETA. Terrorist groups in Northern Ireland and the Basque region have also 

had the good fortune of sharing a border with less vigilant governments.32 Because states 

cannot simply enter one another’s territory whenever they please, the ability of terrorist 

organizations to move personnel and materials across borders allows them to mobilize 

greater resources and avoid arrest.  Parker argues that close cooperation between the 

Dublin and London governments was key to reducing IRA violence in earlier years, and 

that the later failure to coordinate was precisely what led to the violent backlash against 

British internment. 33 French cooperation with Spain against the ETA beginning in the 

mid 1980s has been at least equally important. 

To test whether intense state and ethnic violence lead to more indiscriminate 

forms of terrorism, we will examine all known attacks of terrorist groups operating in the 

same territory and with the same stated purpose for the three-month periods before and 

after major civilian casualties are inflicted on their supporting community by the state 

                                                 
32 The Basque region is split by Spain’s border with France, while Northern Ireland sits in a small corner 
northeast of Ireland. Northern Ireland constitutes about one-seventh of the island’s total area. The rest of 
Ireland won independence in the Anglo-Irish war with the passage of the Government of Ireland Act in 
1920 (White 1997, 25).  
33 According to Parker, during the border campaign internment was adopted in both the Republic of Ireland 
and in Northern Ireland, thus depriving the IRA of safe haven. Later, when the Republic of Ireland did not 
cooperate, internment hardened identities and made the British look like hostile and indiscriminate 
outsiders. At the same time, Dublin’s more moderate policies created an easier operating environment for 
the IRA and helped outrage translate into violence. This is actually a rather dramatic oversimplification, but 
an elaboration will have to wait until later. 
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security apparatus and rival terrorist organizations. Focusing on a single organization is 

theoretically unjustifiable because many groups operate in concert and divide tasks 

among themselves. For instance, the Anti-capitalist Autonomous Commandos 

(Comandos Autonoous Anticapitalistas, or CAA) in Spain specialized in internal security 

so that the military faction of Basque Homeland and Liberty (Euskadi Ta Askatasuna 

militar, or ETAm) could focus on government targets and maintain a stronger public 

image (de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca 2006, 18). Similarly, the Irish National 

Liberation Army (INLA) and Irish People’s Liberation Organization (IPLO) both have 

relatively low percentages of attrition killings compared to the Provisional IRA (ibid). 

Given the PIRA’s overwhelming dominance, they have chosen to specialize in the dirty 

work of sectarian and security killings (ibid). Attacks carried out by ETA-m, ETA-pm, 

and the CAA are combined together. In Northern Ireland, the Official IRA, Provisional 

IRA, INLA, and IPLO are combined together. Attacks from non-specific Republican and 

Basque nationalist groups are also included, as they presumably come from one of the 

above organizations.  

We will test three hypotheses. All rely on the idea that experiencing violence, 

either directly or indirectly, leads individuals to develop more radical preferences and 

thus support of more extreme forms of political action, including varying types and 

degrees of violence.34 The independent variable is the measure of violence experienced 

by the community; the dependent variables are the measures of violence inflicted by the 

terrorist organizations. 

If the physical repression of civilians creates more radical preferences, what 

exactly does that mean for the decision making of a terrorist group? More radical 
                                                 
34 Indirect experience with violence refers to knowing others who are direct victims.  
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preferences give the leadership more room to maneuver so that they can execute a plan 

that yields the highest expected return. More radical preferences on their own do not lead 

to a new strategy. If an altered support base looks more favorably on some course of 

action, the decision to take that course will still be made by leaders who are facing their 

own incentives. The potential decisions available depend on the precise way in which the 

preferences of supporters change. We consider four distinct possibilities within three 

categories: 

1) Supporters may become more willing to expand the list of “legitimate targets” to 

include certain categories of civilians. This possibility has two variants. 

a. The first possibility is that supporters become more willing to accept all 

civilians from a rival ethnic group as legitimate targets. For such support 

to be significant, there must be a high degree of mutually escalating violence 

between the groups. We would not generally expect for repression from the 

security forces to result in violence aimed solely at a rival ethnic group. 

However, from a simple cost-benefit perspective such a counter-intuitive 

reaction may be desirable to a terrorist group if it serves to excite the internal 

base, thus offsetting costs among external audiences. The internal base would 

probably not desire attacks against a rival group without a history of violence 

between them, or unless the group dominated the government to such an 

extent that its repression was seen as equivalent to theirs. Even in the presence 

of either, however, the road to such indiscriminate targeting requires a 

significant degree of radicalization and entails a high amount of risk. The 

strategy forecloses the possibility of future cooperation between the groups. 
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And as a coercive policy against the other community, targeting the entire 

group makes little sense.35 This tactic is therefore an unlikely possibility. If 

supporters in the social community feel that some means are off the table, the 

instrumental use of ethnic violence to divide society probably ranks highly 

among them.  

b. The second possibility is that supporters become more willing to accept 

some categories of civilians as legitimate targets based on their individual 

behavior. In this scenario targets can alter their behavior and thus avoid 

punishment. However, the warrant linking their actions to legitimate violence 

against them may be weak, creating a risk of constituency costs. Assuming 

that other targets are readily available, terrorist groups may prefer to conserve 

the support generated by state repression rather than spread it thin with an 

unnecessary expansion of targets. This tactic is therefore an intermediate 

possibility. 

2) Supporters may become more willing to accept collateral damage. As supporters 

experience more repression they can grow more angry and more determined to 

remove the cause of their grievances, becoming more callous towards innocent 

bystanders, and perhaps even blaming victims on the government for allowing the 

conflict to continue. Because collateral damage is a moral grey area for supporters of 

violence, this is an intermediate possibility. 

                                                 
35 If any citizen can be attacked there is no effective sanction on any particular behavior. Terrorist groups 
would have to miscalculate to the point of wishful thinking if they expect their killing of civilians to cause 
the entire group to submit rather than mobilize. As McCauley observes, the social psychological effects of 
such out-group threats are well-established, and they point in the latter direction (2008, 5). 
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3) Supporters may become more willing to support reciprocal retaliation. This is 

the most likely possibility. In this scenario, attacks from the security forces would 

lead to increased support for retaliation against them (and potentially another ethnic 

group if the state and its security forces are sectarian), and attacks from rival groups 

would lead to attacks against civilians within that community. This reaction can be 

defended morally as at least no worse than the techniques being employed by the 

opposition, and can be justified on the basis of deterrence or coercion. To the extent 

that such retaliation focuses on civilians, reciprocal retaliation may seem to blend 

with the expansion of legitimate targets.36 The difference is that retaliation is 

confined to a short period of time. The period is limited because the strategy is 

abandoned when it fails as a deterrent – the patience of supporters only lasts for so 

long.  

 
There is no direct way to observe such changes in the attitudes of supporters 

unless they are manifested in action. Even when the action occurs it will not be clear 

from the outset what it reflects about the organization’s internal dynamics. However, 

given a definite outcome and a limited number of explanations, we can judge some 

scenarios to be far more likely than others. 

The four possible changes in supporter preferences under the specific conditions 

outlined above can be formalized into testable hypotheses: 

H1: There is a significant difference in the number of indiscriminate killings undertaken 
by a nationalist terrorist group in the three months before and after either the security 
forces or rival terrorist groups kill a large number of civilians within their community. 
(Three months is chosen for simplicity – if the new targets are considered to be legitimate 

                                                 
36 The differential impact of Protestant paramilitaries and British security forces on the production of 
sectarian violence by Republican paramilitaries will also be addressed. It is, however, secondary to the 
main hypotheses. 
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they should be the object of violence for as long as the violence persists, or until the 
strategy of violence changes). 
 
H2: High levels of fatalities among the nationalist terrorist group’s community of support 
will immediately precede the expansion of “legitimate targets” to new categories of 
civilians based on their behavior. These new categories should appear within three 
months of the high levels of fatalities – plenty of time for the organization to reformulate 
its strategy and take advantage of the new political situation. 
 
H3: There is a significant difference in the number of collateral killings committed by a 
nationalist terrorist group in the three months before and after a large number within their 
civilian community die as a result of state or sectarian violence.  
 
H4: There is a significant difference in the number of indiscriminate killings undertaken 
by a nationalist terrorist group within the same month that either the security forces or 
rival terrorist groups kill a large number of civilians within their community. Such 
indiscriminate killing will be limited to one month because the motivation is retaliation 
and not escalation – supporters will not tolerate the expansion of legitimate targets to 
include all members of the rival group.  
 

If the violence used by a terrorist group violates the norms of supporters, either 

because of either the identity of victims or the sheer magnitude of violence inflicted, the 

group can be expected to lose sympathy and support. If we assume that state brutality and 

ethnic violence (both measured by fatalities) are accurate proxies of a community’s 

support for violence against the state or the other ethnic group, we can predict that 

changes in target selection caused by strategic considerations unrelated to such support 

(for example, a failure to meet specified demands, or perceived opportunities such as war 

entrance or upcoming elections), will erode popular support. This relationship is very 

difficult to measure directly, but we can approximate it with the electoral results of 

political parties linked to terrorist groups – Sinn Fein for the IRA, and Batasuna 

(formerly Euskal Herritarok  and even more formerly Herri Batasuna) for ETA. If 

electoral victories for these groups do not suffer even as terrorist groups commit violence 

that cannot be legitimated by temporally proximate state or ethnic violence, then either 1) 

 73



grievances from the past remain effective long into the future, 2) votes for these parties 

are not complementary to support for the terrorist groups with whom they are commonly 

associated, or 3) grievances are not accurately captured by the number of deaths inflicted 

on the community.  

In the more likely event that electoral support does decrease, this drop may not 

necessarily indicate decreased social support for violence. If support for these parties and 

support for violence are not complementary, decreased support could instead represent 

waning support for the party’s goals among voters who would not have supported 

terrorist violence under any circumstances. The literature has tended to assume that 

support for a terrorist group and its associated political party is more or less 

complementary. In fact, the available evidence supports this assumption (Sanchez-

Cuenca 2008, McAllister 2004). For instance, Sinn Fein and Batasuna have both made 

relatively blatant endorsements of armed struggle, and have also employed abstentionist 

policies that send clear anti-system messages both to the state and their supporters. 

 

 
Classification of Attacks and Coding Rules 

 
Northern Ireland 

In order to test the hypotheses, many attacks had to be coded from raw data. Attacks were 

coded using Sutton’s Index of Deaths in Northern Ireland (1994). This database lists the 

status of victims and perpetrators but not the selectivity or strategy of violence. The 

selectivity of attacks was categorized according to the following scheme, borrowed from 

de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca (2006): 
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Selective killing is based on the behavior of the victim (e.g., the victim cooperated with 
ecurity forces, or was involved in a Loyalist paramilitary organization);  s

 
Generic (state) killing is based on the occupation of the victim (e.g., the victim was in 
he police or in the army);  t

 
Collateral killings are those which are merely incidental to an attack’s purpose. 
Common examples include civilians shot by stray bullets during a gun fight, or hurt by 

ombs that target the military.   b
 
Indiscriminate killing is that which targets an entire class of people based on some 
ascriptive trait relating to ideology, religion, nationality, or language.  In the context of 
ethnic conflict, indiscriminate attacks are those which target members of an ethnic group 
irrespective of their individual behavior, and are equivalent to “sectarian” killings. 
Following de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca, we will consider attacks as sectarian only 
when they are both 1) purposive, or non-accidental, and 2) not rationalized on the basis of 
the victim’s occupation (2006, 29). Unlike these authors, we will not treat the killing of 
rival paramilitary members as sectarian, as these attacks are obviously related to the 

ictim’s behavior. v
 
Mistakes occur when terrorists misjudge their victim’s dentity. This typically happens 
when a person has the same car or apartment previously owned by a member of the 
security forces.  
 
Coding rules 

Classifying attacks into categories required that a number of technical choices be written 

down and consistently applied. The following is the list of guidelines that were followed 

during the coding procedure. Each rule is applied to cases of Protestant civilian casualties 

inflicted by Republican (Catholic) groups. 

1
 

. Coding “sectarian” attacks 

If civilians of a different religion are killed in an attack which did not target members of 
the security forces, the attack is considered sectarian. A common example is a bomb 
placed in a civilian establishment. Other common examples of sectarian attacks are those 
n which: i

 
-The victim’s death was isolated and thus could not have been related to the 
commissioning of an attack on security forces. 
 
-An inadequate warning was given, and the resulting civilian deaths were primarily 
Protestant.   
 
2. Distinguishing “sectarian” from “individual”  
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The rule will be to put more weight toward a sectarian coding unless information is 
presented which demonstrates that the killing was based on the individual’s occupation or 
personal behavior.  
 
3. Distinguishing “sectarian” from “collateral”  

The rule will be to code attacks as sectarian by default, and code attacks as collateral only 
when the deaths were clearly unintentional or when members of the security forces are 
learly the real target. In practice this means that attacks are coded as collateral when: c

 
-an inadequate warning37 is given and the resultant fallout kills many Catholic civilians 
and only one or two Protestants (presumably the organization would not have chosen to 

ill a majority of Catholics civilians with an indiscriminate attack), or when k
 
-civilians are killed when members of the security forces are targeted in a military setting 
checkpoint, army base, police station, etc), or when (

 
-the majority of an attack’s victims are members of the security forces (Protestant 
civilians the minority). This rule applies to attacks that occur in civilian settings. 
 
In short, within a military setting, targeting the armed forces is sufficient to label any 

others victims as collateral, even if no security force members are killed. On the other 

hand, if an attack carried out in a civilian setting results in a majority of civilian deaths, 

these deaths will be treated as sectarian instead of collateral. This last rule only applies in 

the presence of an inadequate warning (i.e. the majority of the time), because such a 

warning may be responsible for the appearance of security forces on the list of casualties. 

In a civilian setting, the security forces must constitute a majority of victims in order for 

civilians to count as collateral rather than sectarian. 

4. Classifying “premature explosions”  

Some attacks apparently kill more than intended due to either premature explosions or 
local incompetence. This suggests that apparently “sectarian” deaths should instead be 
considered collateral. The problem with accepting this claim at face value is that there is 
no way of knowing how many people were intended to die. Furthermore if targets are 
selected on a sectarian basis, organizational incompetence is no reason to erase that fact. 
When members of the terrorist organization are killed in a premature explosion, the 

                                                 
37 The IRA commonly calls the police before an attack to give the police time to defuse the bomb or clear 
civilians from the area. These warnings are often inadequate, which would seem to suggest that the 
resultant deaths should be treated as unintentional. However, the inadequacy of these warnings may be 
intentional, and the resulting fall out tends to mainly kill civilians. 
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civilian victims are considered collateral. However, when no members of the 
organization are killed in the explosion, the normal coding rules are followed. 
 
D
 

ifficult cases encountered 

-Bombings that killed several Protestant and Catholic civilians appear to be fully 
indiscriminate. It is probable that the Catholic deaths in these attacks were accidental, but 
in making that assumption we cannot rule out the possibility that all civilian deaths were 
nintended. Due to this ambiguity these attacks are placed in an intermediate category.  u

 
-Sniper attacks on the security forces which kill Protestant civilians. On the one hand, 
such attacks do not choose civilians as their primary targets. However, sniper rifles might 
seem sufficiently accurate that we can rule out accidents. The most important 
consideration here is the extremely poor or nonexistent training given to IRA recruits 
before they are put into battle. This suggests that the attacks represent collateral killings. 
Along these lines it is worth nothing that the first lethal sniper attack against civilians 
killed both a Protestant and a Catholic. Such fully indiscriminate attacks are almost 
certainly accidental in some regard, making at least some of their fatalities collateral. 
Again, the default will be to treat these attacks as sectarian unless the number of Catholic 
civilian deaths reaches parity with Protestant civilian deaths. In especially unclear 
circumstances where no defensible rule can be established, the attack is simply coded as 
intermediate. 
 
-passersby who witness an attack in progress (these will be classified as indiscriminate or 
ntermediate in special circumstances) i

 
-individuals who are killed trying to protect their establishment from a bomb (these will 
be considered sectarian since the attack itself was made for sectarian reasons. A death 
which results from a sectarian attack is not quite as incidental as those which result from 
ttacks on “legitimate” targets).  a

 
-security men who are killed, sometimes during robberies (these will be considered 
collateral when part of a robbery, but sectarian when no evidence of a robbery exists).  
 
 
Spain 

Data on fatalities in Spain are taken from de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca’s 

Victims of ETA Dataset. This dataset was constructed using several pre-existing lists, 

including one developed by the Basque government, and through comprehensive 

searches through two prominent Spanish newspapers – El Pais and ABC. These 

newspaper searches eliminated some false positives in the other datasets and brought new 

attacks to light.  
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De la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca’s classification scheme for the selectivity of 

attacks is mostly the same as what was outlined above for Northern Ireland. The 

difference is that the ETA dataset includes a category for “social group killing.” The 

Victims of ETA codebook fails to define social group killing, but describes it as having a 

“sectarian” strategy. Given that ethnic conflict has been small or nonexistent in the 

Spanish case, it would seem that the authors used “sectarian” to refer to intra-group 

killing. However, in the codebook just released for the authors’ “Domestic Terrorist 

Victims Dataset” (which encompasses their ETA data) they define social group killing as 

those based on “specific social traits such as religion, ideology, or ethnicity” (DTV 2009, 

7). Thus, the authors clearly mixed strictly ethnic terrorism with intra-group policing 

based on ideology.  

Coding Rules 

In order to distinguish “social group” killing from “indiscriminate” killing, the authors 

lean towards the indiscriminate by default unless they find a clear indication that the 

attack was aimed at a particular ideological or ethnic group.  

Individual killings were coded when there was evidence that the target was chosen for 
some particular behavior (such as judicial evidence, statements by the victim’s relatives, 

r accusations made against the victim by terrorists). o
 
State killings were coded when individuals who worked for the state were killed, but 
 
Social group killings were coded if those who worked for the state were consistently 
ttacked based on their social traits (ibid).  a 

Collateral killings were coded when they found good information indicating that the 
ictim was not the target of the attack.  v

 
Mistakes were coded when the victim was the target, but was selected improperly. 
 
 Although the Victims of ETA Dataset is based on more detailed information than 

the data on Northern Ireland, the classification scheme is almost exactly the same, and the 
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coding rules employed are highly comparable. Using these classifications we will test the 

hypotheses outlined above by looking for changes in collateral killings, individuals who 

are killed based on an expanding notion of proscribed behavior, and changes in 

indiscriminate killing. (Indiscriminate killing in Spain is for the most part not ethnically 

motivated. The opposite is true in Northern Ireland).  

The quantitative analyses for each case are preceded by qualitative case studies. 

These case studies provide a basic background of each conflict, the organizational 

histories of the hegemonic terrorist groups in each case (with a focus on the numerous 

splits each have gone through), and the evolution of their strategies. Data cannot be 

directly compared between the two cases because each case has unique factors that 

limited the capacity to use violence and affected the desirability of using it in different 

ways. After testing the hypotheses for each case we will compare the results. These 

results will allow us to draw conclusions about the strategy of target selection, how it is 

constrained by supporters, and how changes in target selection affect both supporters and 

the terrorist group. 
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Chapter 4 
 

The Other Civil Rights Movement: 
The IRA and Northern Ireland 

 
 
 
Between the late 1960s and the mid-1990s, more than 3,700 people were killed by 

political violence in Northern Ireland – a period known euphemistically as ‘The 

Troubles’. This figure represents an average of just over 2 deaths a week, with a 

proportional equivalent in the United States of over 600,000 deaths, and 150,000 in 

Britain (Moloney 2002, xiii). The American equivalent is nine times more war dead than 

the U.S. experienced in Vietnam, and even more than the number of Americans that died 

during World War II (Hayes and McAllister 2000, 3). Nearly 1 in 50 Northern Irish, or 

30,000, have been injured in the violence. The comparable figure for the US would be 5 

million, and just over 1 million for Britain (Moloney 2002, xiv). Very few people in 

Northern Ireland have not personally known at least one person who was killed in The 

Troubles. For some, this is a compelling reason to consider the conflict a civil war (ibid).  
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The Troubles were the latest and most protracted phase in the Anglo-Irish 

conflict, which began 400 years earlier with the Tudor wars and plantations of the 

sixteenth century. Ireland was Britain’s first colony, and is still one of its last. There has 

always been some form of resistance to the English presence ever since the English began 

establishing colonial settlements when the Normans invaded in the twelfth century 

(Moloney 2002, xiv). The contemporary Irish Republican movement has organizational 

roots dating back to the 1840s. Its ideology was inspired by the French revolution and a 

failed rebellion by the United Irishmen in the 1790s. Ireland during this time was 

dominated by landlords and English economic interests. Landlords belonged to the 

Established (Anglican) Church and discriminated against Catholics and Presbyterian 

Dissenters. The United Irishmen were founded by Presbyterian merchants and 

manufacturers in Belfast and Dublin. They sought alliances with Irish Catholics who also 

wanted political and social relief (White 1997, 24).  

The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland was formed in 1801. 

Throughout the 1800s (1803, 1848, and 1867) Irish rebels tried to remove Ireland from 

the UK by force. Despite their repeated failure, many in Ireland remained committed to 

the idea of an independent Irish Republic. Anti-Catholicism was built into the state 

ideology and was actively promoted by its leaders. Unionist government ministers would 

urge their supporters to hire only Protestants, and one Prime Minister famously described 

the parliament at Stormont as “a Protestant Parliament for a Protestant state” (Moloney 

2002, 42). This message was occasionally reinforced by sectarian violence. Riots, 

burnings, shootings and bombings, mostly from Protestant mobs, were a regular feature 

of political life since the Irish nationalists began to agitate for Home Rule in the mid-
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nineteenth century. When a liberal government suggested granting Irish Home Rule in 

1912, Protestants rebelled against the British. Their leaders organized a private army 

called the Ulster Volunteer Force, smuggled thousands of rifles into the country from 

Germany, and threatened to resist Home Rule by force (ibid).  

Protestants banded together in a semi-secret society called the Orange Order to 

protect their economic domination. From the mid-nineteenth century onward, 

industrialization changed Northern Ireland and the entire island. The desire to retain 

access to British markets bolstered Protestant resistance to Irish independence, while the 

flood of rural Catholics into Belfast attracted by work opportunities created competition 

with Protestants and led to sectarian tension (Moloney 2002,43). “Orangeism” became an 

instrument of sectarian division and privilege. By the end of the 1940s, no Unionist 

political official could win elected office unless he or she was a member. Huge parades of 

Orangemen were held annually on July 12th, with tens of thousands of men marching 

through the streets wearing bowler hats and orange sashes. Although baffling to 

outsiders, these parades were designed to remind Catholics of their subordinate place in 

the political, social and economic order (Moloney 2002, 44).  

