
Studying violence
Violence is one of those concepts that seems seductively consensual yet remains 
so elusive. We seem to agree that violence is undesirable, yet rarely go about 
actually engaging with its meaning. When is it really undesirable? When is it 
acceptable? The apparent consensus obscures the reality that violence is omni-
present and that we accept it, whether wittingly or unwittingly, in various forms 
on a daily basis. When we are directly targeted by physical violence, there may 
be little ambiguity from our point of view as to the actual meaning of violence. 
However, when we are not directly and immediately impacted, how do we make 
sense of violence?

Our perception of violence is often conditioned by notions of legitimacy: The 
same act may be considered as legitimate or illegitimate, depending on the per-
ceived legitimacy of the acting individual, which resonates with the age-old adage 
that ‘one person’s freedom fighter is another person’s terrorist’, particularly rel-
evant for research on political violence and terrorism. State actors such as soldiers 
and police officers tend to be considered to be acting legitimately when they attack 
and overthrow, injure or even kill a person in the name of ‘defence’ or ‘security’. 
Acts by non-state actors against state actors, on the other hand, are usually consid-
ered as illegitimate and transform the agent of violence into a ‘criminal’, ‘insur-
gent’ or ‘terrorist’. Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois (2004) argue persuasively that 
‘the social and cultural dimensions of violence are what gives violence its power 
and meaning’ (p.1) and that ‘rather than sui generis, violence is in the eye of the 
beholder’ (p.2).

This idea can be taken one step further: For violence to come into existence, the 
beholder’s gaze has first to be directed towards it. In other words, violence must 
be seen first, to be acknowledged and to provoke all the emotional and social pro-
cesses that it tends to set in motion: Indignation, sadness, horror, defensiveness, 
search for protection and security, willingness to intervene and counter violence, 
etc. Yet, it is virtually impossible for us to see the plethora of manifestations of 
violence, let alone acknowledge all of them. Add to this that we are limited in our 
ability to see independently: More often than not, our gaze is guided by the infor-
mation we receive, through friends and family, our schools and conventional (and 
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increasingly social) media, the social and political context in which we grow up. 
Hence, the violence we see informs our collective imaginary of what violence is. 
This has implications not only for those outlets that provide us with information 
and images daily, but for social science research as well. What do we choose to 
study? What are we encouraged to study? Where are we directing our academic 
gaze?

In his essay Spiral of Violence, Brazilian archbishop Helder Camara wrote that 
there are three forms of violence: institutional violence which legalises and per-
petuates domination, oppression and exploitation; revolutionary violence, which 
is born out of a wish to eliminate the first type; and repressive violence, crushing 
the second type of violence, while being an accomplice of the first type of vio-
lence (Camara, 1970). One of the greatest hypocrisies is, arguably, looking at and 
fighting the second type of violence only, thereby supporting the third (which kills 
it) and ignoring the first (that bears it) (Plenel, 2019). Blakeley (2017) suggests 
that there is a widespread assumption that ‘liberal democratic states do not use 
terrorism’ (p.55), although the most devastating forms of indiscriminate violence 
have been committed in the context of colonialism and imperialism, during the 
two world wars, and during the era of decolonisation. ‘State terrorism’ tends to 
escape scrutiny, while politico-ideological violence by non-state actors receives 
disproportionate attention, by the media, the public and academia (Jackson, 2012; 
Sommier, 2002).

The academic gaze, it seems, rests stubbornly on what Camara considers as the 
second type of violence, committed by non-state actors. Within criminology, this 
translates as an overwhelming focus on the ‘crimes of the powerless’ and simul-
taneous neglect of ‘crimes of the powerful’, with as little as 3% of publications 
in criminology journals being concerned with the latter (Michalowski & Kramer, 
2006). This is an implicit bias that researchers of PIV should, at least, be aware 
of, and, ideally, actively reduce by sincerely accounting for the first and third 
type of violence. As Brahimi (2016) suggests, intellectuals should contribute to 
the understanding of movements and individuals that engage in struggles against 
oppression in their respective contexts in a way that allows understanding of the 
complexity and plurality of their trajectories, including the dialectic nature of the 
violence they find themselves in.