The Anglo-Irish war of 1919-21 saw the outbreak of fresh communal violence, as 

did the 1921 Treaty settlement. The British government passed the Government of 

Ireland Act in 1920 to partition Ireland and break up the Anglo-Irish war. The treaty was 

initially rejected by Republicans. But in 1921, negotiations between British 

representatives and Republicans led to a treaty that reinforced the partition of Ireland into 

the six counties of Northern Ireland and the twenty-six counties of the Irish Free State.  
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 The IRA was divided on whether to support the treaty. Some supported the treaty 

and stayed loyal to Michael Collins, the IRA’s former Director Intelligence and 

plenipotentiary to the treaty negotiations. The opposition rallied behind Eamon de Valera, 

who was President of the Republic during the negotiations. The split was not caused by 

partition, however. Even those who opposed the Treaty believed that the nationalist areas 

would be removed from the six partitioned counties, as the British implied during the 

Treaty negotiation. Republicans believed that once these areas were removed, the 

truncated remnants would not be viable, and the new state would collapse into their hands 

(Moloney 2002, 47).  

Republicans were split over the Treaty because it imposed a duty on members of 

the Free State government to swear allegiance to the British crown. Collins argued that 

the oath did not matter, since Ireland had secured “the freedom to achieve freedom” 

(Moloney 2002, 47). The resulting Irish civil war was a highly unequal battle – the IRA 

was on the defensive almost from the beginning, and by 1923 the war was over. Valera 

resigned from Sinn Fein and set up a constitutional Republican party called Fianna Fail 

(Soldiers of Destiny), which later won a majority of votes in the Irish Free State and 

broke with Sinn Fein’s abstentionist policy.38 In 1955 Sinn Fein itself ended its policy of 

abstention in the Republic of Ireland.  

 The British reneged on their promise to remove nationalist areas, and a majority 

report recommended that all six partitioned counties be incorporated into the new 

Northern Ireland state. The fledgling government in Dublin (the location of central 

government in the Irish Free State), now led by de Valera, had little option but to 

                                                 
38 De Valera eventually agreed to sign the oath, but claimed that this was not the same as swearing to it. 
Abstentionism was the practice of participating in elections but not in government. It represented an act of 
defiance, and an active refusal to give legitimacy to the government. 
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acquiesce. In this manner, nearly half a million Catholics and nationalists, a third of the 

population, were forced into a state with which they did not identify and that was openly 

hostile to them (Moloney 2002, 48). Meanwhile, Northern Ireland’s political leaders were 

faced with the dilemma of constructing a political order opposed by up to a third of its 

citizens. They resorted to reliable methods. The early 1920s saw scores killed in riots, 

guns battles, and burnings, and in the early 1930s violence erupted again. Catholics made 

up a disproportionate number of fatalities (43). 

Those who remained in Sinn Fein and the IRA still refused to recognize partition 

and the governments in Dublin and Belfast that it created. From 1939 to 1945 and from 

1956 to 1962 the IRA engaged in unsuccessful military campaigns in England and 

Northern Ireland in an attempt to create a united Ireland. De Valera drafted a new 

constitution in 1937 that set a united Ireland as a central goal. The IRA responded by 

ending its conflict with the Southern state, and began a process that would eventually 

lead to full recognition and participation in its institutions. From then on, the main goal of 

the IRA was to drive the British from the North (Moloney 2002, 48).  

The six counties of Ulster in Northern Ireland were given some measure of self-

rule based on the British Westminster model. One commentator describes it as a 

“pathological specimen of majoritarian ’democracy’” (Engene 2004, 114). The system 

provided for a virtual political, economic and social monopoly of power for the segment 

of society loyal to the British crown (Protestants). From the introduction of provincial 

self-rule in 1920 to the introduction of direct rule from London in 1972, the Unionist 

parties won every election and consequently held on to executive power in the province 

(ibid). 
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By 1939, the IRA felt confident enough to declare war against Britain. It opened 

up contacts with Nazi leaders then at war with Britain, but little came of the relationship 

(Moloney 2002, 48). The Forties Campaign (as this phase of the conflict came to be 

called) was a very poorly organized endeavor. A bombing in Conventry in the English 

Midlands near the start of the campaign went wrong, killing five civilians and wounding 

sixty. Around the same time the IRA in Dublin raided the Irish army’s weapons reserves 

and promptly lost their loot to the police (49). The killings at Coventry mobilized the 

English police, who used harsh methods against IRA suspects. The Dublin arms raid 

permitted de Valera to seek emergency powers and intern IRA leaders. De Valera was 

concerned that the attacks on Britain and overtures to Nazi Germany would give the 

British an excuse to demand his support in the war effort. By 1945 the IRA was forced to 

accept a crushing defeat.   

The organization began to rebuild itself in 1947, and by 1948 it was large enough 

to hold a Convention (Moloney 2002, 49). It was at this time that the IRA’s Army 

Council issued an order forbidding units from making any attacks on the Irish police, the 

Garda Siochana (GS), or any other military forces of the Irish free state. It did so out of 

fear that the government in Dublin might retaliate again, undermining the campaign 

against Northern Ireland as it did during the Forties Campaign. From this point onward, 

the South was to be the logistical base, and the North the war zone (Moloney 2002, 50). 

In 1949, the Irish Free State declared itself a Republic. 

The IRA launched another campaign in 1955. In the midst of agitation over the 

arrest of suspected IRA activists, two Republicans, one of them an IRA man imprisoned 

for partaking in an unsuccessful arms raid, were elected from Northern Ireland to the 
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Westminster parliament. The IRA took this as a sign that the Northern nationalists might 

be receptive to an IRA campaign (Moloney 2002, 50). The 1956-62 campaign, which 

came to be called the Border Campaign, focused on the border counties of Fermanagh, 

Tyrone, and Armagh. Northern authorities introduced internment within days of the first 

acts of violence, and in 1957 de Valera introduced internment and later set up military 

tribunals that meted out very harsh sentences. The public support the IRA expected never 

materialized, but the campaign lingered on another five years before the IRA leadership 

reluctantly acknowledged defeat (ibid). Twelve people were killed and another thirty-

eight wounded in the Border Campaign. Unionists – those who supported Northern 

Ireland’s union with the rest of the U.K., were alarmed at this level of IRA activity. 

Compared to the Troubles, it was quite tame. 

 

 
The Troubles: Conflict Background 

 
In the 1960s, a civil rights campaign was launched in Northern Ireland. The effort, 

inspired by the African-American civil rights movement, was designed to address 

economic and political discrimination dating back to the partitioning of Ireland.39 The 

campaign was very successful at mobilizing Catholics, which led to resentment and 

counter-demonstrations by Protestant extremists. This led to widespread rioting in August 

of 1969, and the British Army was called in by the government of Northern Ireland to 

help restore order (for a comprehensive timeline of conflict history, the IRA’s 

organizational history, and strategic approaches, see figure 4.1 on page 88).  
                                                 
39 When statistics were first collected in the 1970s and 1980s, Catholics were found to be at least three 
times more likely to be unemployed than Protestants, and disproportionately represented in the poorest-
paid, least-skilled, and most insecure jobs (Moloney 2002, 43).  
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The IRA at this time was a relatively minor organization. It had suffered a 

humiliating defeat in the 1956-62 border campaign. Its members had hoped in vain for 

popular demonstrations and protests when they were arrested. There were neither protests 

nor welcome-home celebrations. Thoroughly demoralized, many members in prison 

pledged voluntarily to never take up arms again (Moloney 2002, 53). By 1962 the IRA 

was very weak, socially isolated, and largely without direction.  

Europe in the late 1960s was experiencing a wave of liberalism that brought new 

power to the left. In Northern Ireland, modernizing reform was on the agenda of the 

Stormont parliament’s new Prime Minister, Terrence O’Neill, and the new Labour 

government in London was instituting major social reforms (Moloney 2002, 53). The 

British had voted out Winston Churchill and his Conservative Party by a wide margin, 

ushering in a number of drastic social changes. College education was for the first time 

thrown open to working-class children on the basis of merit. As more Catholics obtained 

a college education, their economic, social, and political expectations soared. Unionism’s 

inability and refusal to satisfy these expectations caused discontent among the Catholic 

community to grow rapidly (2002, 45). According to Moloney, educational reform was 

the central cause of social instability leading up to the Troubles – no other factor was 

more responsible (ibid).  

While Catholics grew bolder and bolder in demanding their political rights, 

Protestants reacted fiercely to their political leaders who tried to accommodate. Unionists  

saw Prime Minister Terence O’Neill’s modernizing policies as a threat to continued 

union with Britain, and a dangerous concession to Republicans that might end in a united 

Ireland. Some of these critics rallied around the Reverend Ian Paisley, a young Protestant  
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preacher who embodied an explosive combination of political ambition, religious 

fundamentalism, and a hatred for the Roman Catholic Church. Paisley represented a 

virulent strain within the Unionists that stretched back hundreds of years, when Belfast 

street preaches regularly incited crowds to riot, burn, and kill their Catholic neighbors 

(Moloney 2002, 61). Convinced that the IRA was planning a new violent offensive in 

1966, Paisley’s oratory inspired the newly created Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) to 

launch a preemptive strike. The UVF’s official goal was to kill IRA leaders, but their 

actions demonstrated that they were quite content to attack any Catholic they could find. 

By the summer of 1966 they had killed 3 civilians, including 2 Catholic teenagers totally 

unrelated to the IRA (ibid).  

In 1965, the Northern Nationalist Party entered the Stormont parliament for the 

first time since 1930 to become the official opposition, thus recognizing the state of 

Northern Ireland (Moloney 2002, 62). The Republican movement as a whole was 

increasingly turning towards institutionalized politics. Catholics were demanding their 

rights and becoming more willing to use violence to defend themselves. They also began 

compiling evidence of discrimination – the Campaign for Social Justice conducted 

research that showed that Catholics were hugely underrepresented in places like the 

central and local government civil service. Soon the idea was floated of setting up a civil 

rights body modeled on the NAACP (ibid). In 1967, the Northern Ireland Civil Rights 

Association drafted a list of proposed reforms. Among these were the scrapping of 

gerrymandered electoral wards that gave minority Unionists control over local councils, 

the removal of the Special Powers Act, 40 a points list for public housing, and the 

                                                 
40 This act had been passed in 1922. It gave the unionist government unprecedented police powers, 
including the powers to arrest, detain without trial, and suppress political dissent. Penalties were so severe 
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scrapping of a rule that restricted the right to vote in local council elections to property 

owners.41  

The political system responded very poorly to the demands being placed on it. 

Popular mobilization to increase pressure on the government was met with violence from 

Protestant crowds. In October of 1964 a two-day battle erupted in the lower part of the 

Falls Road after the Royal Ulster Constabulary (or RUC – the Northern Irish police force) 

invaded the area to remove the Irish tricolor flag from the offices of a Sinn Fein 

candidate. Fifty civilians and over twenty RUC members were injured. Catholics clashed 

with the police again after Reverend Paisley brought a mob through the nationalist 

Markets area on their way to a protest against ecumenical Protestants.  

Most dramatic were the clashes on October 5, 1968, when a poorly attended civil 

rights march in Derry was met with harsh repression from RUC officers. Republicans 

chose Derry for the protest because they saw it as a symbol of the greatest injustices 

committed against Catholics (not unlike Martin Luther King’s march through 

Birmingham). Indeed, for Unionists the city had been a symbol of Protestant supremacy 

ever since its inhabitants withstood the siege in 1688, helping the Protestant King 

William of Orange defeat the Catholic usurper, King James (Moloney 2002, 64). Eighty-

eight demonstrators were injured, and thirty-six arrested. The demonstrators were joined 

by two British Labour MP’s, who were hosted by West Belfast’s Republican Labour MP 

Gerry Fitt, who was himself beat over the head by police (ibid). The police even used a 

                                                                                                                                                 
that a South African Prime Minister during the apartheid era famously declared that he would trade all of 
his emergency laws for one clause of the Special Powers Act (Moloney 2002, 39).  
41 This rule had given some mainly unionist businessmen up to six votes, while thousands of working-class 
Catholics were disenfranchised (Moloney 2002, 62). 
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water cannon to disperse protestors, creating a television scene highly reminiscent of the 

police brutality in Alabama just five years earlier (ibid).  

The whole episode was filmed and broadcast to the world, complete with an 

interview from the blood-splattered MP Gerry Fitt. The pressure intensified when another 

march in Derry brought 15,000 onto the streets, and a severely outnumbered RUC was 

forced to let the protestors through. As the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association held 

more marches, the British began to demand action from O’Neill’s Unionist government 

(Moloney 2002, 64). At the end of October, O’Neill announced a package of reforms and 

appeared on television to request an end to civil rights agitation. The Northern Ireland 

Civil Rights Association met his request, but the radical student group People’s 

Democracy was not satisfied with the reforms or their pace, and announced a 75 mile 

march between Belfast and Derry on New Year’s Day in 1969 to voice their disapproval 

(ibid).  

As Unionist discontent grew, the members of O’Neill’s cabinet began to resign 

one by one. In February he called an unexpected election to the Stormont parliament 

hoping to strengthen his position. If anything, it strengthened his opponents (Moloney 

2002, 65). In March, Loyalist extremists planted bombs at an electricity substation and 

punctured a pipeline supplying most of the water in Belfast. Most people assumed the 

IRA was responsible. This perception fed resistance to O’Neill and his reform project, 

leading him to resign in April of 1968 (ibid). 

On August 12th a riot broke out when the Apprentice Boys, an offshoot of the 

Orange Order, clashed with Republicans and the RUC on their annual march. Ferocious 

rioting broke out between nationalists and the RUC. The rioters repulsed waves of baton-
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wielding police-men with rocks and gasoline bombs until the RUC turned to CS tear gas 

that flooded the streets, choking all of the area’s residents. The much hated B Specials 

(an armed paramilitary of pro-British Protestants) were mobilized. In response, the Irish 

Prime Minister warned that his government would not stand by as nationalists were 

attacked (Moloney 2002, 66). Two days later, an exhausted RUC was forced to call in 

military assistance from Britain (ibid; Engene 2004, 115). The British did not leave for 

another 30 years.   

Given the nature of armies and the motives of the I.R.A., it was predictable that 

the British Army would be drawn into conflict with the civilian population (Coogan 

1994, 260). It was not difficult to draw them into political blunders, taking advantage of 

what Rapoport calls “the politics of atrocity.” Soldiers, police wardens, and British 

personnel in general seemed indoctrinated against the Irish. When internment was 

introduced, it was seen by the British as a solely anti-Republican and anti-Catholic 

measure.  

Despite a litany of crimes committed by Loyalists, none were seized until two 

years after internment began (Coogan 1994, 260-1; Melaugh 2009, 2). By this time, 

Loyalist terrorist groups had killed at least 138 people, 126 of whom were civilians (102 

of whom were Catholic). From the start of internment in August 1971 until its end in 

December 1975, only 107 Loyalists were detained, compared to 1,874 Republicans 

(Melaugh 2009, 2). Poor and out of date intelligence meant that most internees had little 

or nothing to do with the IRA. This situation was worsened by the fact that the IRA had 

gotten word that internment was coming and had arranged escapes for its members 

(Molone 2002, 101). According to the IRA Chief of Staff at the time, of the 342 suspects 
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initially rounded up, only 30 were actual members of the IRA (Parker 2007, 160). There 

were also widespread reports that internees were mistreated by the police.42 Some of 

these reports were confirmed by the British government, who nevertheless maintained 

that they did not constitute “physical brutality” as it understood the term. The 

government’s failure to address the abuses damaged its credibility even further, and in 

December of 1971 the Republic of Ireland filed the first ever inter-state case brought 

before the European Court, claiming that the emergency procedures against suspected 

terrorists violated the European Convention on Human Rights (161). The court ruled in 

its favor six years later, but stopped short of describing the techniques as torture. 

Predictably, internment led to a considerable increase in support for the IRA (Woodwell 

2005, 173; Coogan 1994, 261; Parker 2007, 160).  

The last major event to symbolize Catholic grievances occurred on January 30th, 

1972, when the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association organized a march of 10,000 

people against internment. After being assaulted with rocks, British soldiers killed 13 

unarmed civilians and wounded 17, one of whom died weeks later. The event came to be 

known as ‘Bloody Sunday’. In the wave of indignation that followed, the British 

Embassy in Dublin was burned to the ground. The soldiers later claimed that they were 

shot at, but no one else present that day heard any shots until the army started firing – 

including some well respected journalists (Coogan 1994, 261). A British tribunal later 

exonerated the soldiers, giving the Republican community yet another point for 

                                                 
42 The Royal Ulster Constabulary, with supervision from the British Army, applied five techniques 
previously practiced in colonial emergencies: hooding, wall standing, subjection to noise, relative 
deprivation of food and water, and sleep deprivation. Detainees were also forced to run an obstacle course 
over broken glass and rough ground while being beaten, and were deceived into believing that they being 
thrown from high-flying helicopters (Parker 2007, 161).  
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propaganda. Within weeks, the British suspended the Stormont government and assumed 

direct control over Northern Ireland (111). 

Indiscriminate violence suffered by Irish civilians created significant support for 

the IRA, fueling anger and amplifying the nationalist injustice frame. According to the 

Sutton database, British security killed 162 Catholic civilians from 1969-2001, compared 

to only 23 Protestants civilians (Sutton 1994).  British security forces did not treat 

criminals equally either. Over the same period, British security killed 140 Republican 

terrorists, but only 16 Protestant terrorists (ibid).  

According to an analysis by White, between August 1969 and June 1972, the 

British state and its soldiers responded to violent Catholic disturbances and killings by 

Republican paramilitaries.43 However, of the eight coefficients associated with variables 

that measured violent Protestant disturbances and persons killed by Loyalists, only one 

was associated with a significant increase in repression; when Loyalists killed more 

people, the British Army responded by killing more people. This is a surprising fact given 

that most of those killed by both parties were Catholic civilians (White 1995, 345). This 

adds to qualitative evidence and claims of moderate Republicans that the security forces 

were not only biased against Catholics, but that they also collaborated with Loyalist 

paramilitaries. Harsh and indiscriminate repression from the security forces and Loyalists 

paramilitaries44 was responsible for most Republican violence, transforming a weak and 

marginalized IRA into the most powerful paramilitary in Europe. 

                                                 
43 The full extent of this collusion is not yet fully known, but both official and unofficial investigations are 
underway.  What is certain is that, starting in 1987, a covert military intelligence unit within the British 
Army provided Army Intelligence to the Ulster Defense Association to create a list of possible targets 
(Melaugh 2009b).  
44 The term “paramilitary” is extremely common among students of the Northern Ireland conflict. In this 
section the term will therefore be used interchangeably with the term “terrorist organization”.  
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Clashes between rival crowds would draw in the security forces, who would often 

side with Loyalists and immediately come into conflict with nationalists. As the conflicts 

escalated Catholics would build barricades and throw gasoline bombs at the police, who 

would respond with baton charges. Behind the police, mobs of Loyalists, often armed 

with guns and gasoline bombs, set fire to homes and public houses (Moloney 2002, 66). 

White provides another illustrative example. On June 27th of 1970, Protestant 

crowds attacked a small Catholic enclave in East Belfast. The British Army was called in 

to defend the community, but they claimed to be stretched too thin by other riots. The 

Provisional IRA stepped in and shot at Protestant attackers from a local Catholic church. 

Two Protestants were shot dead, and one Catholic defender was killed. Within a week the 

British government and British Army responded with more repression. On July 3rd the 

British Army raided Catholic homes in West Belfast searching for weapons. Large 

crowds confronted them, afraid that they would be left defenseless against Protestant 

paramilitaries.45 Rioting broke out, accompanied by a gun battle with the Official IRA. 

Two civilians were shot dead, including a Polish photographer, and a third was crushed 

under an armored car. The entire area was placed under curfew for 36 hours while the 

people were kept in their homes. During the curfew, the British Army gave a tour of the 

area to two Protestant ministers, apparently to demonstrate that the Catholics had been 

subdued (White 1995, 347).  

Episodes like these indicate that British soldiers viewed their objective in 

Northern Ireland as cooperating with the Protestant community to control and subdue the 

agitating Catholic community (White 1995, 346). But indiscriminate violence from both 

                                                 
45 Obviously, an unarmed and terrorized populace might be even more dangerous if they are forced into the 
waiting arms of militants. In Ballymurphy, defense against Loyalist attack was reportedly the main 
motivation for those who joined the local unit (Moloney 2002, 84). 
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groups, and particularly the Loyalists, systematically drove civilians into the violent 

Republican movement. According to Coogan, “It is hardly an over-simplification to say 

that the Catholics were forced off the streets into the arms of the I.R.A., who were 

subsequently maintained in their recruiting by the activities both of the Protestant 

paramilitary mirror organizations which grew up to the combat the I.R.A. and of the 

British Army” (1994, 259). Prior to August of 1969 the IRA had been largely maintained 

through family tradition. But as a result of ineffective repression, the IRA by 1971 had 

developed into a large and well-organized force (Woodwell 2005, 173). The new recruits, 

known as sixty-niners (after the year), were motivated by fear of Loyalist violence and an 

overwhelming desire to fight back (Moloney 2002, 80). According to Bell, the IRA by 

1970 had serious trouble finding service positions for the huge influx of recruits, creating 

danger of a “guerilla overload” (2000, 225). By 1974 a majority of British voters wanted 

to withdraw troops from Northern Ireland (McAllister 2004, 127). 

By the end of 1974, however, war weariness was taking hold in the Catholic 

community, and support for the Republican movement was beginning to fall (Woodwell 

2005, 173). Negative publicity, internment, and other security policies were also 

beginning to take their toll on the IRA. Hundreds of members were killed or imprisoned, 

and at the same time, secret meetings between IRA leaders and the British government 

through its Secret Service gave the impression that the state was willing to compromise, 

and perhaps even withdraw British soldiers from Northern Ireland. The IRA declared a 

cease-fire at the end of 1974 that lasted until the end of 1975 (ibid).  

The ceasefire was tenuous. Deaths inflicted against security forces were cut in 

half. Civilian deaths actually increased markedly this year as a result of sectarian violence 
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against civilians committed by the IRA, Ulster Defense Association (UDA) and Ulster 

Volunteer Force (UVF) and internecine violence amongst Republicans (Woodwell 2005, 

185). The British government used the cease-fire to enhance its surveillance of the 

Republican movement. By the time the cease-fire ended in November 1975, British 

intelligence networks had laid the groundwork for a massive and successful crackdown 

on the IRA in the years that followed (173). In response to the growing success of 

security forces, a cell structure was adopted in 1977, featuring smaller operational units 

and a looser hierarchical structure. This structure made the organization more difficult to 

penetrate (ibid). 

The first steps toward a lasting peace occurred with the signing of the 1985 

Anglo-Irish (or Hillsborough) Agreement, which granted the Republic new consultative 

roles in the governance of Northern Ireland. The centerpiece of the agreement was the 

creation of the Intergovernmental Conference, at which Irish ministers could express their 

views on issues related to the North. The agreement also included a joint statement that 

the status of Northern Ireland could only change through the consent of the populations in 

both the North and the South. This marked the first public recognition of Northern 

Ireland’s sovereignty with respect to reunification (176). The agreement represented a 

new era of cooperation between the UK and Ireland; Northern Ireland was no longer 

viewed as a point of contention, but rather as a common problem for the two 

governments. Many have marked the end of the conflict with the 1994 ceasefire, the 1995 

Framework Documents, or the 1998 Good Friday Agreement – in which the IRA 

renounced its demand for British withdrawal (Woodwell 2005, 171; Sanchez-Cuenca 

2007, 297). Deaths have indeed dropped off significantly since the signing of the Good 
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Friday Agreement.46 As long as the killing continues, however, declaring a definitive end 

to the conflict will remain premature.  

 

 
Organizational history 

 
According to Moloney, most members of the IRA joined for a simple set of 

reasons: they believed that only armed force could force the British from Ireland, and that 

those who advocate parliamentary methods sell out the nationalist struggle. Their history 

is full of examples of IRA leaders who turned to parliamentarism via Sinn Fein (their 

political wing) but failed to force the British out of either the North or South of Ireland 

(Moloney 2002, 55). The only parliament to which they give allegiance is the Irish 

parliament of 1921, the last gathering of representatives in pre-Treaty Ireland with all 

thirty two counties. This parliament was composed of Irish MP’s who refused to sit at 

Westminster, and instead sat in a parallel government in Dublin while claiming to be the 

only legitimate parliament of Ireland. It has become an article of faith for the IRA that no 

other parliament or government can claim the legitimacy bestowed by that parliament. In 

1938, its dozen or so survivors passed their authority on to the IRA’s Army Council to 

safeguard until all of Ireland could once again freely choose their own government. It is 

on this basis that the IRA leadership frames its claim to be the sovereign government of 

Ireland (56).   

 The IRA’s long history of violence with the British makes it impossible to 

describe the background of The Troubles without also recounting the IRA’s 

                                                 
46 Since the end of 1998 there have been 12 sectarian killings. Fifteen of them were carried out by Loyalist 
groups, one by the INLA, and one by the Provisionals (McKeown 2009). 
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organizational history. Thus, much of the IRA’s organizational history has already been 

covered. To summarize what has already been stated, the IRA began in 1916, split in the 

Irish Civil War over the Treaty that ended the Irish-Anglo war, and subsequently engaged 

in two unsuccessful campaigns against Britain and Northern Ireland before the outbreak 

of the Troubles: one from 1939 to 1945 (the Forties Campaign), and one from 1956 to 

1962 (the Border Campaign). This section will provide a more detailed history of the 

IRA’s organizational history and provide some detail left out in the exposition above.  

The IRA was at its peak during the Anglo-Irish war. It had the backing of the 

majority of Irish people, it fought a long and difficult campaign, and it forced the British 

to the negotiating table. Its strength was ruptured by the Irish Civil War, and its public 

support increasingly resembled something more like tolerance. In 1939 the IRA was 

banned in the South of Ireland after conducting a bombing campaign against the political 

leadership of the Irish Free State (Engene 2004, 115). However, it issued an order to its 

members in 1948 forbidding attacks on the Irish police, Garda Siochana, or any other 

military force of the Irish free state (Moloney 2002, 50). The IRA misread public opinion 

at the start of the Border Campaign, and the support it was expecting from Northern 

Ireland never materialized. By 1962, the organization was reeling from failure, and its 

members felt demoralized. 

Cathal Goulding was appointed chief of staff in 1962. Goulding pushed the IRA 

harder to the left than at any point in its history, embracing a rigid Marxist analysis of 

Northern and Southern Irish politics. Goulding turned to the ideas of intellectuals Roy 

Johnston and Anthony Coughlan, the latter a young lecturer at Trinity College in Dublin. 
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Their political program borrowed Stalin’s “stages theory” and planned for Ireland to pass 

through three distinct phases before reaching the goal of a workers’ republic.  

First, agitation on civil rights issues would create a liberal parliamentary 

democracy in the north. This would be facilitated by working-class cooperation between 

Protestant and Catholics. Second, revolutionary links would be established across the 

border, and Northern workers would make common cause with their Southern 

counterparts, already being radicalized by Sinn Fein agitation. The third phase was 

revolution and victory (Moloney 2002, 57). Another defining characteristic of the 

Johnston-Goulding strategy was the cooperation or merging of the IRA and Sinn Fein 

with like-minded progressive political parties – the classic “broad-front” strategy (58).  

The downgrading of armed struggle created rifts in the organization. Critics 

accused Goulding of deliberately running down the organization, dismantling its 

command structures, scaling down training, and diminishing the IRA’s store of weapons. 

The ascendance of this new secular leftist ideology was alienating for traditional 

conservative Catholics (Moloney 2002, 54). The proposal to join with the Communist 

Party of Northern Ireland, the southern Irish Workers Party, the Connolly Association, 

and the Connolly Youth movement fixed the idea among conservative dissidents that the 

IRA was being slowly overtaken by godless Marxists (59). 

The IRA had always existed to protect its communities, but by 1969 it was a 

shadow of the organization that fought the British to a standstill in 1921. It could now do 

nothing but watch as the shooting and burning raged on in the Catholic communities. In 

August of 1969, an entire row of houses called Bombay Street was burned to the ground, 

and a young boy was shot dead (Moloney 2002, 71). The atrocity was worsened by the 
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fact that British troops had been present shortly before. Within the IRA there was now 

outrage at Goulding’s neglect towards military matters, and many felt that the IRA 

needed to recommit itself to armed struggle. 

Battles occurred at IRA conventions and at Sinn Fein’s annual conferences, where 

Goulding’s agenda was blocked by traditionalists and conservatives. A frustrated 

Goulding turned to increasingly confrontational tactics. He began purging his enemies, 

and, in order to secure a majority on the Army Council, expanded the number of 

members from seven to twenty. The once highly secret body that went to great lengths to 

hide its activities from the authorities was now nearly forced to hire a hall for its meetings 

(Moloney 2002, 59). 

In order to establish a genuine democratic republic and connect with the working 

classes, Goulding proposed an end to abstentionism through Sinn Fein, IRA’s political 

front.47 This was a very controversial move, as abstention was used to symbolically deny 

legitimacy to the government of Northern Ireland. Largely because of this conflict, the 

IRA split in December of 1969, forming the Official IRA and the Provisional IRA 

(PIRA). In January of 1970, Sinn Fein also split, with Official Sinn Fein breaking from 

abstentionism and Provisional Sinn Fein maintaining it. Official Sinn Fein would later 

become The Workers Party, with Provisional Sinn Fein becoming Sinn Fein. The new 

Sinn Fein ended its policy of abstention and began engaging in electoral politics in 1986 

(Richard 2001, 76).  

                                                 
47 The terms “political front” and “political wing” are used interchangeably. The latter term should not be 
construed to imply equivalence with the armed wing, however, as political parties usually spring from and 
are subordinate to terrorist groups. This is certainly the case for both the IRA and ETA. In 1974, the 
Basque Revolutionary Party (EIA) and the Popular United Party (HB) sprung from ETA-pm and ETA-m 
respectively. Sinn Fein was founded as an Irish separatist organization in 1905, but taken over by the IRA 
in 1949, when it elected a member of the Army Council as its new President (Richard 2001, 74).  
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Initially, the remaining members of the Official IRA competed with the 

Provisionals, conducting scattered attacks in its first two years. The group ended its 

militant campaign in May 1972, however, and merged with the Workers Party in the late 

1970s (Weller 2005, 184).48 After the OIRA called a ceasefire in 1972, the hardcore 

militants either left or were forced out. These militants formed the Irish National 

Liberation Army (INLA). The OIRA attempted to crush this new organization before it 

could establish itself. Five people were killed in ensuing feud.49 Though significantly 

smaller than the IRA, the INLA was the second largest Republican paramilitary group in  

the late 1970s. The group specialized mainly in the assassination of high-profile targets 

and was responsible for 117 deaths during the conflict (Weller 2005, 186). After the 1981 

hunger strike, in which three of its members died, the organization began to break apart. 

This split culminated in the creation of the Irish People’s Liberation Organization 

(IPLO), which developed a reputation for inter-Republican violence and criminality 

(Engene 2004, 116). The biggest feud among Republican organizations was between the 

INLA and the IPLO.50 The INLA eventually recovered, but the PIRA has remained the 

pre-eminent Republican terrorist group.  

In 1998, amid conflict over the peace agreement brokered and accepted by the 

PIRA, the “Real IRA” (RIRA) split from the Provisionals. The RIRA has carried out 

                                                 
48 The Workers Party was previously called Sinn Fein The Workers Party, and before that, Official Sinn 
Fein. 
49 The existence of such feuds seems to cast doubt on the practice of consolidating various Republican 
groups as if they coordinate and are informed by the same strategy. However, the feuds were limited 
enough that we can view them as successful efforts at control from the movement’s center. The two places 
where lumping Republican groups together does not stand up to scrutiny are the early years of conflict 
between 1969 and 1972, when the Officials were competing with the Provisionals, and after the Good 
Friday Agreement of 1998, when the Real IRA broke from the Provisionals and killed 29 people in the 
Omagh bombing. This attack were widely condemned within the Republican movement. 
50 The year 1987 saw the greatest level of feuding between the IPLO and INLA. During this year the IPLO 
killed five members of the INLA, and the INLA killed three in the IPLO (McKeown 2009). 
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more violence in the current period than any other Republican group, and are the biggest 

threat to the ongoing peace process. 

 

 
Strategic History 

 
As the conflict intensified in 1970 the Provisional IRA51 was under serious 

pressure to find more modern weaponry. They sent operatives to Europe and the United 

States, establishing regular contacts with European nationalist movements like the 

Basques, Corsicans, and Bretons. In 1972 the Bretons suggested that the IRA contact 

Qaddafi’s government in Tripoli, a regime which had advertised its willingness to assist 

revolutionary movements that created trouble for the old imperial powers that once ruled 

the Middle East (Moloney 2002, 9). The relationship proved immensely fruitful for the 

PIRA.  

Having just ended centuries of colonial rule through a bloodless coup, Qaddafi 

shared the IRA’s hatred of the British. Like the PIRA leadership, he blamed colonialism 

for his country’s terrible history (Moloney 2002, 8). Qaddafi was willing to give the 

organization both arms and cash in exchange for the simple promise to use them against 

the British government. At least $3.5 million ($10 million in current prices) was 

transferred to the PIRA during the Troubles, when its campaign was at its height (10).  

At least one shipment of weapons was intercepted, but there are strong indications 

that as many as three others made the trip from Libya to Northern Ireland (Moloney 

                                                 
51 Because the Official IRA gave up violence in 1972, references to the IRA from this point onward will 
refer exclusively to the PIRA. In the discussion of targeting strategies the term “IRA” will refer to both the 
hegemonic Provisional Irish Republican Army and its numerous satellites such as the INLA, RAF, and 
IPLO. These organizations have mostly cooperated with one another despite occasional feuds. 

 103



2002, 10). This relationship turned sour in 1974 after the Provisionals’ middle man in 

Tripoli took too many liberties reformulating Republican strategy.52 The relationship was 

revived in 1981 by the death of ten hunger-striking prisoners from the IRA and INLA. 

The prisoners were protesting their revoked political status, which had been granted 

earlier in the 1970s. The hunger strikes gave the IRA their greatest propaganda victory to 

date, bringing attention to the Republican cause in a way that terrorist attacks never had. 

The attention gained was magnified when Bobby Sands, representing Sinn Fein, was 

elected to the British Parliament six weeks into the strike (Woodwell 2005, 176). Despite 

their continued policy of abstention, the electoral success of Sinn Fein candidates 

increased significantly in Northern Ireland.  

Qaddafi sent some $1.5 million to the IRA over the next three years, a mere 

fraction of what they received in the 1970s. But his covert war with the United States 

intensified in the mid-1980s. In May of 1984 Qadaffi had to fight off a fierce coup, with 

strong evidence of British and CIA support. In 1986, U.S. warplanes bombed Qaddafi’s 

home, killing nearly eighty people, including his adopted daughter (Moloney 2002, 14). 

The planes had taken off from British air bases with Margaret Thatcher’s full approval 

(ibid). Qaddafi was now ready to offer the IRA much more than money. Nasser Ashour, 

the number three man in the Libyan Intelligence Service, traveled to Ireland and offered 

the IRA $10 million and three hundred tons of modern weaponry to use against the 

British government (15). The IRA received 4 shipments of weapons, including automatic 

                                                 
52 The middle man was a schoolteacher named “Mister Eddie.” After making a close personal connection to 
the supreme commander of the Ulster Defense Association’s (UDA), a Loyalist terrorist group, and became 
intrigued by the Loyalist’s idea for an independent Northern Irish state. He took the liberty of going behind 
the PIRA’s back to invite delegations to Tripoli from both the UDA and IRA’s political wing, Sinn Fein, to 
discuss an economic aid package for the UDA’s plans. Before it took place, however, the meeting was 
leaked to the media back in Ireland, and the Sinn Fein delegation refused to attend. The UDA returned 
home triumphant, claiming to have driven a wedge between Qaddafi and the IRA. 
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pistols, 1,200 AK-47s, SAM-7 missiles, general-purpose machine guns, RPG rocket 

launchers, over a million rounds of ammunition, and five tons of Semtex, a highly 

destructive plastic explosive (20).  

Transfer of the last and largest shipment was disrupted by a high-level informer, 

and intercepted by French customs officials in 1987 (Moloney 2002, 6). As a result, the 

IRA lost the crucial element of surprise in its planned “Tet offensive”. The IRA soon 

learned what it meant to lose the element of surprise. SAM-7 missiles became useless 

after the British installed electronic countermeasures on helicopters – two tested in South 

Armagh flew right past their targets (Moloney 2002, 23). The IRA attempted to 

compensate by using heavy machine guns against helicopters, but moving them was far 

too slow. The British also began flying helicopters in groups up to five, and reinforced 

the armor on their vehicles (ibid).  

The “Tet Offensive” was designed to create tremendous disorder and shock 

British public opinion into thinking that occupation was unsustainable. IRA leaders 

calculated that the British would probably respond to the offensive by reintroducing 

internment and pressing the Irish Republic to do the same. This was not the first time the 

IRA hoped to provoke the British into potentially counterproductive security measures –  

the organization had long believed that it thrived on British repression (Moloney 2002, 

22).  

 At its first meeting in 1970, the Army Council devised a three-stage strategy that 

focused on the need to defend Catholic areas of Belfast. The first stage was to build up 

the capacity of Northern units so that they could withstand Loyalist or British attack. The 

second phase was a mixture of defense and retaliation designed to deter Loyalist attacks. 
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Once strong enough, the IRA would launch the third phase – an offensive war designed 

to bring Britain to the negotiating table and withdraw all of its forces from Ireland 

(Moloney 2002, 85).  

Once the Ballymurphy riots broke out during the Easter riots of 1970, the local 

IRA commander held back IRA members at gun point. As one of the detainees explained, 

“Adams wanted ordinary people involved in rioting as a way of radicalizing them.” 

(Moloney 2002, 88). Had the IRA intervened the first day, the trouble may have ended in 

a few hours, leaving the IRA defeated and the people of Ballymurphy unwilling to take 

up arms. Instead, the rioting lasted for four days and affected thousands of people in West 

Belfast (91). The months of June and July in 1970 provided another opportunity to repeat 

the exercise, with more historic blunders from the British military and Unionist 

government. The riots that summer made the Ballymurphy IRA the most militant in 

Belfast (88).  

These successes cleared the way for the offensive war of attrition phase, which 

focused on the British Army, the Royal Ulster Constabulary, the Ulster Defense 

Regiment, and, when the IRA was constrained by weakness, the unsuspecting employees 

of opposing forces. After the Bloody Sunday killings, the PIRA and OIRA made a 

serious of blunders that angered constituents and created pressure to enter negotiations 

(Moloney 2002, 113). These included the ‘Bloody Friday’ killings and the killing of a 

well-respected local Catholic (these are discussed in detail on pages 113 and 177). 

The next significant change occurred in the late 1970s as the security forces grew 

more effective, causing IRA killings to fall. There is debate as to whether this constituted 

a genuine change in strategy, or whether it was simply an acknowledgment that the 
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British were not easily coerced, and that violence would have to be carried on at a lower 

level due to organizational constraints. A strategy of attrition was certainly in effect much 

earlier – as soon as the IRA had gained enough strength defending Catholic communities 

from Protestant terrorism it launched its offensive against British security forces 

(including the police of Northern Ireland). The strategy was certainly in full force by 

1973, when the two IRAs combined killed 103 British soldiers.  

In 1973 Republican-inflicted fatalities dropped significantly – falling almost as 

rapidly as they climbed the previous year, at the peak year of the Troubles. Violence 

increased slightly the following year and then dropped during the 1974-1975 ceasefire. 

The British used this time to vastly increase its intelligence apparatus, contributing to a 

rapid fall in deaths in 1977, a decline that continued in 1978.   

According to White, the IRA moved to a long war strategy in 1976-77. The target 

was still the British presence in Ireland, but instead of forcing the British out with major 

disruption and destabilization, the IRA turned to a long term strategy of small-scale 

disruption and waiting the British out. According to White, this shift resulted from a 

recognition that the IRA had to combine military with political activity in order to 

achieve its goals (1997, 41). Some authors consider this to be the beginning of the war of 

attrition strategy. However, declaration of the long war merely represented an updating of 

the original war of attrition strategy in light of new facts. The IRA had wrongly believed 

in the beginning that a relatively small number of deaths would force the British out. 

According to one member,  

The Army Council’s first target was to kill thirty-six British soldiers—the same number 
who died in Aden. The target was reached in early November 1971. But this, the Army 
Council felt, was not enough: I remember, Dave [O’Connell], amongst others, saying: 
‘We’ve got to get eighty.’ Once eighty had been killed, Dave felt, the pressure on the 
British to negotiate would be immense (Sanchez-Cuenca 2007, 296).  
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In 1972 alone, the IRA killed 235 people including 95 British soldiers, but the British did 

not withdraw. Up until the truce in 1975, the IRA was enthusiastic that the next year 

would bring victory. The “long war” doctrine corrected these mistakes and led to deep 

organizational changes, but did not transform the nature of the war of attrition against the 

British (Sanchez-Cuenca 2007, 296). 

 By the early 1980s the chances of a quick military victory had receded. The 

ceasefires in the mid-1970s did not deliver any tangible progress, and the election of 

Margaret Thatcher in 1979 brought major reversals. There was little indication that the 

government would compromise on granting political status to IRA prisoners, and it was 

clearly prepared for a long-term military commitment to Northern Ireland (McAllister 

2004, 127). The hunger strikes in 1981 opened up a significant opportunity for the IRA to 

break into the electoral arena. At first it had been reluctant to support the candidacy of 

Bobby Sands for fear of public humiliation that might undermine the hunger strikes. 

Sands’ victory in the election and his success in maintaining the strikes created huge 

sympathy for the Republican movement – far more than its violence ever had (Woodwell 

2005, 176). This support encouraged the IRA to participate in the 1982 Northern Ireland 

Assembly elections, where Sinn Fein ran under its own name for the first time. It won 

10.1% of the first preference vote – only 8 points less than the long established Social 

Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP) (McAllister 2004, 128). Sinn Fein president Gerry 

Adams was even elected in West Belfast. Neither Adams nor the members of the 

Assembly took their seats, however. 

Ending abstentionism would be the key to integrating the Republican movement’s 

political and military strategies. This decision officially occurred at Sinn Fein’s 1986 
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conference. Sinn Fein’s Gerry Adams and John Hume of the SDLP then commenced 

talks to make common cause. The talks ended in 1988 with disagreement over the IRA’s 

use of violence. By this time, however, the IRA had fundamentally reassessed its strategy 

and decided on a dual approach: “a ballot paper in one hand and an Armalite [assault 

rifle] in the other” (McAllister 2004, 128). Military successes generated public support 

that translated into votes and seats at the negotiating table, while electoral success 

legitimized the continued use or threat of force (ibid).  

 The number of fatalities inflicted by Republican terrorist groups remained 

relatively constant from 1977 to 1990, when the idea of a more politically oriented 

strategy began to win support among IRA militants. Republican terrorist groups preferred 

to target British soldiers over local security forces, because they saw them as a better 

symbol of colonial rule and thought they had a greater impact on British public opinion 

(Drake 1998, 112). But from 1970 to 1993, British Army deaths dropped off significantly 

(118). The rate of RUC and UDR deaths remained fairly constant until the mid-1980s, 

and then they also declined (ibid). Killing soldiers became more difficult, because as the 

conflict progressed, they made up a smaller proportion of the security forces in Northern 

Ireland.53 Killing soldiers was also made more difficult by the increasing use of Kevlar 

body armor, and the adoption of patrolling methods that made it difficult to attack the 

army and escape (112-113). 

In 1977 the PIRA carried out an assassination campaign against prominent 

businessmen, arguing that their very presence underpinned the British occupation of 

                                                 
53 Partly for this reason, the IRA has also attacked British soldiers in England and on the European 
Continent. Between Jan 1, 1988 and Dec. 31, 1990 they killed 14 soldiers in England and seven soldiers 
and air force members on the continent, compared to 39 soldiers and one naval recruiting officer in 
Northern Ireland over the same period (Drake 1998, 116).  
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Northern Ireland. The campaign was extremely unpopular, and was quickly terminated 

(Drake 1998b, 5). It was resumed in 1985, however, with attacks now circumscribed to 

activities deemed supportive of security forces, such as the maintenance of police 

stations, doing building work for the British Army, or supplying goods to the security 

forces (ibid). This campaign – a clear example of soft target transference – was at least 

tolerated by the Republican community. It killed 27 people between 1985 and 1993 

(118). 

Due to the increasing use of body armor, the IRA showed a greater tendency to 

use explosives rather than guns to kill British soldiers during the 1980s, creating a risk of 

collateral killings. The most notorious of these attacks occurred at the Remembrance Day 

Parade in Enniskillen in November of 1987, when 11 civilians were killed and 63 injured 

by a bomb targeting members of the Ulster Defense Regiment (Drake 1998, 114). An 

IRA spokesman later told a journalist that the outer reaches of the Republican support 

base were “totally devastated,” but that their central base could “take a hell of a lot of 

jolting and crisis” (Townshend 1995, 317). The IRA later made a public announcement 

that one of the units responsible had been disbanded (316). Polls conducted in the 

aftermath of the Enniskillen bombing showed a steep reduction of support in Great 

Britain for withdrawal from Northern Ireland: from 61% in January 1987 to 40% in 

November 1987, just days after the bombing (Drake 1998, 158). Reports also indicated 

that potential sympathizers in the Republican of Ireland and elsewhere were more likely 

to withhold support or actively oppose the Republican movement in the aftermath of the 

bombing (ibid). The attack drew harsh criticism from the President of Sinn Fein, Gerry 

Adams (White 1997, 28). 
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The most disturbing attack from the IRA occurred on October 4, 1990, when three 

men who were labeled ‘collaborators’ and supporters of the security forces had their 

families kidnapped and were forced into suicide missions. One of the drivers killed had 

been a kitchen assistant for the Ministry of Defense. This method caused revulsion 

amongst IRA supporters, and was quickly abandoned (Drake 1998, 67; Kalyvas and 

Sanchez-Cuenca 2005, 220). These attacks also solidified support for the peace process.  

The early 1990s marked the beginning of the end for the strategy of attrition, and 

the first part of a Nationalist Front strategy. The Nationalist Front was to include the 

SDLP, the Dublin Government of the Irish Republic, and, in some capacity, the Irish 

lobby in the United States. Aside from its tangible success in the electoral arena, the IRA 

was effectively pressed into institutional politics by a heavily constrained security 

environment. By the late 1980s and early 1990s it had become clear that the British had 

successfully placed numerous double-agents in key positions within the organization. At 

least one of them was in the IRA’s security department, and was preventing others from 

locating informers. A series of operations sabotaged from the inside left the leadership 

exasperated but keen on keeping the informer a secret from the rank and file. At least in 

the short term, this situation rendered an armed strategy impossible. The first big move 

towards the Nationalist Front strategy was the truce declared in August of 1994. This 

truce broke down after 17 months. The second truce came into effect in July of 1997, and 

culminated in the signing of the Good Friday Agreement in April of 1998. In this 

agreement, the IRA renounced its demand for a British withdrawal from Northern 

Ireland, and thereby accepted defeat in the war of attrition (Sanchez-Cuenca 2007, 197). 
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In fact, this defeat had already been admitted in 1994 in the IRA document “Tactical Use 

of Armed Struggle” (ibid). 

 

 
The Question of Sectarianism 

 
According to most commentators, Loyalist terrorist groups in Northern Ireland 

engage in highly indiscriminate sectarian attacks against Catholics, while Republican 

groups like the IRA focus on military targets and are, for the most part, not sectarian. 

However, the predominantly Protestant background of the Republicans’ military targets 

has motivated some scholars to argue that Republican terrorist groups are just as sectarian 

as their Loyalist counterparts, with the only difference lying in the availability of their 

targets (Bruce 1997, 64). While Republicans can easily find policemen, soldiers, or 

disliked state officials, they themselves do not hold regular offices hours (Bruce 1997, 

62). When Sinn Fein emerged as a political force and began to occupy office buildings 

and list its addresses, Loyalists attacked them enthusiastically (63). This argument 

certainly has some merit – the availability of targets is obviously an important 

determinant of a terrorist group’s target selection. On the other hand, it completely 

ignores the importance of ideological motivation, and thus cannot explain why an 

ostensibly sectarian IRA should choose to attack targets that shoot back (White 1997b, 

125).54 The idea that the IRA is not sectarian is supported by qualitative evidence: its 

                                                 
54 Furthermore, available evidence indicates that IRA attacks on the security forces did not select targets 
based on their religion – Catholics in the RUC and UDR did not constitute a particularly greater or smaller 
proportion of deaths than they constituted in the organization’s membership as a whole (White 1997, 46). 
Between 1969 and 1989, the IRA killed 238 members of the RUC, an organization which is 90-93% 
Protestant. Of 238, 25 (10.5%) were Catholic. This finding suggests that the IRA did not select RUC targets 
on the basis of their religion – it neither targeted nor avoided Catholics (ibid). 
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leadership and rank and file have repeatedly claimed that their organization is not 

sectarian, while Loyalists freely admit the opposite (White 1997, 29; White 1997b, 123). 

A further refutation of the argument that the Republican and Loyalist groups are 

“equally sectarian” comes from changes in the availability of British soldiers during 

ceasefires. Between February and August of 1975 the IRA and the British were on a 

ceasefire. One outcome of this truce was a reduction in the presence of the British Army 

on the streets of Northern Ireland. With fewer legitimate targets to shoot at, the IRA 

could have changed targets and shot at Protestant civilians. Indeed, for the year 1975 this 

explanation looks plausible. However, if this were the case then the IRA should not have 

killed even more Protestant civilians in 1976 after the truce had ended. Simplistic notions 

of larger and smaller targets cannot explain this variation (White 1997, 45).  

 To the extent that the conflict in Northern Ireland is characterized by 

sectarianism, it is because Loyalist terrorist groups attack the entire Catholic population, 

which sometimes leads to defensive and retaliatory counterattacks. Protestants attack 

Catholics in this way because they see the Catholic community as supportive of or in 

some way responsible for the IRA’s violence (Drake 1998, 31). They resort to 

historically effective means of controlling the Catholic population without realizing that 

the situation has changed dramatically. 

The IRA killed 345 Protestant civilians between 1969 and 1993. Of the 307 

Protestant civilians killed by the IRA between 1969 and 1989, 181 were killed between 

1972-76 (White 1997, 42). Throughout the entire conflict, the IRA has maintained its 

focus on breaking the link between Northern Ireland and the UK. However, after being 

drawn into serious ethnic conflict for two years, it changed its approach so that the 
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number of Protestant civilians declined dramatically (ibid). Since that time, sectarian 

violence from the IRA has only been perpetrated by a minority.  

Both prominent and rank and file Irish Republicans claim that their main 

opponent is the British presence in Ireland, and that sectarians in their ranks are both in 

the minority and pressured to change their views once they join the movement. White 

argues that their opinions change because Republicans understand the two liabilities of 

sectarian attacks – they are not only bad publicity, but they also eliminate the possibility 

that Republicans might ally with the Protestant community to bring about peace in the 

future (White 1997, 34).  

According to Mitchel McLoughlin, a member of Sinn Fein since 1966,  
there has always been an element within the Republican Movement and on the island of 
Ireland itself who secretly believe that the Protestant population could be coerced into 
accepting Irish unity and independence. That is not acceptable. Neither is it possible, as 
Republicans should know, because all the might of Britain could not, and cannot, 
suppress the Irish resistance, (White 1997, 33).  
 
Mistakes are a very real aspect of the conflict.55 In 1972 alone, Republican 

paramilitaries blew up 41 of their own members when bombs went off prematurely. It 

makes sense to be more suspicious of alleged mistakes when “premature explosions” or 

insufficient warnings are directed against external targets, however, because 

organizations may seek out such a grey area so that they can pressure the state without 

losing constituent support (Bruce 1997, 61). Still, the death of civilians could always be a 

result of mistakes rather than anti-Protestant sentiment, and the fact that Catholics are 

                                                 
55 The PIRA has killed a total of 149 people in collateral damage, and 49 due to mistakes (de la Calle and 
Sanchez-Cuenca 2006, 14). Although a database exists that breaks down yearly casualties in a way that 
allows us to calculate how many were accidental or collateral, it has not yet been made available to the 
public. We can find out how many bombs went off prematurely using the Sutton database, but this does not 
necessarily mean that all fatalities were accidental. Similarly, this measure does not count those who are 
accidentally shot when mistaken for another person. In total, Republicans accidentally killed 139 of their 
own militants due to premature explosions.55 Of these, 124 deaths occurred between 1969 and 1979. 
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also killed in indiscriminate attacks seems to support that these mistakes do occur (White 

1997, 38). 

De la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca point out that the Catholic community has 

traditionally rejected sectarian killings by Republican paramilitaries, but that this norm 

has been violated – 344 out of 1,961 Republican killings are sectarian (2006, 15). These 

killings could be interpreted as ignoring the support base and thus violating the 

preference constraint. However, these sectarian attacks have been concentrated in areas 

with high levels of religious polarization, where intense violence creates more radical 

preferences. Fully 41% of Republican sectarian killings took place in Belfast. Here, the 

correlation between Loyalist violence and Republican indiscriminate killing is .58. 

Furthermore, seven contiguous wards in West Belfast are home to 42% of all 

indiscriminate killing. The same seven wards represent only 12% of Belfast’s population, 

and 14% of the number of wards in the city (ibid). Consistent with this distinction, 

White’s interviews with IRA volunteers show a much clearer acknowledgement of 

sectarianism from the Belfast respondent (White 1997, 32). From 1969 to 1989 there 

were more sectarian killings in Belfast than any other location in Northern Ireland (30). 

 

 
History of State and Sectarian Violence 

 
State and ethnic violence has a well documented and extensive history in 

Northern Ireland. Between 1969 and 1993, British soldiers killed 154 civilians in 

Northern Ireland with virtual impunity (White 1995, 331). The most notorious example 
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of state brutality occurred on “Bloody Sunday” (January 30th, 1972), when the British 

Army killed 14 unarmed civilians and injured another 16.  

 According to Parker, the nature of IRA violence changed “dramatically” after 

Bloody Sunday. Another author puts it differently: “the botched operations followed one 

upon the other” (Moloney 2002, 111). It is difficult to disentangle the effects of Bloody 

Sunday from the British government’s subsequent decision to dissolve the Stormont 

government and impose direct rule, an event which the IRA described as “one of the most 

momentous… in Irish history” (112). The aftermath of Bloody Sunday saw the first 

mainland bombing of the Troubles. In May of 1972, with its ranks swollen by anger at 

Bloody Sunday and other state violence, the IRA conducted 1,200 operations (ibid). On 

February 22nd, 1972, the Official IRA bombed the officers’ mess of the Parachute 

Regiment in Aldershot, Hampshire, accidentally killing five female kitchen staff, a 

gardener, and a Catholic Army Chaplain. Though their deaths were accidental (the real 

targets were soldiers), an IRA spokesman announced that the attack had been carried out 

“in revenge” for the Bloody Sunday killings (Parker 2007, 162).  

This attack was soon followed by attacks on civilian targets on the British 

Mainland, including four simultaneous car bombs in London in March 1973, bombs in 

the mainline London railway stations in September 1973, and bombs in public houses in 

Guildford and Birmingham in the autumn of 1974 (Parker 2007, 162). On March 20th the 

PIRA loaded two cars full of bombs and parked them in Belfast city center. A number of 

conflicting phone warnings were given, which caused the police to move crowds in the 

direction of one of the bombs. When it exploded, it killed seven people, five of whom 
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were civilians. The next day the Official IRA kidnapped and killed a local Catholic, 

producing a strong and hostile public reaction (Moloney 2002, 111).56

This reaction was precisely the opposite of what the IRA needed. The fall of 

Stormont had created a rift among nationalists. Moderates wanted to strike a deal and ask 

for reform. Hardliners wanted to continue fighting for revolution and a united Ireland 

(Moloney 2002, 112). The decision to target civilians on the British mainland, combined 

with the callous killing of a local Catholic and poor warnings in Belfast all coalesced to 

put tremendous pressure on the OIRA and PIRA to call a ceasefire. By June 26th of 1972 

both organizations had entered into a ceasefire. It lasted for just thirteen days (ibid).   

 

 
Data Analysis: The Impact of Repression  

and Sectarian Violence on the IRA’s Target Selection 
 

How do terrorist groups change their targeting strategies over time, and how are 

these decisions constrained by the support base? It is likely that violence suffered by the 

terrorist group’s supporting community at the hands of a rival ethnic group, as well as the 

state it is perceived to be controlling, creates a preference for retaliation which allows the 

group to use more radical methods, including attacks on civilians. This strategy satisfies 

popular desires for revenge while sending the government a “costly signal” that wears 

down its will to continue fighting.  Ethnic retaliation may be conceived as deterrence, 

retaliation, or more costs for the state in a strategy of attrition. In any case, it can easily 

                                                 
56 The local Catholic was William Best, a member of the locally recruited Royal Irish Rangers (a regiment 
of the  British Army barred from serving in Northern Ireland) on leave from Germany.  
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lead to a security dilemma in which the safety of one group seems to hinge on the 

domination of the other. 

We would expect that such retaliation will be strictly limited to the opposition 

community – civilian deaths among the terrorists’ local community would merely erode 

local support for violence. To test this, we must break down the religious composition of 

civilian casualties inflicted by Republican groups, and compare them to the civilian 

casualties inflicted on the Catholic community. Figure 4.2 below shows the breakdown of 

civilian casualties inflicted by the three types of violent actors in Northern Ireland from 

1969-2001. Figure 4.3 shows the trends in civilian deaths inflicted by each actor. Table 

4.1 shows the religious breakdown of civilian casualties inflicted by each type of actor. 

As can be seen in table 4.1, Republican paramilitaries are clearly discriminating in 

the religious background of their civilian targets, but their killings are not nearly as one-

sided as the British security forces or Loyalist paramilitaries. Despite sustaining a fairly 

high level of violence, the Catholic community appears not to have become as radicalized 

as the Protestant community. The IRA regularly emphasizes that it does not choose 

targets based on their religious identity, but instead on their support for the status quo in 

Northern Ireland (Coogan 1994, 290). The IRA also has generally not engaged in 

deliberate attacks on civilians, although there have been some exceptions, such as its 

attacks in Britain (Moloney 2002, 126). In 1985, the IRA even began targeting 

businessmen and their employees who were involved in construction work or service 

provision to the security forces.57 This change can be seen as an example of target  

                                                 
57 Between 1985 and 1993, 27 were killed in this campaign (Drake 1998, 118). 
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Figure 4.2: Northern Ireland Fatality Trends, 1969–2001. 
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Figure 4.3: Northern Ireland Civilian fatality trends: 1969–2001 
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Table 4.1: Religious composition of civilian deaths by actor: 1969–2001 

 
 
substitution caused by the increasing difficulty of killing British soldiers (Drake 1998, 

118).  

If the IRA targets civilians rarely, what explains their occasional forays into 

sectarian violence and other types of indiscriminate attacks? Given that the nationalist 

support base regularly finds itself on the receiving end of Loyalist violence, it is 

reasonable to suspect that changes in the intensity of that violence create varying levels of 

support for retaliation. More specifically, we will test the hypothesis that Republican 

paramilitaries respond to civilian deaths in their community by striking back at Protestant 

communities due to increased public support for violence. We can test this hypothesis by 

examining the six months in the conflict with the highest numbers of Catholic civilian 

casualties. These months are shown below in table 4.2. 

 
Table 4.2: High-Intensity Months for Catholic Civilian Deaths 

Month Catholic civilian fatalities and actor responsible Protestant civilian casualties 
August 1971 18, all by British security  2 
December 1971 18, 16 by Loyalists   6 
July 1972 27, 17 by Loyalists  22 
April 1975 18, all by Loyalists  6 
January 1976 15, all by Loyalists  14 
October 1993 17, all by Loyalists  14 

 

Five of these months seem to suggest a relationship between the killing of 

civilians in each rival community: particularly July 1972, January 1976, and October 
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1993. More restrained cycles of retaliation may have also occurred in December of 1971 

and July of 1972. Such restraint would not be surprising given the total differences in 

religious killings we noted above. However, one of these months seems to show almost 

no effect on the IRA’s target selection. In order to determine whether a real interaction is 

occurring we must do two things. First, we must examine the temporal distribution of 

deaths in each month and the type of attacks that caused them. The distribution will tell 

us whether the relationships reflect genuine reprisals, or whether they are merely 

incidental to ongoing violence. If genuine reprisals are occurring, examining their 

temporal distribution will also reveal their source. Our second task is to examine trends in 

violence for the months preceding and following each high-intensity month. Comparing 

these trends will demonstrate the extent to which IRA violence deviated from the norm in 

the high-intensity months, and will also tell us whether any change in target selection 

patterns can be detected beyond each month. In terms of our research hypotheses, 

changes in target selection that extend beyond each month would indicate that the change 

is more than simply retaliation (H3) and may in fact add a new category to the list of 

legitimate targets (H1).58

 

                                                 
58 The only information summarized in Table 4.3 that is not demonstrated in text is the distribution of 
killings. These were excluded to save space. 
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Table 4.3: Analysis of High-Intensity Months 
 

 
August 1971 – 18 Catholics killed by British security. 2 Protestant civilian casualties 

 
Distribution:  Catholics: 61% (11) were killed on August 9th, 1 on the 7th, and the rest were 

about evenly distributed throughout the rest of the month. 
 Protestants: 2 killed, 1 on the 9th, and one on the 25th. 
Retaliation?  No. The second death resulted from an inadequate warning. The first victim was 

a security man killed by a nail bomb.  
In the 3 mos. No. Most of the attacks in the following months are collateral, and are not 
after? near the other security force attacks in those three months.  
 
 
Dec 1971 – 18 Catholics killed, 16 by Loyalists. 6 Protestant civilian casualties. 

 
Distribution:  Catholics: Most were killed early in the month: 83% (15) on December 4th alone. 

Loyalists killed one more on the 18th. British security killed 1 on the 10th and one 
on the 14th. 

 Protestants: Attacks occurred sporadically in the first half of the month. One 
was killed on the 2nd, one on the 6th, three on the 11th, and one on the 12th. 
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Retaliation?  No. If any attempt at a reprisal was made, it was both late and heavily 
constrained. Republican attacks on Protestant civilians seem to be neither the 
cause nor the effect of Protestant killings of Catholics.  

In the 3 No. The single sectarian attack during the following 3 months was  
mos. after? very close to the border of the coding rule. 
 

 
July 1972 – 27 Catholics killed, 17 by Loyalists. 22 Protestants civilian casualties. 

 

 
Distribution: Catholics: Concentrated towards the middle and end of the month: 48% occurred 

between the 10th and the 20th, and 37% occurred between the 20th and 30th. 
 Protestants: Concentrated towards the end of the month: 41% occurred on the 

21st and 31st. 
 Retaliation? Yes. Throughout the month, indiscriminate attacks from Loyalists and British 

security forces were tightly correlated with attacks on Protestant civilians. Most 
Protestant civilian deaths caused by the IRA were deliberate (i.e. sectarian). 

 3 mos. after? Yes. However, Republicans engaged in no sectarian attacks until the second 
week of August. The next wave of sectarian attacks appears to be better 
explained by more proximate sectarian killings from Loyalists. 

 
 

April 1975 – 18 Catholics killed by Loyalists. 6 Protestant civilian casualties. 

 

 123



 Distribution:  Four Catholics were killed at the beginning of the month, followed by a reprisal 
that killed four Protestant civilians. Loyalists committed one more sectarian 
attack the same day. Republicans responded with another attack that was 
followed by a flurry of Catholic deaths throughout the rest of the month. 
Republicans committed one more sectarian attack at the end of the month. 

 Retaliation? Yes, but relative to Loyalist killings it was very constrained on all but the first 
occasion.  

 3 mos. after? No. The sectarian attacks that follow are too few and occur too late. 
 
 
 January 1976 – 15 Catholics killed by Loyalists, 14 Protestant civilian casualties.  

 
 Distribution: On Jan. 4th, Loyalists killed 6 Catholics, including 3 members of SDLP. The 

next day 10 Protestant civilians were stopped with a fake roadblock and shot. 
Another was killed two days later. Loyalists killed one Catholic civilian three 
days later, and began again on the 17th. This was only interrupted after it killed 
two Catholics on the 25th. Two days later Republicans killed two Protestant 
civilians, and the following day, Loyalists killed two more Catholics. 

 Retaliation?  Yes. When an IRA spokesman was asked why the killings were ordered on Jan. 
5th, his answer was “Why not? It stopped the sectarian killings in the area, didn’t 
it?” (White 1997, 21). Protestants did not kill another Catholic civilian in 
Armagh (the location of the first 3 killings) for another 3 months. 

 3 mos. after? Yes. However, the number of Loyalist killings brings into doubt the explanatory 
power of the first cycle. 

 
 
 October 1993 – 17 Catholics killed by Loyalists, 10 Protestants civilian casualties 

 
 Distribution:  The month opened with 3 sectarian attacks on Catholics. In response, the IRA 

attacked the Belfast office of the Ulster Volunteer Association (UVA). The bomb 
went off prematurely, killing 10 Protestant civilians (all the Protestant civilian 
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deaths for the month), as well as the IRA member carrying it. No UVA members 
were killed. Loyalists responded with a massive reprisal, killing 11 Catholic 
civilians. 

Retaliation? Not by Republicans.  
3 mos. after? No.  

 

Table 4.4: Results Summary 

 

No evidence was found for hypotheses 2 or 3, which involved collateral killing 

and a behavior based expansion of targets (see pp. 72-73). 

Strong support was found for hypothesis 4 in half of the cases – Republican 

paramilitaries reacted to Loyalist violence by attacking Protestant civilians, presumably 

because supporters developed more radical preferences and desired reprisals. In all three 

of these peak months, the targeting change lasted into the following three months, thus 

meeting the criteria for satisfying hypothesis 1. However, this hypothesis predicted that 

the original change would become permanent. Instead, sectarian reprisals remained 

tightly linked to one another. Sectarian attacks from Republicans in later months were 

better explained by proximate Loyalist sectarianism than by self-sustaining Republican 

violence. 

The three months where reprisals occurred were July 1972, April 1975, and 

January 1976. All of these months are unique in that the spikes in Catholic civilian deaths 

occurred in the midst of negotiations between the British and the IRA. Loyalists sought to 

 125



dismantle these negotiations because they saw them as a threat to its status (White 1997, 

45). The killing of Catholic civilians led to Republican reprisals against the Protestant 

community, but not to the replacement of nationalism with racism. 

Of the five months with the highest number of Catholic civilians killed by British 

security forces, two were coextensive with the six peak months for deaths caused by the 

British Loyalists combined. The additional three showed no effect on the number of 

Protestant civilians killed. This result suggests that the extent of sectarian violence 

emanating from Republican paramilitaries was not a function of Catholics killed by 

British security (see appendix).  

 

 
Public Support for Violence – Electoral Analysis 

 
In 1968, survey respondents were asked if they believed it was right “to take any 

measures necessary” to achieve a political goal (see Table 4.5 below). For Protestants, the 

goal was the maintenance of Northern Ireland as “a Protestant country”, and for Catholics 

the goal was the end of partition. 51% of Protestants said yes, as did 13% of Catholics 

(Hayes and McAllister 2000, 15). In 1973, another survey asked respondents if they 

believed violence was a legitimate way to achieve one’s goals. This time attitudes had 

reversed, with 16% of Protestants and 25% of Catholics agreeing. Clearly, the violence 

experienced by Catholics in the early years of conflict led them to support more violence 

themselves. Because the Catholic population was subject to violence from Loyalists and 

British authorities alike, they experienced much more violence than the Protestant 

population during The Troubles. 
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After the 1981 hunger strike, Sinn Fein began to take politics much more 

seriously. In 1986 it officially ended its policy of abstention. During the 1980s, Sinn Fein 

won around 10% of the vote, with a slightly declining trend that was halted in the 1990s 

during the peace process. In the Westminster parliament, Sinn Fein’s share of the vote 

went from 9.9% in 1992 to 16.1% in 1997 – after the 1994 truce. After the Good Friday 

Agreement in 1998, its share of the vote rose to 21.7% in 2001 and 24.3% in 2005. The 

party was not simply rewarded because violence had ended – Sinn Fein played a crucial 

role in the peace negotiations (Sanchez-Cuenca 2007, 302).  

 

Table 4.5: Public Support for the Use of Violence in Northern Ireland, 1968-1978 

 

  
In terms of electoral support, Sinn Fein has generally had a strong record, and has 

increased its gains in every type of election as years go by. One exception occurred 

between 1983 and 1986, when Sinn Fein lost almost 7% of the vote in the Westminster 

by-elections, and between the 1984 and 1989 European election, where it lost nearly 4% 

of the vote. What explains this decline?  

 One plausible explanation is the Brighton hotel bombing that occurred in October 
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of 1984 – 4 months after the Westminster by-election. The bomb was set off in the 

section of a hotel where Margaret Thatcher and many other politicians were staying for 

the British Conservative Party conference. It killed 5 people and injured 31.  

 

 
Conclusion 

 
The years 1975-6 saw 27% of all Protestant civilians killed by the IRA. The three 

years with by far the most killing of Protestant civilians were 1972, 1975 and 1976. Part 

of the reason for these killings were the ceasefires that were called in July of 1972 and 

February of 1975. With fewer targets to shoot, IRA militants began to engage in sectarian 

conflict with Loyalist paramilitaries, and in 1975 they allowed the momentum of 

sectarianism to carry them through 1976.59 Group dynamics certainly played a role in the 

continuation of this violence. However, the degree of sectarianism also reflects the 

difficulty of running a clandestine military organization, with the leadership potentially 

unable to communicate changing tactics with operatives in the field (White 1997, 54).  

The violence declined in 1977 for a number of reasons. Among them were the 

realization by Loyalist paramilitaries that the British government was growing more 

effective, the IRA’s movement toward a “long war”, and pacts between the IRA and 

Loyalist paramilitaries in which both sides agreed to end assassinations (White 1997, 45). 

Another plausible reason for the drastic decline of violence in 1977 was that the IRA’s 

foray with sectarian conflict had alienated much of its soft support. The number of 

hardcore supporters meant that this loss did not lead to organizational collapse. What it 
                                                 
59 In July 1972 alone, 22 Protestants were killed by Republican paramilitaries. Sectarian killings remained 
low for the remaining months. Five of these occurred on the day the ceasefire ended or before. By this time 
Five Catholic civilians had been killed by Loyalists over the same period.  
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did mean was that the police forces had a much easier time making arrests. Indeed, 

intelligence gathering during the cease-fire may have been much easier due to discontent 

created by ethnic violence, which the nationalist community did not support (Woodwell 

2005, 173). 

The IRA did not kill more civilians as time went by, nor did it become 

increasingly sectarian. It did, however, shift towards soft targets when doing so was 

convenient. Despite the serious setbacks created by the British agents who had infiltrated 

the organization, the IRA managed to stay relatively strong and continue to hit hard 

targets. However, the idea that it could win the war of attrition could not be sustained, 

and the turn to politics culminated in the 1998 Good Friday Agreement. Overall the 

organization has remained extremely disciplined in its refusal to engage in sectarian 

violence – unlike the Loyalist terrorist groups who routinely brutalize the Catholic 

population. 
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Chapter 5 
 

Violent Myth Making – ETA and Spain 
 
 
 

The Basque Country (Euzkadi) has been divided between Spain and France since 

their present boundary was permanently fixed in 1659 along the Pyrenees mountains 

(Beck 2005, 46). The Basque Country is about the size of New Jersey, with about 85% of 

its territory falling on the Spanish side of the border (Clark 1984, 8). The Basque region 

of Spain has four provinces: Vizcaya (Bilbao in Spanish) Guipuzcoa (San Sebastian) on 

the coast and the north, and Navarra and Alava on the south slope of the mountains. 

Navarra accounts for more than half of this area. Altogether, the Basque region contains 

about 3.5% of Spanish territory.  

The Basque independence movement has its ultimate roots in two structural 

features of the Spanish state’s development: the historically weak central government, 

and late development of nationalism. The importance of these features can be neatly 

demonstrated by comparing the Basque region of Spain to that of France. When the 

boundary between the two Basque regions was fixed in 1659, Spain was still a loose 
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confederation (Beck 2005, 46). From 1479 onwards, religion was the main unifying force 

in Spain. More secular perspectives on Spanish identity began to gain momentum during 

the rise of liberalism in the nineteenth century, but church and state were only fully 

separated after the return of parliamentary democracy in 1977 (42).  

Spain’s relatively incomplete nation-building impeded state legitimization. Elites 

in Madrid could not agree on how to conceptualize the essence of the Spanish nation-

state. Conflicts over the role of religion and of popular participation impeded a common 

conception of the nation-state. These conflicts often became manifest in regime change, 

which altered the basic idea of Spanish identity and the main features of the Spanish 

nation (Beck 2005, 75). Between 1876 and 1923, Spain had 27 governments – an average 

of one every 21 months (62). According to Beck, the lack of a historically stable 

opportunity structure in Spain has led to the radicalization of Basque protest. Spain’s 

return to democracy in the mid-1970s has allowed for the emergence of an opportunity 

structure for peripheral nationalism (76). 

By contrast, nation-building in France was rooted in an early French nationalist 

discourse invented and spread by a core elite and supported by ‘frenchified’ Basque elites 

(Beck 2005, 75). The development of a strong state in France allowed for a ‘repertoire of 

contention’ that could be institutionalized into a system of democratic representation, 

which helped to legitimize the state (ibid).  

The development of Basque regionalism in Spain was pushed along by the influx 

of Castilian workers during the region’s two waves of industrialization. Regionalist 

identity then became hardened and radicalized by the brutal repression of Franco, who 
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tried and failed to stamp out Basque identity to create a unified and homogeneous 

Spanish state. 

When we compare the longevity of violence in the Basque Country relative to 

Catalonia, it seems as though the weakness rather than the strength of Basque national 

culture was what led to the emergence of a violent nationalist movement (Woodworth 

2008, 181). Catalan nationalists could acknowledge that their culture was repressed under 

Franco without thinking it was on the verge of extinction (ibid). In 1959, millions in 

Catalonia were using the Catalan language in daily communication. The Catalan 

language also had a literatary tradition comparable to the best in Europe. Because it had 

much in common with Castilian Spanish, it was also relatively easy to learn through 

casual contact. Immigrants were therefore more easily assimilated into Catalonia than the 

Basque Country (ibid).  

By comparison, the Basque literary tradition was weak, or at least it was 

perceived to be so by the Basques themselves. Euskera cannot be learned through casual 

contact. Learning Euskera requires a long period of study and immersion, putting it far 

out of reach for most immigrants. The difficulty of assimilation stoked Basque nationalist 

fears that their culture was suffering what many of them described as a form of genocide 

(Woodworth 2008, 182). According to Conversi, the Basque experience is one where 

“violent conflicts have been revived by weak identities, and weak identities have been 

rejuvenated through violent conflict,” (ibid).  
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Conflict Background 
 

 The Basque region lost its 700 year old autonomy in 1876 for being on the wrong 

side of the two Carlist wars, which pitted regionalists against centralists (Clark 1984, 14).  

Shortly after, Basque industrialization began drawing in large numbers of foreign 

workers. The founding of the Basque Nationalist Party (Partido Nacionalista Vasco or 

PNV) in 1892 illustrates the rise in Basque nationalism resulting from the perceived 

threats from Madrid and new groups in the Basque Country. Movements for winning 

back autonomy met with varying levels of repression. The PNV began to make progress 

toward regional autonomy in the 1930s. However, the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War 

in July of 1936 erased this progress. Two of the Basque provinces (Alava and Navarra) 

chose to side with the rebel forces; the other two remained with the Republic. The 

Republic formally declared the Basque region autonomous in October, but by June of the 

following year (1937), the rebel forces had already conquered all of the Basque region 

(Clark 1984, 14). 

 The combination of bloodshed during the Civil War and the ferocious oppression 

under the Franco dictatorship raised the salience of ethnic heritage as a source of identity 

for the Basques, and helped bind them together as a political force (Clark 1984, 14). As a 

consequence of their choosing the wrong side in the Spanish Civil War, Franco labeled 

Vizcaya (Bilbao) and Guipuzcoa (San Sebastian) “traitorous provinces” and revoked the 

last vestiges of their autonomy, bringing them fully under central control (Beck 2005, 47; 

Shabad and Ramo 1995, 419). The Franco regime sought to replace Spanish regionalism 

with a ‘single Spanish personality’. Both physical and symbolic repression targeted 

against any outward manifestation of Basque cultural and political identity. These 
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policies further entrenched the perceived boundary between Basques and Spaniards in the 

Basque region (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 419).  

Spanish policies to discourage the use of Euskera had started in the last decades of 

the nineteenth century, but Franco’s post-Civil War measures dwarfed all preceding 

attempts at cultural repression. By the time ETA was founded in 1959, most public use of 

Euskera was prohibited, and parents were not even allowed to give their children Basque 

first names (Woodworth 2008, 174). Until 1967 it was illegal to teach Euskera in schools 

(Clark 1984, 12). Following their surrender in the Civil War, Basque nationalists had 

their property confiscated and their church officials denounced and replaced. Use of 

Euskera was prohibited in all public areas, as was the teaching or use of Euskera in 

communications media. Random assassinations of Basque citizens were commonplace, 

and the prisons quickly filled up with political prisoners (Clark 1984, 21). Thousands of 

Basque civil officials and military officers were jailed after the government surrendered 

in 1937. They were all tried for armed rebellion. Several thousand were executed (ibid). 

 According to orthodox Basque nationalists, Euskera was the universal language of 

the Basque region up until the nineteenth century. The Basque people, they argue, entered 

into alliance only by their own consent with Castilian kings, each one of whom had to 

come to the sacred tree of Guernica to swear to uphold their charters of special rights 

(fueros). Among these rights were control over their own taxation, exemption from 

customs duties, and exemption from military service. Additionally, Basque citizens 

traveling throughout Spain were afforded special privileges normally reserved for 

nobility, such as exemption from arbitrary arrest and torture (Woodworth 2001, 22). 
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Critics of Basque nationalism have highlighted its many artificial qualities. For 

instance, Sabino Arana, the founding father of Basque nationalism, had to invent both a 

flag and a name for the country he wished to free from Spanish ‘domination’. These 

critics also point out that the Basques have not been governed by a Basque leader in a 

single political unit since the eleventh century. Inconsistencies such as these are not 

necessarily damning for the Basque nationalist project, however. As Paddy Woodworth 

reminds us, “Most nations look more than a little ridiculous in the first phase of 

construction, when the raw mortar of rhetoric and myth is most apparent” (2001, 19).  

It is indisputable that the Basques have maintained a powerful sense of 

distinctness. Their fueros were more extensive than those of any other region but 

Catalonia, which lost them 150 years earlier than the Basques. Special rights regarding 

fiscal policy were very consequential for the Basque Country (Woodworth 2001, 24). 

Under these fueros, the Basques had the right to choose their own levels of taxation, were 

exempt from paying customs duties on goods entering the Basque Country from abroad, 

and were able to impose duties on goods imported from the rest of Spain. This 

arrangement gave them the benefit of cheap foreign manufactures while protecting their 

agricultural sector from Castilian competition (24-5).  

The development of Basque industry during the nineteenth century was 

accompanied by conflicts between urban employers and the agricultural sector. The 

former group saw the customs fuero as an impediment to growth, as it subjected their 

products to customs duties within the Spanish kingdom, while the latter was in too 

precarious a position to allow a shift in the customs frontier (Woodworth 2001, 25). This 

conflict developed into an urban-rural fission which became highly salient with the 
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outbreak of the first Carlist war in 1833. This conflict was waged between supporters of 

King Ferdinand VII’s brother, Carlos, and supporters of his infant daughter, Isabella. 

Isabella’s supporters represented ‘Liberal’ Spain: they favored curbing the powers of the 

Crown and Church, building a rationalized, centralist administration, and advancing free 

trade. Carlos, on the other hand, represented the Spain of the ‘Black Legend’, absolute 

monarchy, ecclesiastical dominance, economic protectionism and, the Basques believed, 

protection of the fueros (ibid).  

Basque nationalism as an ideology and movement emerged in the 1890s as a 

result of social developments associated with rapid industrialization. Industrialization led 

to a spike in population growth and urbanization, creating a new immigrant working 

class, with thousands of farmers from impoverished areas of Spain moving to urban areas 

of the Basque Country (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 416). The developing working class 

made Spanish trade unions and anticlerical leftist parties major social and political 

players in the Basque Country, which created a serious threat for the traditional urban 

middle class and for the dominance of the Catholic and rural Basque culture. It was 

among these latter segments of society that Basque nationalism developed and flourished 

(ibid).  

Industrialization also brought social stratification, with a new class of elite 

industrialists and financiers who were quickly incorporated into the Spanish oligarchy. 

The attempts of this elite to integrate the Basque provinces with Spain both economically 

and politically caused an intensely hostile reaction from the traditional petite bourgeoisie 

(Shabad and Ramo 1995, 416). The combined threat to the increasingly idealized Basque 
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culture posed by new elites and immigrant groups helped to promote ethnic solidarity 

(417). 

A similar period of rapid social and economic transformation occurred during the 

economic boom from 1960 to 1975 as a result of Franco’s post WWII industrial policy 

(Shabad and Ramo 1995, 416; Clark 1984, 18). Franco shifted the burden of development 

onto the two major parts of Spanish society outside his governing coalition: the industrial 

proletariat and the already industrialized Basque and Catalan regions (Clark 1984, 18). 

The goal was to increase industrial production in areas which already had an industrial 

base and to encourage the migration of workers to these areas. About 20,000 Spaniards 

migrated to the Basque region each year beginning in the 1950s. Clark estimates that, by 

the mid-1970s, only about 65% of the population was indigenous (1984, 10). Shabad and 

Ramo produce an even smaller estimate: 51% in 1975. Residents of urban and 

metropolitan areas with some Basque ancestry were 60% and 40% respectively, 

compared to 85% for the rural population (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 416). At the same 

time, public investment was denied to the Basques and Catalans, and focused instead on 

Spain’s poorer regions in order to increase their future industrial potential (Clark 1984, 

10).  

The effects of this industrial policy were decidedly negative for the Basque 

provinces. The economic effects were particularly harsh on the poor, and led to the 

radicalization of the Basque working class. Traditional political organizations were 

completely unable to respond to the challenges this situation presented (Clark 1984, 20). 
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Organizational History 

 
ETA (Euskadi Ta Askatasuna, or Basque Homeland and Freedom) was founded in July 

of 1959, but its first confirmed killing did not occur until nine years later (for a 

comprehensive timeline of the conflict’s history, ETA’s organizational history, and 

changes in its strategic orientation, see figure 5.1 on the following page).60 In June of 

1968, one of ETA’s leaders, Javier Echebarrieta, was stopped by the Civil Guard 

(Spanish military police). Civil Guard Jose Pardines was killed during his escape. Hours 

later Echebarrieta was killed after the security forces discovered his location. ETA 

retaliated two months later (August), killing police commissar Meliton Manzanas, a man 

notorious for torturing political prisoners (Sanchez-Cuenca 2008, 7). Franco’s regime 

responded with a heavy hand, making massive arrests and declaring a state of emergency 

in the Basque Country. This move was shortly followed by a state of emergency for all of 

Spain (ibid).  

ETA began as a coalition of radical youth groups disgruntled with the passivity of 

mainstream nationalist political parties. One of these youth groups was a splinter from the 

youth wing of the Basque Nationalist Party.61 Others were former members of the Euzko  

                                                 
60 In June of 1960 a bomb exploded in a train station in San Sebastian, designed to derail a train full of 
Franco’s volunteers traveling to a remembrance service for the fascist rebellion. The attack was a failure – 
the only casualty was a one year-old girl. The bombing was never claimed, and there is no hard evidence 
linking it to ETA. Many attribute this attack to ETA, but others speculate that it was the work of an 
anarchist group (Sanchez-Cuenca 2008, 6). 
61 The splinter group had previously been part of the secret society Ekin, and was pressured to join PNV. 
From the beginning, the members from Ekin disagreed with the PNV on two fundamental issues. First, 
Ekin advocated making Euskera the sole official language of a new independent Basque republic, which 
the PNV found incredibly utopian given how few people spoke Euskera at the time. Second, the PNV had 
made a deal with all the important parties of the Republic for the restoration of the 1936 Statute of 
Autonomy as soon as Franco was overthrown and the Republic reinstated. In exchange, the PNV agreed 
not to seek further separation from Spain. Ekin did not trust the major parties to fulfill this deal (Clark 
1984, 26). 
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Ikasle Alkartasuna (EIA), or Society of Basque Students. ETA has had two primary 

goals throughout its history: independence for the Basque region, and the revival of 

Basque language and culture. It has also expressed varying degrees of socialist ideology 

at different points in its history. 

ETA’s first actions were largely symbolic. They included the flying of the banned 

Basque flag (designed by Sabino Arana and his brother Luis), graffiti, and the bombing 

of Francoist monuments (Woodworth 2008, 175). In the mid-1960s, ETA implemented a 

strategy of provocation, or ‘action-repression-action’. The goal was to goad the 

dictatorship into indiscriminate repression that would enhance the political capital of 

ETA’s and allow its attacks to become both more frequent and more dramatic. The new 

wave of attacks would invite more repression and more popular support, until eventually 

the conditions were laid for a full-scale war of national liberation. This strategy gained 

significant momentum after the cycle of retaliation that broke out with the killing of the 

Civil Guard Pardines and the death of ETA leader Echebarrieta. The latter gave ETA its 

first victim and its first martyr. The huge attendance at Echebarrieta’s requiem 

demonstrated that ETA had caught the public’s attention. In the ferocious state repression 

that followed, many uninvolved people were arrested and tortured. “Francoist security 

forces would be ETA’s best recruiting sergeant, responding to its stimuli like Pavlov’s 

dogs” (Woodworth 2008, 176). 

At its first assembly in 1962, ETA defined itself as a “Basque revolutionary 

movement of national liberation” (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 427). Its socioeconomic 

program was ambiguous and interclassist, but expressed in populist rhetoric. This vague 

opening to leftist ideology was a prelude to major divisions over ETA’s identity. The 
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conflict developed around the extent to which it was an ethnonationalist or leftist 

movement (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 426).  

 The first major change in ETA’s direction came from the outside. In 1963, 

Frederico Krutwig published Vasconia. Krutwig saw independence as the central 

objective of Basques, and stressed an extreme ethnolinguistic definition of Basque 

identity. Krutwig equated Spanish “occupation” (earlier invoked by Sabino Arana, the 

founder of PNV) with colonialism, and he outlined a revolutionary strategy based on 

Third World models. This comparison helped to legitimate ETA’s transition to violence.  

ETA held its second assembly in 1963, incorporating the notion of colonialism 

and certain Marxists tenets into its ideology. That year ETA also made its first contacts 

with the Spanish Communist party. ETA’s third assembly in 1964 adopted a qualitative 

change in its ideological expressions, which created significant political consequences. 

During this period the strategy of armed struggle began to take on sacred overtones, and 

the struggle was built into an image of liberation delivered by a vanguard of the 

enlightened (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 427). The fourth assembly, in 1964, sought to 

organize a leftist nationalist movement and to define the strategy of “action-repression-

action” that would capitalize on increasing popular and worker mobilization against the 

Franco regime.  

After 1964, three distinct tendencies emerged within ETA. The first stressed 

ethnolinguistic principles and was strongly anti-Spanish. This theme was promoted by 

founding members exiled in France. The second emphasized guerrilla warfare and used 

anticolonial struggles as its model. The third was ideologically pro-worker, replacing the 

strategy of national liberation with Marxist-Leninist ‘class struggle’ in collaboration with 
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the workers’ movement. The combination of French action against the anti-Spanish group 

and Spanish police repression against the anticolonial group led to the dominance of the 

pro-worker group in 1965-1966. However, a fragile coalition of the two weakened groups 

held a fifth assembly in late 1966 to denounce the pro-worker strategy, which was seen as 

a betrayal of the nationalist movement and the result of “Spanish” infiltration of the 

organization. The pro-worker faction, in turn, declared the fifth assembly fraudulent and 

withdrew. Members of the pro-worker faction were then expelled from ETA in early 

1967 (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 428).  

Among the new leadership, Marxist anticolonialists were in the majority. Many  

founding members saw this ideology as the result of an insidious “Spanish” influence and 

left the organization after the second part of the fifth assembly in March of 1967. This 

year therefore marked a period of generational succession, with contradictory emphases 

on Marxist class struggle and insurrectionary national liberation based on Third World 

models (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 428). This was the period in which the strategy of 

action-repression-action was put into effect. Both the death of ETA’s first militant and 

the assassination of the first policeman created considerable support for ETA in the 

Basque Country (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 428). As a result of growing ETA violence and 

worker militancy, the Franco regime declared four states of exception between 1967 and 

1969. These crackdowns were particularly harsh in the Basque Country, and most of 

ETA’s top leaders were imprisoned. Facing imminent dissolution, ETA had to reconsider 

its strategy and leadership. Members of the ETA and of the larger social movement were 

still pushing in many opposing directions. The sixth assembly was held in 1970 to resolve 

these differences. Instead, it intensified them, and ETA split again. One wing left the 
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organization and formed its own in the hopes of creating a radical workers’ party with a 

new combination of socialism and nationalism less reliant on the petite bourgeoisie. 

Meanwhile, those who supported armed struggle and stressed ethnolinguistic principles 

left to form ETA-V, sharply criticizing the new leadership for coming under the influence 

of Spanish Communists and for abandoning nationalism (429). The continuity 

organization became ETA-VI.  

In December of 1970, shortly after these splits, Franco orchestrated a highly 

visible trial against several activists accused of killing the torturing Spanish police officer 

Meliton Manzanas (Sanchez-Cuenca 2008, 7). The Burges trial was a massive publicity 

success for ETA, creating solidarity outside of Spain and leading to huge demonstrations, 

strikes, and church occupations in support of ETA’s demands and prisoners (Shabad and 

Ramo 1995, 429). By the early 1970s, ETA found itself at the forefront of the resistance 

movement against the Franco regime (430). ETA-VI saw this outpouring of public 

support as a vindication of its plan to form a mass movement based on both national and 

social liberation. For a short period it seemed that they were correct: ETA-VI was more 

successful than ETA-V at attracting new members. However, police action following the 

Burges trial caused many of ETA-VI’s leaders to flee into exile. ETA-VI’s recruitment 

was also hurt by its downgrading of armed struggle, combined with its vacillation on the 

status of Euskera and of Basque independence. By 1972, a majority faction decided to 

abandon the organization to join the Trotskyite Liga Comunista Revolucionaria (ibid). 

ETA-V’s radical nationalism and focus on armed struggle proved to be more in 

tune with ETA’s traditional social base than ETA-VI’s Marxism. ETA-V grew 

considerably in 1972 when many radicalized members of the PNV’s youth group were 
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incorporated into the organization. In September of 1973 ETA-V held an assembly to 

endorse its leaders and their decision to reorganize into four fronts, of which the military 

front would dominate. This military front later decided, without consultation, to kill 

instead of kidnap Prime Minister Carrero Blanco (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 430). The 

assassination created a new crisis within ETA-V. The disaffected within the workers’ 

front left the organization in May 1974 and formed the first radical abertzale (patriotic) 

party, the Langille Abertzale Iraultzalean Alderdia (Patriotic Revolutionary Workers 

Party, or LAIA). ETA split into two factions: the first consisting of leaders in France who 

defended the priority of armed struggled, and the second consisting of activists in Spain 

who wished to combine military and political strategies with high levels of mass 

mobilization. In late 1974 a definitive split separated these factions into ETA-militar 

(ETA-m) and ETA-politico military (ETA-pm). Both sought independence, 

monolingualism for the Basque Country, and socialism through popular revolution. The 

central difference was that ETA-m stressed the primacy and autonomy of the military 

leadership, while ETA-pm sought a unified leadership combining both political and 

military struggle (431).  

The sudden end of the Franco regime in 1975 caught ETA off-guard and in the 

middle of unresolved internal conflict. ETA-pm leaders increasingly saw violence as a 

means to achieve lower-level tactical goals such as the release of prisoners, as changes in 

the political environment created new means to achieve strategic goals that could either 

complement or supplant armed struggle. ETA-pm sought to participate in the political 

process and negotiate with the Spanish state while producing more violence that would 

enhance its bargaining position. For ETA-m, violence had acquired a logic of its own, 
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assuming a more expressive than instrumental role. Changes in the political environment 

were considered illusory. ETA-m expected political reform to fail, thus leading to a pre-

revolutionary climate (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 431).  

At its seventh assembly, ETA-pm decided to foster political connections to create 

a mass leftist party that could compete in the new pluralistic environment. Several radical 

nationalist groups were formed at this time, many out of the fragmentation of traditional 

political parties and trade unions (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 432). These parties formed the 

Socialist Patriotic Coordinator (or Koordinadora Abertzale Sozialista – KAS) in 1975, 

composed of both ETAs, LAIA (Patriotic Revolutionary Workers Party), LAB (Patriotic 

Workers Council), LAK (Patriotic Workers Committee), HAS (Popular Socialist Party), 

EAS (the Basque Socialist Party), and ELI (Force of the Basque Workers) (Shabad and 

Ramo 1995, 432). At the end of 1976, KAS approved the KAS Alternative, which had its 

origins in ETA-pm’s manifesto of eight points for the Aberri Eguna of 1975. Composed 

mainly of radical nationalist demands, the KAS alternative program was later put forth by 

ETA-m (in 1978) as a pre-condition for entering negotiations with the Spanish state.  

Both ETA-m and ETA-pm rejected the Reform Law of 1976 and the 1978 

Spanish constitution. But by 1979-80, during the establishment of the Basque 

Autonomous Community, ETA-pm had accepted the supremacy of political action and 

the leadership of Euskadiko Ezkerra (EE), a coalition that included its own Marxist-

Leninist Basque Revolutionary Party (EIA), created in 1976, as well as the moderate 

socialist party Socialist Unification for Euskadi (ESEI), Basque National Action (ANV), 

and factions of the Basque Communist party HASI (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 433).  
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Shortly after the attempted coup d’etat by a segment of the military in 1981, ETA-

pm disbanded. Those who wished to continue in armed struggle joined ETA-m. EE 

evolved into a Basque socialist party and in 1993 merged with the Basque branch of the 

Socialist party. The disbanding of ETA-pm in 1981 left ETA-m as the main terrorist 

group, and sharply reduced the number of violent actions.62 In 1978 Herri Batasuna was 

formed as its political wing – a coalition consisting of HASI, other mass organizations of 

KAS, and parts of LAIA, ESB and ANV. Despite Basque autonomy, ETA-m and Herri 

Batasuna continued to see the new Spanish democracy as ‘Francoism in disguise’, and 

perceived an ongoing war between the Spanish state and the Basque Country. ETA’s 

objective was to de-legitimize existing political institutions established by the Spanish 

constitution and the Basque Autonomy Statute, while legitimizing itself as the only true 

representative of the Basque people. Through its network of organizations of the Basque 

Movement of National Liberation (MVLN), ETA sought to mobilize supporters and 

public opinion. As late as 1986, internal documents planned for violence to accompany 

mass mobilization until ETA’s ultimate objectives were achieved (Shabad and Ramo 

1995, 433).  

ETA’s leadership is directly involved in important decisions taken by its affiliated 

organizations. ETA has been decisive in all three leadership successions of HASI since 

its founding in 1977. An old member of ETA’s executive committee was Herri 

Batasuna’s second candidate on a list for the first European Community elections in 

Spain. A significant number of the coalition’s candidates for local and regional bodies 

had been imprisoned ETA members (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 485).  

                                                 
62 Because it was the only remaining group still claiming the legacy of ETA, from this period onward ETA-
m will simply be referred to as “ETA”.  
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After 1981, ETA evolved into a secret army composed of cells with three to five 

members with direct connections to the military leadership in France. The military 

leadership is at the head of a complex social movement called the Basque Movement of 

National Liberation (MLVN), which divides tasks of political mobilization among legal 

organizations. KAS is the second in command. Its main political party, HASI, brings 

together the trade union LAB, the youth organization JARAI, the prisoners’ support 

groups, and popular committees (ASK). All of these are part of Herri Batasuna, which 

competes in elections but does not participate in representative institutions above the 

local level.63 At the periphery, ETA also works through specialized organizations dealing 

with religious issues, education, promotion of the Basque language, mass media, ecology, 

women, drugs, students, children, international solidarity, and prisoners and refugees 

(Shabad and Ramo 1995, 435).  

ETA’s 30 year history has been marked by conflict, crisis, and change. Most 

assemblies have been contested. None of ETA’s leaders enjoyed legitimacy for any 

prolonged period of time, either because of imprisonment, exil, or succession via coup 

d’etat.  

The sources of ETA’s factionalism can be attributed to four main issues: the 

priority given to national versus social liberation; the emphasis placed on mass political 

activity, and after Franco’s death; on participation in democratic institutions, relative to 

armed struggle; the relation between the political and military branches of the 

organization and the degree of autonomy granted to the military branch; and the 

                                                 
63 This is similar to Sinn Fein’s abstentionist policy, but different in that it allows for participation in local 
government. Participation in local government in Spain is not seen as an affirmation of the Spanish state’s 
primacy. By contrast, taking seats in either the Republic of Ireland or Northern Ireland was seen by Sinn 
Fein as an acceptance of partition and therefore forbidden for most of its history.  
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desirability of links with “Spanish” political forces. Power struggles have played their 

part as well, with divisions among the rank and file being determined more by friendship 

patterns and personal ties to leaders than by ideological and strategic differences (Shabad 

and Ramo 1995, 436).  

ETA’s emphasis on leftist ideology and discourse at different points in history 

was mainly the result of changing political context, and it was used to incorporate new 

social sectors and issues into the nationalist movement. This gave ETA an increasingly 

populist image. However, at every critical point, the radical nationalists beat the socialists 

for control of the organization (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 436; Sanchez-Cuenca 2008, 6). 

Basque language and occupation remained the primary features of its “symbolic capital” 

and the main sources of legitimacy for violent struggle and mobilization (Shabad and 

Ramo 1995, 436).  

As ETA was reduced to a hard-core violent nucleus in the 1980s, internal 

conflicts have focused on how to respond to the Spanish state and other political forces in 

the Basque Country. As its numbers and its ability to broaden its base have declined, 

internal debate over goals and strategies has declined significantly. The primary aim has 

instead become the very survival of the organization itself (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 488). 

Herri Batasuna was created in 1977 by former ETA members and sympathizers 

(Encarnacion 2007, 9). Batasuna has insisted that it is not ETA’s political wing. 

However, in June of 2002, a law was passed that allowed for the banning of Batasuna, 

and in August of 2002 magistrate Baltasar Garzon suspended Batasuna for three years for 

its links with ETA. In September of 2002 the government sought a permanent ban, and in 

March 2003 the Spanish Supreme Court approved the permanent ban, simultaneously 
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banning Batasuna’s two predecessos, Herri Batasuna and Euskal Herritarrok (BBC 2003). 

This decision marked the first time since 1975 that any political party had been banned in 

Spain. After Batasuna was banned, its voters voted for marginal party, PCTV 

(Communist Party of the Basqueland) (Sanchez-Cuenca 2008, 28).  

Herri Batasuna and Euskal Herritarrok have both glorified etarras (ETA 

members) as patriots, freedom fighters, and idealists. For instance, in March 1997 HB 

used a propaganda video of masked etarras during the election campaign for the Spanish 

Parliament. Furthermore, HB and EH have also put imprisoned ETA members on the list 

of candidates for the Euskadi Parliament and some municipal councils. Their political 

comments on ETA violence also reflect understanding or indulgence. The most common 

practice is to abstain from public disapproval of violent events while other parties openly 

reject them (Beck 2005, 183). For these reasons, both organizations can accurately be 

seen as political wings of ETA. 

The relationship between ETA and HB is different from Sinn Fein’s to the IRA 

(Woodworth 2008, 182). The leadership of ETA have traditionally lived in exile, which 

means that their control over HB is necessarily one step removed. ETA’s military leaders 

ensure loyal supporters in the political leadership, but do not usually participate directly 

in day-to-day politics, as senior IRA figures like Gerry Adams and Martin McGuinness 

have always done. As a consequence, ETA leaders have little contact with their social 

base. In turn, leaders of HB accept orders from those who are considered to be making 

the “real sacrifices” (Woodworth 2008, 183).  
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Strategic History 

 
Between 1968 and 2003, ETA’s64 strategic history can be broken down into three 

phases. The first strategy was one of provocation – luring the regime into such 

indiscriminate repression that the masses would mobilize and revolt (Sanchez-Cuenca 

2008, 17). This strategy was quite successful. In fact, some credit ETA for helping to 

bring down the Franco government.65 A state of emergency was declared in the Basque 

Country after ETA’s first killing in 1968. Because the police had no information on the 

perpetrators, 1,953 people were arrested (Sanchez-Cuenca and de la Calle 2008, 42). As 

we will see in the next section, state repression during this stage helped to radicalize the 

Basque population, entrenching the attitudes that would later allow ETA to take a strong 

stand against incorporation into a democratic Spanish state. After the first democratic 

elections in 1977, however, ETA gave up on this strategy, and concluded that revolution 

was unlikely in a democratic context.  

The next strategic period was the war of attrition. No longer expecting the masses 

to rise up, ETA sought to punish the Spanish state until it conceded to Basque territorial 

demands. The first internal documents articulating this strategy were circulated in 1975, 

but it was not clearly put into practice until 1978 by ETA-m. In the same year, ETA-m 

announced that it would stop using violence if the five conditions put forth in the KAS 

                                                 
64 In this section, “ETA” will designate both the hegemonic organization and its satellite organizations. 
65 In 1972 ETA helped provoke a crisis by killing Franco’s designated successor, the Spanish Prime 
Minister Carrero Blanco. After discovering that he attended Mass at the same church at nine o’clock every 
morning, they rigged his car with a bomb that killed him and his driver, throwing them both over a five-
storey building on their way home from Mass (Drake 1998, 60, 160). 
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alternative were satisfied.66 Deaths rose dramatically in 1978 – the fourth quarter of that 

year saw the highest number of fatalities in ETA’s history (Sanchez-Cuenca 2009, 12).  

One potential reason for this escalation was the constitutional referendum held in 

December. Herri Batasuna, Euskadiko Ezkerra (a party associated with ETA-pm), and the 

Basque Nationalist Party (PNV) – the most moderate Basque nationalist group –  all 

advocated the rejection of the constitution via abstention (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 452). 

ETA violence probably reduced participation in the referendum even further (Sanchez-

Cuenca 2009, 12; Sanchez-Cuenca 2008, 18). The result of these efforts was stark: only  

45% of eligible Basques voted, compared to a 67.5% Spanish average; 31.3% of eligible 

Basques supported the constitution, compared to 59.4% throughout Spain, and 23.8% of 

eligible Basques voted no (Shabad and Ramo 1995, 452). Naturally, much has been made 

of this result by Herri Batasuna and ETA.67 The PNV and the Basque people appeared to 

accept the constitution a year later with their approval of the Statute of Autonomy, which 

was framed within constitutional limits. Unfortunately, however, the PNV, had 

consistently hinted that support for the statue was merely a tactical move on the road to 

self-determination (Woodworth 2008, 177). 

 ETA’s central offensive began late in the Spanish transition – after the first 

democratic elections in 1977. It did not climax until 1979-80 (Aguilar and Sanchez-

Cuenca 2009, 13). This timing is quite surprising in light of the leverage that could have 

been exerted before the rules of the game had been defined. Why did ETA miss this 

opportunity? Sanchez-Cuenca suggests three answers: organizational constraints, the 

                                                 
66 The most important of these demands was territorial independence. 
67 Most others emphasize the positive side: 68.8% of those who voted in the Basque Country approved the 
constitution (Linz and Stepan 1996, 100). According to Woodworth, 75% of voting Basques supported the 
new constitution (2008, 177). 
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effort to work together with other Basque nationalist forces, and changes in the level of 

popular mobilization. 

The split between ETA-pm and ETA-m in 1974 left the militants in the minority. 

The sudden death of Franco caught both organizations off-guard, and ETA-m logistically 

unable to launch a massive assault. This constraint was overcome in May 1977 when 

ETA-pm announced that it would focus on political rather than military struggle, causing 

its militant wing to walk out and join ETA-m (Sanchez-Cuenca 2009, 17). Furthermore, 

by this time, the attempt of various Basque nationalist groups to form a united front in the 

first general election had thoroughly broken down.68 The separation of moderate and 

radical nationalists was well illustrated by the clash among their demonstrators in San 

Sebastian on September 8th, 1977 (18).  

The final reason for the late start of nationalist violence was that supporters of 

Basque separatism were already mobilized and pressing their demands. Since its 

foundation ETA had tried to use violence to create revolutionary conditions so the masses 

would rise up and finish the job; they were not about to risk using too much violence 

without allowing these newly unleashed forces to run their course.  

From 1976 onward, the nationalist left (ETA’s grass-roots support) actively 

demanded amnesty for all political prisoners. The majority of these prisoners were 

Basques. Particularly in its later stages, this movement came to endorse explicitly ETA’s 

separatist arguments. The highest number of these demonstrations occurred in the third 

quarter of 1977. Not coincidentally, this was also the quarter with the least deadly 

                                                 
68 PNV was in favor of participating in the elections and in convincing the two branches of ETA to do the 
same. ETA-m demanded total amnesty and legalization for the communist party as a pre-condition for 
participation. ETA-pm took an intermediate position, agreeing to participate in exchange for partial 
concessions (Sanchez-Cuenca 2009, 18). 
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violence perpetrated by ETA for the entire transition period (Aguilar and Sanchez-

Cuenca 2009, 19). Celebration after the first general elections and the granting of full 

amnesty in October 1977 caused a significant decline in the number of protests. When the 

collective action cycle built around amnesty subsided, ETA compensated with violence 

(ibid). In an internal document articulating its new war of attrition against the stage, 

ETA-m specifically alluded to the decline in popular mobilization as a reason for action 

(20). 

ETA’s great offensive hit a lull in 1981, when lethal attacks fell. It is possible to 

hypothesize that ETA killed less in this period due to the military’s failed coup – the 

reason, after all, that ETA-pm dissolved. However, the percentage of military casualties 

among ETA’s victims went from about 10% in 1980 to 25% in 1981 (returning to 10% in 

1982). If ETA was afraid of destabilizing the nascent democracy, it would not have 

continued goading the military. The number of fatalities also increased during the second 

quarter of 1981 (Sanchez-Cuenca 2009, 21). A more plausible reason for the drop in 

killing is the very high number of arrests that occurred this year. According to the Home 

Office, 1981 had the highest number of arrests of any year from 1973 to 2003. In all, 714 

people were arrested, compared to an average of only 222 for all other years. ETA seems 

not to have recovered from these arrests. In fact, the drop in deaths in 1981 is comparable 

in size only to what would occur later in 1992 (Sanchez-Cuenca 2009, 22). The available 

evidence indicates that ETA violence dropped in 1981 due to security issues related to the 

high number of arrests, and not because of their own restraint (Sanchez-Cuenca 2008, 

18). 
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In the late 1970s, ETA joined a popular protest against the construction of a 

nuclear power station at Lemoniz in the Basque Country, assassinating managers and 

engineers involved in its construction (Drake 1998, 21). Between 1978 and 1982, five 

people were killed in this campaign (de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca 2007). During the 

1980s ETA also began using car bombs in order to increase the number of victims and 

reduce the risk of arrest (Sanchez-Cuenca 2009, 8). These indiscriminate killings have 

been concentrated outside of the Basque Country in order to prevent the deaths of Basque 

civilians that might erode the support base (Sanchez-Cuenca, 2008, 23). The geographic 

concentration of such indiscriminate attacks raises the question of whether ETA is 

attempting to ignite ethnic conflict with the Spanish.   

The war of attrition changed dramatically in 1992. Starting that year, ETA began 

to emphasize nonviolent politics in what many have described as a “nationalist front” 

strategy.69 ETA had planned to exert maximum pressure on the state that year, with Spain 

hosting both the Olympic Games in Barcelona and the Universal Exhibition in Seville. 

But in March a number of important activists were arrested in Bidart, southern France, 

including all of the longest serving leadership. The organization nearly collapsed. Its 

level of violence fell sharply, and never recovered (Sanchez-Cuenca 2009, 6). 

As a result of this setback ETA was forced to concede that success was 

impossible through violence alone. In 1993 ETA began seeking ties with moderate 

nationalist parties with the intention of creating a “nationalist front” (Sanchez-Cuenca 

2009, 6). By killing non-nationalists, ETA hoped to further polarize the Basque Country 

around the nationalist issue, and to force moderate nationalists to negotiate a consensus 

                                                 
69 It is debatable whether this was a genuinely different strategy, or merely the old one under new 
constraints (Beck 2005 185; Sanchez-Cuenca 2009, 6). 
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with radicals. Shifting attacks towards state representatives was thought to have a greater 

impact on public opinion than attacks on the security forces. According to ETA, an 

increasing reliance on street violence (kale borroka) and a widening of targets would 

‘socialize the suffering’ of Basque fighters in prison and the Basque population more 

generally (Beck 2005, 186). The shift toward soft targets clearly reflected the changed 

security environment – more effective police work from the Spanish and French police 

combined with the loss of their leaders forced ETA to carry out less risky operations 

(ibid; Sanchez-Cuenca 2009, 7).  

ETA’s expanding list of legitimate targets came to include local councilors from 

the PP and PSOE. This strategy was severely divisive for Basque society. The killing of 

the young PP councilor Miguel Blanco in 1997 sent an “unprecedented wave of 

revulsion” through the Basque Country and the rest of Spain (Woodworth 2008, 183). 

The targeting of councilors also led to the revival of Spanish nationalism among the PP 

and PSOE, who came to see Basque nationalism as the root cause of ETA’s violence. 

According to Woodworth, some in both parties saw ETA as an “electoral and ideological 

bonus” that allowed them to revive Spanish nationalism with more fervor than at any 

time since Franco. Spanish conservatives in particular set out to discredit democratic 

nationalism in the Basque Country and Catalonia. Some powerful sections of the Spanish 

media became hysterically anti-Basque, identifying everything from the PNV to Euskera 

with terrorism. This attack on Basque nationalism backfired and radicalized moderate 

nationalists, leading some well-informed observers to detect a sinister symbiosis between 

ETA and the PP (Woodworth 2008, 184).  
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In September of 1998, ETA and the PNV secretly signed the Lizarra pact. In 

exchange for an indefinite truce, the moderate nationalists promised to fight for 

independence by politically isolating non-nationalist parties (Sanchez-Cuenca 2008, 21). 

ETA declared a ceasefire later that year, but ended it in November of 1999 after disputes 

with the moderate nationalists, who apparently did not perform to ETA’s satisfaction. 

The new cycle of violence that broke out was rather limited and quickly squashed by 

security forces. With nothing to substitute for the nationalist front strategy, and with a 

greatly constrained ability to produce violence, ETA has arguably entered its terminal 

phase (Sanchez-Cuenca 2009, 7). 

The nationalist front strategy created a significant change in ETA’s target 

selection. Although the number of killings declined in the 1990s, the deaths of politicians 

beginning in 1995 had a profound impact on Spanish society, making Spanish citizens far 

more weary of violence than they had been during the war of attrition. Until 1992, the 

preferred targets were the army and Civil Guard. During the war of attrition (1977-1992),  

politicians and state officials comprised only 2.6% of all fatalities, but from 1992 to 2007 

they constituted 21.7% of all fatalities (Sanchez Cuenca 2009, 6). Shifting targets toward 

politicians and other noncombatants allowed ETA to maintain its political presence 

despite the serious setbacks in Bidart. However, this target substitution has been very 

costly in terms of popular support, tarnishing ETA’s image considerably among both 

moderate and radical Basque nationalists (Sanchez-Cuenca 2008, 25-26).  

In the mid-1990s ETA also began killing those who publicly opposed terrorism. 

Up to 2006, 19 people were killed in this campaign. 15 of them were politicians or state 

officials, 3 were civilians, and 1 was a member of the armed forces. 
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History of State Violence 

 
The Franco regime declared twelve states of exception between 1956 and 1975 

(the year of Franco’s death). Six of these were directed solely at the Basque provinces, 

and another five affected all of Spain (Clark 1984, 241). The four states of exception 

between 1967 and 1969 fell particularly hard on the Basque Country (Shabad and Ramo 

1992, 428). These states of exception were not far removed from pure martial law: police 

brutality was both protected and encouraged, confessions extracted with torture were 

common, and people were imprisoned and tortured for weeks on end without the 

appearance of any charges, attorneys or judges (240). An Amnesty International mission 

on the first state of exception of 1975 found clear evidence that at least 295 were tortured. 

It also found that torture was not only used to obtain information and confessions: even 

when detainees had no knowledge to reveal, torture was employed to intimidate the 

Basque population into submission and to frighten them away from the nationalist 

cause.70 States of exception also created an atmosphere of impunity for extralegal 

violence by right-wing vigilante groups, who attacked both opposition leaders and 

separatists alike (ibid).71 According to one estimate, approximately 8,500 were directly 

affected during these states of exception, either through arrest, imprisonment, torture, or 

flight into exile (ibid).  Within a year of Franco’s death, the legal structure of his 

domestic security policy was almost completely dismantled. Unfortunately, Spain only 

lived under a regime of law and civil rights for about a year and a half (Clark 1984, 248). 

                                                 
70 The techniques of torture included severe and systematic beating, burning with cigarettes, near drowning 
by being submerged upside-down in water, forced sleeplessness, mock executions, sexual threats, and other 
forms of psychological torture (Clark 1984, 244). 
71 By one account, right-wing groups in the Basque provinces committed eighty-five attacks during the 18 
months after the state of exception declared in 1975. Two of these attacks resulted in deaths (Clark 1984, 
241). 
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According to Woodworth, “The security forces used death squads and torture with 

impunity under the conservative administrations of the transition between 1977 and 

1982” (2008, 178).  

In 1978 the Suarez administration responded to escalating terrorist violence by 

introducing the democratic period’s first counterterrorism legislation. The laws passed in 

this early democratic period revived many measures that were dismantled immediately 

after the death of Franco (Clark 1084, 247). Constitutional guarantees against preventive 

detention and warrantless searches were suspended, and the much hated Civil Guard 

(responsible for torture under Franco) was given expanded powers to detain and arrest 

anyone suspected of involvement with terrorism. As in the Franco years, an extremely 

expansive definition of terrorism was employed. The 1981 “Law for the Defense of the 

Constitution” defined terrorism as “embracing any attack on the integrity of the Spanish 

nation” or as “any effort to secure independence of any part of its territory, even if non 

violent” (Encarnacion 2007, 956).  

Basque politicians of all persuasions strongly condemned these laws. Three 

prominent Basque leaders decried the passing of the special 1978 Decree-Law, arguing 

that it marked the thirteenth time since 1956 that the Basque Country was under a state of 

exception (Clark 1984, 248). These claims were far from unfounded – an Amnesty 

International mission in 1979 confirmed that torture was continuing under the democratic 

regime, which by now was looking increasingly unable to rein in the military. For 

instance, a special parliamentary commission created in 1979 to investigate charges of 

torture was denied access to several Civil Guard and police installations on the grounds 

that they were the property of the Ministry of Interior (262).  
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The continuing autonomy of the military in matters of internal security was an 

immediate legacy of Spain’s pacted transition. Contrary to the popular notion that the 

Spanish transition was brilliantly negotiated between former Francoists and democratic 

parties, it is equally arguable that the constitution was a failed compromise heavily 

conditioned by the threat of military intervention (Woodworth 2008, 117). Negotiation 

prevented the kind of violence and instability which normally plague democratic 

transitions, but also allowed for some parts of the state apparatus to hang on to their 

authoritarian vices (Encarnacion 2007, 966-7). The military’s continuing autonomy was 

most dramatically illustrated by the failed coup in 1981. Of even more importance, 

however, was the launching of the extra-legal “Dirty War” against ETA by Prime 

Minister Gonzalez and carried out by the Antiterrorist Liberation Group (Grupo 

Antiterrorista de Liberacion, or GAL). The GAL operated from 1983 to 1987. It killed a 

total of 27 people, more than a third of whom had no relation with ETA whatsoever 

(BBC 1998). Judicial inquiries did not begin to unearth GAL’s connections to the top of 

Spain’s government until 1994. 

The Dirty War was a huge propaganda gift to ETA, as was the government’s 

increasingly blatant attempts to obstruct media and judicial investigation into GAL’s 

government connections. According to Patxo Unzueta, a former ETA leader and current 

senior commentator for El Pais, the GAL was both an ethical and practical disaster: “the 

GAL were… a destabilizing factor in the democratic system and… a catalyst for a new 

flow of members to ETA, prolonging the problem for at least a generation,” (Woodworth 

2008, 179).  
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Aside from public pressure to handle terrorism, the Gonzalez government 

launched the Dirty War for two reasons. First, ETA was killing more generals than Spain 

had lost in any conventional war, and each death made another coup more likely 

(Woodworth 2008, 179). In this way the Dirty War acted as something of a safety valve 

for the anger of right-wing military officers. The second motivation was the French 

government’s refusal to take action against well-established ETA sanctuaries on their 

side of the border, where exiles planned many of their attacks on Spain. The core aim of 

the GAL, according to Woodworth, was to rupture ETA’s impunity in France, and to 

cause such mayhem that French public opinion would demand extradition and 

imprisonment for ETA suspects (ibid). As far as French cooperation was concerned, the 

strategy was clearly a success. Beginning in 1986, France rapidly increased its extradition 

of terrorists, and cooperation between the two countries has been increasing ever since 

(Sanchez-Cuenca 2008, 12-13). However, the democratic state’s response to ETA was 

partly responsible for the Basques’ persistent support for violence after the transition to 

democracy (Woodworth 2008, 178). The GAL’s attacks remain the most palpable 

example of government excess, allowing Basques to continue seeing themselves at war 

with a hostile Spanish state. 

 

 
Data Analysis: The Impact of State and Sectarian Violence 

on Target Selection 
 

ETA and all other Basque nationalist organizations killed 834 people including 

297 civilians between 1960 and 2006 (Sanchez-Cuenca 2008, 23). Overall, civilians 

made up 35.6% of all deaths in the conflict. When we include politicians and public 
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officials (49) the percentage rises to 41.3%. Geographically, 67% (561) of the killings 

took place within the Basque Country. Outside of the Basque Country, Madrid is the 

region with the highest death toll (121), followed by Catalonia (54) (ibid). Most of the 

victims (64%) were killed by shootings, which are generally more selective than 

bombings and produce fewer collateral deaths. ETA’s 596 lethal attacks produced 834 

fatalities, yielding 1.4 average deaths per lethal attack (24).  

There is currently no publicly available data that breaks down state-inflicted 

deaths in the Basque Country in months or even years. The Spanish case therefore does 

not allow for a micro-level investigation of the relation between the level of violence 

inflicted on a terrorist-supporting community (measured in fatalities) and changes in the 

terrorist group’s target selection. Some of the data aggregated by year is also 

contradictory. Using secondary sources, de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca report that, from 

1968 to 2003, fewer than 100 people died as a result of police brutality or anti-ETA 

paramilitaries (2006, 14). However, in a very detailed dataset later constructed by 

Sanchez-Cuenca and Aguilar for the period 1975 – 1982, a total of 214 fatalities were 

attributed to the state, and 76 to fascist terrorist groups (Aguilar and Sanchez-Cuenca 

2009, 9). Although the identity of victims attributed to the state was not presented, 38 of 

the deaths attributed to fascist groups were directed against people in the Basque Country 

and southern France (15). Based on the Franco regime’s obsession with Basque terrorism, 

combined with the established tendency of states to use more deadly force against left-

wing rather than right-wing dissidents, we can reasonably expect that state killings in this 

period were mainly directed at either nationalist or leftist groups (White 1995, 333). 

Finally, Shabad and Ramo (1995) present a yearly breakdown of fatalities inflicted by 
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extreme-right wing groups in the Basque Country from 1968 to 1991. This data shows a 

total of 74 fatalities. Combined with the 27 GAL killings, this yields 101 deaths, and thus 

violates the claim by de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca that fewer than 100 people were 

killed by police mistreatment and the extreme right.    

Furthermore, this total does not include state violence during the transition, which 

undoubtedly targeted ETA supporters. There are two possibilities: either the new dataset 

compiled by Sanchez-Cuenca and Augilar covering the transition had much better 

coverage than those before it – thus invalidating the 100 limit cited in secondary sources 

– or Shabad and Ramo’s figures are inflated. Despite this ambiguity, Shabad and Ramo’s 

data must be used by necessity, as it is the only information available that breaks down 

the deaths inflicted by extreme right groups into individual years.  

Due to these data limitations our research hypotheses will only be tested over a 

very specific time period: from 1975 to 1987. Thanks to a very detailed database on 

ETA’s killings constructed by de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca, we are able to identify 

changes in ETA’s targeting practices in relation to fatalities suffered by Basques. We will 

do this by using both the GAL killings and the extreme right killings presented by Shabad 

and Ramo. We will be looking for changes in the percentage of civilian casualties 

inflicted by ETA, as well as changes in the selectivity of its violence, measured by its 

collateral and indiscriminate killings. 

Table 5.1 presents a breakdown of attacks from the extreme right and GAL along 

with calculations of the percentage of civilians killed by ETA for the years 1975 – 1989. 
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Table 5.1: Basque Country Deaths  
Inflicted by the Extreme Right and GAL, 1975-1989 

 
Percent civilians (ETA) Killed by extreme right Killed by GAL 
1975 – 26.7 %    1975 – 3  - 
1976 – 50 %    1976 – 6  - 
1977 – 30 %    1977 – 8  - 
1978 – 35 %    1978 – 22  - 
1979 – 41.3 %    1979 – 29   - 
1980 – 41.7 %    1980 – 4  - 
1981 – 34.4 %    1981 – 1  - 
1982 – 30.8 %    - 
1983 – 50 %    -   1983 – 4 
1984 – 26.4 %    -   1984 – 9 
1985 – 32.4 %    -   1985 – 11 
1986 – 17.1 %    -   1986 – 2 
1987 – 68 %    -   1987 – 1 
1988 – 36.8 %    - 
1989 – 27.8 %    1989 – 1  
Sources: Shabad and Ramo 1995, 441; Woodworth 2001; de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca 2007.  
 

These numbers do not suggest any stable relationship between the number killed 

by GAL or the extreme right and ETA’s willingness to target civilians. Because the GAL 

killings were spread so thin (four occurred in September 1985 – the highest number of 

any month), there are also no noticeable effects on target selection for high-intensity 

months (this relationship was tested by examining the four months with the highest 

intensity of GAL killings; none showed even the potential for a target shift towards 

civilians – see appendix).72 Similar results are reported by Sanchez-Cuenca in his 

analysis of temporal variation in lethal ETA violence. The author found that the GAL 

coefficient was not significant, but the extreme right variable covering 1978-82 was 

(2009, 13-14). According to his analysis, extreme-right violence was both a reaction to 

and a catalyst for ETA violence (ibid). These results both support and contradict the 

                                                 
72 However, between 1978 and 1994 ETA killed 12 civilians for their alleged involvement in the ‘Dirty 
War’. 
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(non)relationships above between the yearly fatalities of ETA, the extreme-right, and the 

GAL. The discrepancy would likely disappear with both more detailed data at the 

monthly level and with a more sophisticated statistical approach.  

Can we detect any effect of extreme-right killings on ETA’s target selection? 

Among the 20 killed in 1978 were 13 alleged informers, 2 accused of being involved in 

the Dirty War, 6 accused of having a right-wing ideology, 2 politicians accused of being 

informants, and 1 member of ETA killed for being an informant (some of these 

accusations were coextensive). This last fatality is notable given that ETA has only killed 

4 of its own members on allegations of informing during its entire history. The year 1979 

stands out because ETA killed 7 people indiscriminately, in addition to 12 civilians who 

were accused of being informants. The indiscriminate killings are unusual given that 

ETA had not carried out any in the previous four years, and has rarely carried them out 

since (the remaining 39 attacks were all committed within 5 non-contiguous years which 

display no clear pattern). The fact that no such reaction occurred in 1978 seems to 

invalidate the relationship. However, a full breakdown of these casualties could reveal 

unique effects for when ETA members are killed instead of innocent bystanders. Both 

years saw unusually high levels of civilians killed on the allegation that they were 

informers. Between 1978 and 1979 there was a slight shift away from individual attacks 

and towards collateral killing. There was a strong turn towards indiscriminate attacks. 

Before these two peak years no change occurred in the selectivity of ETA violence. 

 If we combine all types of civilian fatalities (indiscriminate, collateral and 

individual) and subtract those who were killed for security reasons (informants, feuds, 
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extortion, etc), we get the following five years with the highest levels of civilian deaths 

(see Table 5.2).73  

 
Table 5.2: Peak Years for ETA’s Civilian Fatalities  
(Adjusted for Security-Related Deaths), 1969 – 2001 

 

 
The fact that the GAL killings coincided with increased cooperation between 

French and Spanish police should give us pause before attributing annual relationships to 

individual GAL killings. In the Northern Ireland case, changes in target selection first 

occurred during the high-intensity months in which Catholic civilians were killed, and 

then only occasionally displayed weakened effects beyond that month. The timing of 

effects should be the same here – preferences for violence among ETA supporters should 

begin to manifest within the same month and not later. If this assumption is justified, it is 

clear that our research hypotheses are not supported by the available data on Spain. 

Beyond the GAL killings, the repression hypothesis cannot explain the move towards soft 

targets that accompanied the policy of ‘socializing the suffering’ in the early 1990s, nor 

can it explain the numerous spikes in the percentage of civilian casualties caused by ETA 

over its lifespan (see figure 5.2 below). What does explain this variation? The movement 

toward indiscriminate attacks in 1987 could likely have been a result of a constrained 

security environment. French authorities clamped down hard on ETA after the GAL 

                                                 
73 For instance, 1980 (35 civilians) included 31 killed for security reasons (including 23 alleged informers). 
1983 (20 civilians) included 12 killed for security reasons (6 alleged informers). Informants were dropped 
on the assumption that allegations were accurate. This was done so that the attacks under investigation can 
best reflect the organization’s decision to target civilians as a strategic choice.  
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killings, extraditing 5 suspects to Spain and deporting an additional 23 from France in 

1984 alone. From 1987 onwards France extradited ETA suspects to Spain without 

requiring the production of an extradition warrant (Sanchez-Cuenca 2008, 12). 

Indiscriminate killings in 1974 can be explained by the fact that the Basque Country was 

then under a state of emergency, which must have seriously constrained ETA’s ability to 

carry out discriminate attacks. The killings of 1995 can be explained with regard to the 

“strategy” of ‘socializing the suffering’ – a glorified way to frame the fact that ETA was 

too weak, too desperate, and too afraid to continue focusing on the security forces. 

Finally, the high level of indiscriminate killing in 1979 was probably a reflection of the 

numerous extreme-right killings that occurred that year. 

 
Figure 5.2: Percentage of Civilian Casualties Caused by ETA Over Time 

Civilian Fatalities, 1960-2006
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Source: de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca (2007)  

 
 The year 1981 saw the highest number of arrests out of the years 1973 to 2003. 

According to the Home Office, 714 people were arrested. Compared to an annual average 
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of 222 (Sanchez-Cuenca 2009, 22), 1981 represented almost 9% of all arrests in this 

period. In terms of the fatalities it could inflict, it seems that ETA did not recover from 

these arrests. In fact, the drop in deaths in 1981 is comparable in size only to that which 

occurred in 1992 after the capture of ETA leadership at Bidart (ibid). Surprisingly, 

despite the fact that the number of annual fatalities dropped from 96 in 1980 to 32 in 

1981, the percentage of civilians killed remained relatively constant until 1983, when it 

rose to 50% before dropping back below the 36% average for the following three years. 

Despite a weakened organizational capacity, ETA was still able to strike hard targets. 

 ETA detonated its first car bomb in 1982, and began to rely on them heavily in 

1984, and again in 1986. ETA decided to use car bombs from 1986 onward because the 

security environment had become much less favorable. French cooperation with Spanish 

security forces, combined with the Dirty War, had made the lives of ETA members much 

less secure, and led to the arrest of most of their leadership. Car bombs carried much less 

risk than shooting at the security forces, and killed many more people. In 1987, ETA used 

eight car bombs to kill 40 people (81% of all fatalities for that year). ETA’s reliance on 

car bombs coincides perfectly with the increasing percentage of civilian casualties 

beginning in 1986.  

One suggested explanation for ETA’s willingness to target civilians is that its 

members are risk-averse and have poor commitment to their ideology. Thus, Kalyvas and 

Sanchez-Cuenca, argue that the community’s living conditions are a more important 

determinant of the motivation to commit extreme acts than any single individual’s 

experience with political repression or economic deprivation (2005, 228). The Basque 

Country is a wealthy region with a per capita income which has consistently stayed above 
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the Spanish average. ETA has tried and failed to imitate Irish hunger strikes. ETA has 

also made many attempts to minimize the risks of being caught or killed in action, even 

when that meant resorting to tactics that were highly unpopular with their community of 

support (ibid). 

In 1991 ETA placed a bomb in the car of a policeman that killed his 2-year-old 

son. This attack was followed by a huge outcry from Spanish society, and even from 

some imprisoned ETA members. The architects of the attack quickly defended their 

decision, arguing that “We shouldn’t unnecessarily risk the lives of our fighters which are 

a hundred times more valuable than the life of a txakurra’s [dog’s] son” (Kalyvas and 

Sanchez-Cuenca 2005, 229). Instances such as these have led one scholar to conclude 

that “members of ETA have never shown suicidal behaviour when preparing their 

attacks. The rule has been to act under maximum personal security and, when in doubt, 

not to act” (ibid). While the IRA has killed 139 of its own members through accidental 

bomb explosions, ETA has killed only 7. All were intentional. 

Woodworth provides an amusing anecdote from a Sinn Fein member visiting the 

Basque Country in 2001. He witnessed a large street battle in Bilbao between Batasuna 

demonstrators and the Basque police: 

He commented to one Batasuna leader that, had this been Belfast and the confrontation 
equally ferocious, every car and every shop on the street would have been burning by this 
stage in the riot. The Batasuna leader had the grace to be a little embarrassed. “Well,” he 
replied hesitantly, “I suppose that it is different here, because these are our cars, these are 
our shops” (Woodworth 2008, 175).  
 

 There is some truth to these observations. At the risk of oversimplifying they 

encapsulate the different grievances motivating the Northern Irish and the Basques. 

While the Irish were motivated by economic discrimination, the denial of civil rights, and 

by the historical fact that a single nation was split in half by British partitioning, the 
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Basques are engaged in a battle over their own identity, are economically privileged, and 

enjoy a high degree of autonomy. However, these observations lend themselves more to 

the individual motivations sustaining ETA violence than to the organization’s selection of 

targets. Changes in ETA’s target selection are better explained by organizational 

weakness and the perceived failure of past strategies.  

For most of its history, ETA has avoided unnecessary civilian casualties. Almost 

half of its lethal attacks on civilians (excluding politicians and state officials) have been 

related to internal security. Of its 296 civilian casualties, 44% (131) were targeted for 

some individual behavior. For instance, 83 were accused of being informants, 35 were 

accused of being involved in drug trafficking (6 of whom were also accused of being 

informers), 33 were accused of holding an extreme right-wing ideology (16 were also 

accused of being informers), and 5 were targeted for their involvement in the construction 

of the nuclear power plant at Lemoniz.74 An additional nine were killed because they 

refused to pay ETA’s ‘revolutionary tax’. To the extent that these accusations were 

accurate, at least some of this violence would have been necessary for the organization’s 

continued existence.75 Apart from the 83 alleged informers, “prestige killings” such as 

those targeting the extreme right and those involved at Lemoniz are undertaken to 

mobilize popular support. Such security-related violence is designed to control the local 

population, and is necessary to create a strong organization that can deter defection and 

denunciation (de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca 2006, 4).  

                                                 
74 Many of these accusations were coextensive. 
75 It is debatable that control requires violence to take the form of killing. Noting the higher level of control 
killing in ETA relative to the IRA, de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca argue that ETA’s more superficial 
relationship to the Basque community may force it to resort to control killings more often because its 
reputation has not been firmly established. On the other hand, the IRA can resort to lesser punishments 
such as beating and kneecapping (de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca 2006, 16). 
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 Table 5.3 presents a breakdown of the remaining casualties who were not targeted 

on the basis of their behavior. 

 
Table 5.3: Selectivity of ETA’s Non-security Civilian Killings 

 296 total civilian fatalities 
-131 individually motivated (security-related) 

 ------------------------- 
 46% (76) collateral 
 28% (46) indiscriminate 
 10% (17) intra-group killing 
 9% (15) mistakes 
 6% (11) ‘state killing’76

 

In addition to these deaths, ETA has also killed 48 politicians or state officials. 

Most of these victims were non-nationalist Basque politicians killed since 1995. 

However, ETA has also killed non-elected mayors from the Franco period, and ETApm 

killed elected politicians in the early years of democracy during a campaign against right-

wing, non-nationalist Basque politicians. 

ETA has tried to kill the king of Spain at least five times. Its latest attempt in 1995 

nearly succeeded (Kalyvas and Sanchez-Cuenca 2005, 212). ETA also tried to kill the 

leader of the Popular Party (PP) Jose Maria Aznar in 1995. He became Prime Minister 

the following year. These were clearly important targets. Nevertheless, ETA rejected the 

use of a suicide bombing to assassinate the king, despite the fact that a volunteer inside 

the organization was willing to execute the attack (ibid). In a letter intercepted by the 

police, one of the leaders explained that “in principle we do not agree with the idea of a 

militant blowing himself up in a car. Yet if the militant is willing to run a high risk, there 

                                                 
76 In this context state killing most likely refers to lower level government workers as opposed to politicians 
and state officials. The Victims of ETA dataset normally uses the state killing variable to describe attacks 
on politicians, state officials, and members of the security forces. However, the codebook does not state the 
meaning of this precise combination (civilian deaths motivated by “state killing”).   
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could be a chance to carry out an action following a funeral” (212). The leader does not 

elaborate on why the organization rejects suicide missions, but he does distinguish 

between sending a man to certain death and sending him on a high-risk mission.  

 Suicide missions are a qualitatively unique form of violence, and represent the 

most extreme form of violence available to weak actors. On average, they kill four times 

as many people as other terrorist attacks (Kalyvas and Sanchez-Cuenca 2005, 216). In 

Northern Ireland the IRA briefly engaged in forced suicide missions, but quickly 

abandoned them due to the revulsion they caused in the Catholic community. Given its 

similar support base, ETA may have refrained from using this volunteer precisely 

because of the negative publicity the IRA garnered for its use of forced suicide missions. 

 

 
Public Support for Violence – Electoral Analysis 

 
Using every survey he could locate, Sanchez-Cuenca calculated a mean value of 

support for ETA. From this mean he found that ETA had significant support in the 1980s, 

and that support peaked in 1987 (Sanchez-Cuenca 2007, 302). Consistent with the survey 

evidence, this was the year in which Herri Batasuna reached its electoral peak, winning 

almost 20% of votes in the Basque Country. Just a few weeks later, however, ETA set off 

a car bomb in Barcelona that killed 21 civilians. A steady decline in support set in until 

1997. ETA’s strategy of ‘socializing the suffering’ in the early 1990s probably 

contributed to this decline, as did the killing of non-nationalist politicians beginning in 

the mid 1990s. Although there was no election between 1994 and 1998 to confirm it, 

survey evidence shows that ETA’s popularity reached a low point in 1997. This decline 
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was reversed in 1998 when ETA announced a truce. In the 1998 Basque regional 

elections held during the truce, Batasuna gained 17.7% of the vote – the biggest increase 

in the party’s history. The peak of support in 1999 marked a full year in which ETA had 

not killed anyone. When ETA ended the truce later that year, its popularity once again 

declined, and its electoral share dropped to a mere 10% in the 2001 regional elections 

(Sanchez-Cuenca 2007, 302).  

 
Table 5.4: Electoral Support for ETA’s Political Wing in the Basque Legislature  

 

 
Were any of these increases in civilian targeting associated with poor electoral 

performance? HB lost votes in 3 elections: 1990, 1994, and 2001. The most dramatic 

change occurred in 2001, when Euskal Herritarrok lost 80,862 votes relatave to the 

previous election. The other dramatic declines were in 1994 and 1990. In each of these 

elections the percentage of civilian casualties was increasing. In 1990 the number of total 

casualties was also on an upswing. Interestingly, the two years with the strongest 
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electoral trend were also the ones which took place roughly in the middle of the upswing, 

giving spectators time to acknowledge the current trends in violence.  

 

 
Conclusion 

 
ETA has largely avoided civilian casualties in its attacks that aim to influence the 

state. However, many civilian casualties result from its normal operation as a violent 

underground group, notably in its killing of informers. ETA has largely been restrained 

from using more extreme violence by the preferences of its supporters. This can be seen 

by the reaction of Batasuna voters to the start and end of the ceasefire. 

Repression fed the organization in its infancy, but the organization was content to 

conserve that support rather than risk it with a wider conflict among civilians. Extra-legal 

violence against Basque nationalism has waned considerably since the GAL stopped 

killing in 1987, but the memory of repression keeps radical Basque nationalism alive. 

ETA suffered a major organizational blow in 1992. Its response was to seek a ceasefire, 

and focus on institutional politics while continuing to use violence in the only way that 

was still possible: by shifting towards softer and less risky targets – politicians, state 

officials, and civilians who denounce ETA. The decision to shift towards soft targets 

alienated soft supporters but was probably necessary to maintain the inner core. Starting 

in the latter half of the 1990s, ETA’s collateral killings have made up an increasingly 

large proportion of its attacks on civilians – not because they had increased, but because 

every other type of attack decreased to nearly zero. In the end, ETA’s reputation for hard-

line nationalism has helped it tremendously in the polls. When they have been willing to 
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give up violence and enter institutional politics, the voters have rewarded them 

generously.  
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Chapter 6 
 

Conclusion: Comparative Insights on the  
Target Selection Strategies of Terrorist Groups 

 

 
Ideology lays the foundation for a group’s strategy and target selection. Within 

any given ideology, however, the use of violence is constrained by the state’s security 

apparatus and the preferences of supporters. The desire to maintain popular support and 

to mobilize the ethnic community makes nationalist terrorist groups uniquely inclined to 

tailor the use of violence to what supporters desire. They are more discriminate than 

right-wing groups, and perhaps less so than leftist groups. When religion is mixed with 

nationalism it tends to produce more indiscriminate violence.  

This study has examined two cases of nationalist terrorism by focusing on two 

hegemonic groups: the IRA and ETA. The groups had the same goal, employed very 

similar tactics and went through very similar evolutionary stages. Their campaigns began 

in the midst of tremendous social mobilization, to which the state responded with 

indiscriminate and ultimately ineffective repression. Provoking such repression was a key 

goal of ETA’s first strategic phase. The IRA’s political strategy leading up to the 

 175



Troubles was based on a similar logic, but, like their models in the African-American 

civil rights movement, they chose nonviolent methods. Repression fed both conflicts in 

their infancy, and also helped to prolong and escalate them. In Northern Ireland, there 

was also a long history of economic exploitation. By comparison, the Basque Country 

has historically had a per capita GDP well above the Spanish average (Sanchez-Cuenca 

2008, 3; Clark 1984, 16). Instead, the Basque Country suffered severe physical and 

cultural repression under Franco, which fostered a militant nationalism that found trust in 

the Spanish state impossible. 

The central difference between the two cases, in terms of conflict dynamics, was 

that the IRA faced two enemies: Loyalist (Protestant) terrorist groups and the British state 

(which effectively controlled Northern Ireland). As a result the Catholic population was 

subjected to a significant amount of violence, and came to be highly supportive of armed 

struggle. The closest equivalent in the Basque Country were the right-wing terrorist 

groups which Franco unleashed on Basque nationalists during his states of emergency. 

The repression was similar in that it employed indiscriminate targeting, focusing on 

nonviolent activists and on Basque citizens in general with the intent of intimidating them 

against supporting nationalists. The key difference was that most of the repression in 

Spain was non-lethal, and, at least during the transition, the use of torture in Spain was 

not as widespread as the use of torture in Northern Ireland. The overall scale of 

repression in Spain, combining both state and right-wing groups, was not nearly as great 

as it was in Northern Ireland. 

Both organizations began with an information advantage over their state 

adversaries. Eventually, however, the states grew more knowledgeable about their habits 
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and more effective in either killing or arresting their members. The hegemonic terrorist 

organizations in both countries hit an intermediate stage where violence began to 

stabilize. This point occurred in 1981 for ETA, and 1977 for the IRA. Fatalities were 

stabilized largely because of the security constraint. As the risk of participation increased 

and repression subsided the pool of available recruits shrank. Both the IRA and ETA 

were able to sustain their attrition strategies during the 1970s and 1980s, but attrition 

became unsustainable for both organizations during the 1990s (de la Calle and Sanchez-

Cuenca 2006, 20). As security forces became more effective, both organizations 

increasingly turned towards politics and formed alliances with like-minded political 

parties, hoping to achieve their goals through the creation of a ‘nationalist front’.  

 

 
The Evolution of Targeting Strategies in Nationalist Terrorist Groups 

 

A more difficult security environment caused the number of annual killings 

inflicted by both to stabilize, and then decline. As the security environment grew more 

and more constrained, both organizations were unable to maintain the same level of 

violence against the state’s security forces, which caused their proportion of civilian 

casualties to grow (see table 6.1). 

For ETA, this shift was justified as a strategy of ‘socializing the suffering’, and 

was directed primarily at non-nationalist Basque politicians as part of the nationalist front 

strategy. The IRA appears to have been much more determined to continue striking hard 

targets, to the extent that they even experimented with non-consensual suicide bombings 

in the 1990s. However, they also shifted towards soft targets, killing businessmen and 
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their employees who carry out building work or provide services for the security forces. 

The other benefit of this tactic was that it forced army engineers to complete the work, 

thus creating a soft military target which makes for better propaganda. 

 
Table 6.1: Percentage of Civilian Deaths in Relation to All Deaths 

Caused by Republican Groups and ETA 
 

 

Source: Sutton 1994 

 
If the experience of repression allows more room for strategic maneuver among a 

terrorist group’s leadership, and shifting towards soft targets in times of organizational 

weakness alienates soft supporters, what explains the mismatch? We can think of two 

sides to this puzzle. On the one hand we can ask why attacks become more indiscriminate 

over time even when that alienates supporters, and on the other hand we can ask why 

groups do not take advantage of higher support when they have it in order to justify 

attacks on civilian targets. One potential reason why attacks may still turn indiscriminate 

is that the security environment becomes so constrained that the only way to carry out 
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attacks is to do so in an very imprecise way. In this situation, the organization must 

sacrifice soft support to maintain the inner core. A similar and perhaps more likely 

possibility would be where a terrorist organization becomes extremely risk-averse, to the 

extent that it passes off all the normal risks inherent to political violence onto bystanders. 

Finally, Bell suggests that target selection is not a process that is heavily scrutinized. 

“Most revolutionary organizations spend relatively little time on target selection…. A 

target may be rationalized as a fact of a special campaign… but the first operation was 

most often selected because a vulnerability was discovered…then, if need be, explanation 

is offered” (Bell 2000, 275).  

 The other end of the paradox is why terrorist groups do not attempt to shift targets 

when they are still popular enough to pull it off. The first possibility is that they simply 

are not thinking about alternative strategies. According to J Bowyer Bell, an expert on the 

IRA who has become close friends with many members, life as a militant is far too busy 

for innovation. If the IRA wanted to destroy information on a computer, Bell tells us, it 

would sooner bomb it then turn it on and do things manually. “No underground has either 

the time or inclination for much novelty…. running in order to stand still, running harder 

each month, leaves little time for reflection and novelty” (Bell 2000, 280). 

ETA’s supporters have a generally lower propensity to accept indiscriminate 

killing. In 1987 ETA planted a car bomb in the basement of a supermarket in Barcelona. 

Twenty-one people died, making it the bloodiest attack in ETA’s history. Months before 

the attack, Herri Batasuna had won 361,000 votes in the European elections. In the next 

European election two years later, Herri Batasuna lost about 100,000 votes (de la Calle 

and Sanchez-Cuenca 2006, 15).  
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The relationship between a terrorist group and its base of support is highly 

difficult to study, not the least because we lack good proxy variables.77 The extent to 

which supporters constrain the leadership is essentially an open question. Terrorist groups 

must engage in violence to justify their continued existence and to win support (as well as 

to keep pressure on their opponents), but they must also avoid using violence that repels 

their supporters. On the other hand, terrorist groups that take the initiative to break into 

new types of attacks may enhance their strategic position if they are rewarded by 

supporters who have radical preferences.  

As McCormick noted, a terrorist group’s principle decision problem is “to 

identify its available room for maneuver, consider how it might increase its room for 

maneuver down the road, and design and execute an operational plan that offers the 

highest expected return” (McCormick 2003, 499). Working from this assumption, this 

study investigated how nationalist terrorist groups frame the targeting of civilians, and 

whether they attempt to take advantage of state repression or ethnic violence against their 

community to target civilians pro-actively, because they calculate that it will be effective. 

Examination of the IRA and ETA revealed that they do not. In fact, the IRA never grew 

as indiscriminate as ETA because it never suffered a loss that could parallel the arrest of 

the entire ETA leadership in 1992. This distinction suggests a parallel to Hultman’s 

finding that rebel groups use indiscriminate violence against civilians to demonstrate 

resolve when they are losing battles. The difference between Hultman’s claim and the 

Basque case is that ETA escalated its indiscriminate violence while simultaneously 

entering peace talks and while its political wing contested elections.  
                                                 
77 For instance, de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca (2006) use total fatalities as a proxy measure for support, 
since killing depends on resources, which in turn depend on popular support.  
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 Nationalist terrorist groups tend to use highly discriminate violence so that they 

can build a large base of support. Examination of the IRA and ETA demonstrates that 

neither group sought to start a violent conflict along ethnic lines – both made the state 

their enemy in pursuit of their own homeland. However, nationalist terrorism is not 

always so discriminating. Given a political opportunity structure that rewards sectarian 

violence, nationalist terrorist groups would certainly use it.  

De la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca hypothesize that the preferences of supporters 

determine the selectivity of terrorist violence. As evidence they demonstrate the 

differences in selectivity between the IRA and ETA, as well as the geographical 

differences in selectivity within Northern Ireland. The trouble with this hypothesis is that 

it is too simplistic and leads to an overprediction of indiscriminate and ethnic violence. A 

population that is repeatedly the victim of ethnic violence and that merely develops 

preferences reactively would undoubtedly come to “prefer” ethnic warfare. Ethnic 

warfare has not been the outcome of conflict in Northern Ireland. Instead, we see one 

population totally devastated by random violence while its militant representatives 

continue targeting the British Army and security forces, incidentally hurting many 

Protestant civilians along the way.  

  In both cases, indiscriminate violence inflicted on the local ethnic community 

radicalized the population and made nationalists both increasingly popular and 

increasingly militant. An interesting question that arises in these cases, and perhaps the 

most important question for understanding why civilians do or not become targets of 

violence, is what allows sectarianism to take hold. What prevents the Basques from 

randomly attacking Spaniards, or the Spaniards from randomly attacking Basques? 
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Members of the security forces who see themselves as the vanguards of Spanish 

nationalism have been notorious for their repression of Basques, namely through their use 

of torture. ETA’s attacks on the Spanish security forces, particularly the Civil Guard, may 

potentially be seen as sectarian given that they have killed only 13 Basque police officers. 

According to Sanchez-Cuenca, ETA tried to start an ethnic conflict in the 1990s, but by 

that point it was significantly weakened. 

By most accounts ETA’s struggle is one of national liberation and is not sectarian. 

Most commentators describe the conflict in Northern Ireland as sectarian without 

investigating who is perpetrating the sectarian violence. The interesting question here is 

why the IRA was so much more restrained than its Loyalist counterparts.78

One commentator on the conflict is critical of the idea that supporters have ever 

constrained the IRA’s actions. “It is to a large extent the public rather than the 

paramilitaries who ultimately give way. No misconceived or botched operation has yet 

proved catastrophic for any Republican group” (Townshend 1995, 336). This statement is 

technically true – the IRA has a dedicated core that has not and in all likelihood will not 

abandon the organization regardless of how indiscriminate it becomes. However, there 

are supporters who are sensitive to the deployment of violence, and their reactions have 

had powerful effects on the IRA. 

In the aftermath of Bloody Sunday and the fall of the Stormont parliament the 

IRA was feeling more vindicated than ever about its violent strategy. However, 

Republican supporters pushed them into tenuous negotiations with the British that broke 

down in just 12 days. In response to the breakdown of negotiations, the IRA leadership 

                                                 
78 One reason seems to be that the IRA thinks the British want ethnic conflict. One member from Belfast 
argued that ethnic conflict and the myth of it are both classic tools of British colonialists who wish to 
maintain control (White 1997, 31). 
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decided to launch attacks that would demonstrate “the cost of future war” (White 1997, 

39). Twelve days later, they sent twenty of their newly created car bombs into Belfast and 

detonated them in just under an hour, killing 9 (7 civilians) and injuring 130.79 The event 

came to be known as ‘Bloody Friday’. Pictures on television of firemen shoveling human 

remains into plastic bags compounded the horror (Moloney 2002, 116). Ten days later, 

the British seized upon hesitation and doubt among the now highly introspective 

Catholics and reclaimed the no-go areas of Derry and Belfast, “an action that would have 

been unthinkable before Bloody Friday' (117).80 In a matter of weeks military forts were 

constructed right on the IRA’s doorsteps, severely curtailing its freedom of action. The 

IRA’s deadly attacks were dramatically and permanently reduced the following year, and 

its freedom of action would never be as favorable again. 

 The conditions under which the IRA entered into the strongest wave of sectarian 

conflict in 1975 also merit close attention. Supporters had at least tolerated sectarian 

reprisals in the past, while the IRA could still point to its violence against British security 

forces as proof that it was waging a bona-fide national liberation struggle. High levels of 

ethnic conflict in the midst of peace talks with whom most saw as the ‘real enemy‘, 

however, may have alienated a good number of soft supporters. Such alienation 

                                                 
79 Many insiders have claimed that the IRA had simply overestimated the ability of the authorities to 
respond to warnings. However, the attack fit a clear pattern of sectarian violence into which the IRA had 
been pulled.  
80 “Operation Motorman” deployed some 12,000 British troops backed by tanks and bulldozers to reclaim 
the no-go areas in Derry, Creggan and Andersontown. This represented the most combat units dedicated to 
a single operation since 1945 – even more than during the Suez Crisis of 1956 (Geraghty 2000, 72). Earlier 
plans to reclaim the no-go areas were shelved due to fear of civilian casualties that might undermine the 
peace process. After Bloody Friday, however, the mood had changed significantly. The British Army was 
even given permission to use rocket launchers against IRA. However, the IRA put up no resistance, and 
only two people were killed – one sixteen year-old boy, and one member of the PIRA. Bloody Friday had 
created the political support to justify the operation while simultaneously creating a rift between the PIRA 
and its supporters. The use of overwhelming force combined with popular alienation caused the PIRA to 
refrain from causing more death among the Catholic community. In such an unfavorable political context, 
blame was much more likely to be placed on the IRA.  
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interacted with the new push for intelligence gathering to produce catastrophic results on 

the IRA’s security environment (Woodwell 2005, 173). The severity of change was well 

illustrated by the fact that in 1977 the IRA adopted a cell structure to avoid infiltration.  

 Furthermore, it is highly unlikely that the sectarian conflict that broke out in 1975 

was the result of popular demand. A more likely explanation is that IRA militants simply 

could not sit still. We noted in our analysis of the high-intensity months for Catholic 

civilian deaths that reprisals tended not to last longer than a month – when retaliation did 

occur it was tightly correlated with Loyalist attacks. This connection helped prevent the 

IRA’s civilian targeting from creating too much of an outcry from within the nationalist 

community – anything the IRA might do was easily dwarfed by the atrocities of the 

Loyalist paramilitaries and the British security forces. But when the conflict took on an 

exclusively sectarian tone, many Catholics were likely dumbfounded as to what the 

armed struggle had become. One can wage a just war against an unjust state, but there is 

no prestige in two terrorist groups lashing out at each others’ civilian population. 

Attrition in this context is far less likely than genocide, and particularly for a minority 

group, this is not a desirable result. 

The patterns studied here suggest that the radicalizing effect of violence has much 

to do with how we conceptualize the source of violence and our possible reactions to it. 

The case studies also show that the support of followers is not simply turned on or off. 

Defecting supporters lead to a tougher security environment and interact with the ongoing 

work of police forces. Organizations that lose solidarity and turn introspective will often 

fall in a cascade of arrests. For instance, the Italian authorities arrested nearly 2,000 Red 

 184



Brigades terrorists by 1980, one and a half years after the Red Brigades created a public 

backlash for killing the former Prime Minister Aldo Moro (Jones and Libicki, 2008, 50). 

At the three central points where the IRA’s violence dropped dramatically, the 

cause can be traced to its targeting of civilians and the effect this had on its operating 

environment. Whether out of misconceived strategy or group dynamics, the IRA’s 

military failure was caused by an inability to keep its supporters mobilized. 

The effects of ETA’s indiscriminate violence have been even more obvious 

because its relationship with the community is not as strong. Its popularity went into a 

permanent decline after a single car bomb in 1987 killed 21 people, all of them civilians. 

Public opposition to ETA increased, and even led to mass demonstrations against the 

organization. It was in this context that ETA launched a campaign against its critics in the 

mid 1990s. 

 

 
Conclusion 

 
This study has examined two hegemonic nationalist terrorist organizations and 

their satellites. The project sought to explore the extent to which the supporters of 

terrorist groups constrain their production of violence. More specifically, we wanted to 

know whether the decision to shift towards soft targets such as civilians and other 

noncombatants was the result of rational calculation, organizational constraints, or 

emotional reaction. To get at this question we hypothesized that the experience of 

physical repression in the form of fatalities among the terrorist group’s base of support 

would create more radical preferences and lead to more indiscriminate violence. The 
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hypothesis worked for a very small range of IRA violence in which the IRA was pulled 

into sectarian conflict with Loyalist paramilitaries. This shift seems to have occurred 

because of organizational dynamics. The hypothesis that supporters would become more 

willing to accept the targeting of civilians, tested in four different forms, did not work 

anywhere else for either the IRA or ETA. Instead, organizational weakness and changes 

in the security environment were the best explanation for changes in target selection. 

The constraining effect of constituent support operates quite differently for 

terrorist groups with different ideologies, as does the decision to target civilians. In 

Northern Ireland we saw that conservative terrorist groups targeted random members of 

the Catholic community in retaliation for IRA violence. Logistically this could be 

rationalized by the fact that they do not know where to find members of the IRA. Such 

attempts at “enforcement terror” are endemic to conservative terrorist groups, whose 

mission is to safeguard the status quo. Clearly, moral prohibitions against violence can be 

broken for wildly different reasons. The motivations for violence do not lead directly to a 

strategy, but the structural constraints facing dissidents tend to create recurring patterns 

of revolutionary and anti-revolutionary violence. However, ideology is also subject to 

change. The IRA was drawn into sectarian conflict for two full years despite an 

ideological commitment to unify against British occupation.  

Interestingly, the periods where the IRA engaged in the most sectarian violence 

were immediately followed by steep declines in its operational capacity. This pattern 

indicates that targeting civilians exacerbates collective action problems for terrorist 

groups, even when it occurs in periods where it has a relatively greater chance of being 

accepted by constituents. Minority ethnic populations, for example, may be unwilling to 
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support pure categorical terrorism against the majority group. The tendency for terrorist 

groups to target civilians depends not only on their ideology, but also on features of the 

political opportunity structure. Some of these features include the place of supporters in 

the population distribution, the likelihood of state complicity (an aspect of the security 

environment), varying levels of repression experienced by their supporting group, and the 

availability of democratic alternatives (which tends to diminish support for violence). 

Ideology may produce some systematic effects on the group’s political opportunity 

structure (for instance, the probability of state complicity is much higher for right-wing 

groups than it is for left-wing groups), but these are limited and often overtaken by 

context-specific factors of the political opportunity structure. Finally, within groups, 

organizational dynamics have proven to be the best predictor of whether civilians are 

chosen as the targets of violence. When this decision is made, however, terrorist groups 

tend to dissolve quite rapidly. 
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Appendix 
 
 

Northern Ireland: 
 

Top Five Months With the Highest Number of Catholic Civilian Fatalities Caused 
by British Security Forces 

 
Month  Catholic civilian fatalities Protestant civilian fatalities 
August 1971* 18, all by British security   0 
October 1971 6, all by British security   1 
January 1972 13, all by British security   1 
July 1972* 27, 10 by British security   22 
Feb 1973 12, 5 by British security   1 
 
*These months were co-extensive with the peak months of Catholic civilian deaths 
caused by Loyalists and British security combined. 
 
 
Spain: 
 
Top Four Months With the Highest Number of GAL killings: 
 
Sept 25th 1985 – 4 fatalities 
ETA killed only twice in September: one civilian on the 9th and one Spanish police 
officers on the 14th. The civilian was a collateral killing.  
In October ETA killed 4 people: 2 civil guards and two members of the armed forces. In 
December ETA killed 3 civil guards. 
 
Feb 17th 1986 – 2 fatalities  
ETA only killed once in February, and the attack took place before the GAL killings. 
ETA did not kill again until June. 
 
June 14th 1985 – 2 fatalities 
ETA killed 7 people in June. Before the GAL killings, these attacks killed 3 members of 
the security forces and one civilian bystander. After the attack ETA killed one civil guard 
and two civilians – one on drug allegations and the other an alleged informer. The 
following month ETA killed only members of the security forces.  
 
October 16th 1983 – 2 fatalities 
ETA killed 8 people this month. Before the GAL killings its targets were 1 civilian 
informer, 1 collateral victim, and two civil guards. After the attack its targets were two 
civilian informers and a member of the armed forces. 
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