As it stands, the academic gaze tends to be afflicted with a (state-centrist) mor-
alistic framing of non-state violence. Gelderloos (2007) argues that, philosophi-
cally speaking, proponents of non-violence (which he calls ‘pacifists’) tend to fail 
to distinguish between the structural and institutional violence of the state, ‘indi-
vidualised social violence of the criminal sort, and collective social violence of the 
revolutionary sort, aimed at destroying the violence of the state’ (p. 123) (a distinc-
tion maintained by Cohan (2006) as well). The self-declared anarchist invites us 
to rethink our biases in considering and condemning violence. Similarly, Dabashi 
(2011) suggests that there is a post-9/11 tendency to politicise the 'criminal' with 
the specific aim of criminalising the political. He argues that the politicisation of 
certain (what he calls) ‘criminal’ groups such as Al-Qaeda serves the criminalisa-
tion of many other political resistance movements that may employ violent means, 
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such as the Palestinian Hamas. Kundnani (2014) argues along similar lines, sug-
gesting that the discourse and praxis of the global and domestic War on Terror 
have grossly neglected the role of state violence. He cites Martin Luther King, 
who realised that it was impossible to challenge individual political violence with-
out challenging the more powerful and far-reaching violence of the state:

As I have walked among the desperate, rejected, and angry young men, I 
have told them that Molotov cocktails and rifles would not solve their prob-
lems. I have tried to offer them my deepest compassion while maintaining my 
conviction that social change comes most meaningfully through nonviolent 
action. But they asked, and rightly so, ‘What about Vietnam?’ They asked if 
our own nation wasn’t using massive doses of violence to solve its problems, 
to bring about the changes it wanted. Their questions hit home, and I knew 
that I could never again raise my voice against the violence of the oppressed 
in the ghettos without having first spoken clearly to the greatest purveyor of 
violence in the world today: my own government.

(Martin Luther King, Beyond Violence, quoted by 
Kundnani (2014, p.290))

In line with these arguments, I suggest that is ethically untenable and analytically 
insufficient to, on the one hand, look at non-state violence exclusively, as if it 
existed in a vacuum, and, on the other hand, do away with terrorism and political 
violence as merely a form of ‘criminal’ social violence, thereby warranting the 
downplaying of socio-structural and political causes. Analytically (and ethically), 
the study of such an inherently social and political phenomenon ought to aspire to 
be operating outside politicised, biased and normative definitions. The focus on 
what is seen and presented as ‘terrorism’ and ‘extremism’ translates into a dubi-
ous moral stance, namely one which sides with conceptions of right and wrong 
that are defined by dominant status quo forces, which have an inherent interest in 
the delegitimisation of any form of violence that may jeopardise their existence 
(see also Becker, 1967; Liebling, 2001).

Introducing the book
Arguably, by focusing on non-state actors, this book is aligned with those tenden-
cies. However, my ambition is to study the narratives of non-state actors engaged 
in revolutionary political action in order to better understand structural and state 
violence through their prisms. I will therefore engage with grievances as the 
core object of inquiry and study politico-ideological mobilisation and violence 
by focusing on the life stories, trajectories and narratives of individuals who are 
engaged in causes and conflicts in the Arab World, such as the Palestinian cause 
or the Syrian conflict. In my doctoral thesis, which forms the basis of this book, 
my aspiration was to gain a greater understanding of the biographical, sociologi-
cal and political as well as historic factors that are or were pertinent for their 
violent engagement.
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What makes individuals identify with suffering and injustice, often of others, 
elsewhere? What are the grievances that drive them and what do these griev-
ances reveal about the spirals of violence and the vicious circles that continue to 
produce and nurture those who are called terrorists? Why do individuals feel the 
need to stand up in the first place and how does violent action become a justifiable 
or necessary course of action? Why and how do they disengage from violence? 
These are some of the questions that this book seeks to provide some answers to. 
It is structured as follows.

Part I presents definitions of politico-ideological violence (PIV) and mobili-
sation (PIM) – terms that will be used here instead of the better-known concepts 
of terrorism, violent extremism or radicalisation (in the narrow sense that domi-
nates the radicalisation literature) and explains the study’s geographical focus in 
Chapter 1. Chapter 2 starts out with an analysis of the overarching political envi-
ronment in which research on terrorism has developed since 9/11, including the 
Global War on Terror, the rise of the Preventive State and the flourishing of the 
anti-radicalisation business. The role of academia is briefly explored by engaging 
with the three major biases that have dominated the field, namely orientalism, 
state-centrism and depoliticisation. I go on to argue that these biases are to a large 
part responsible for the sidelining of grievances as a valid category of analysis in 
the study of terrorism and radicalisation. In order to counterbalance this tendency, 
I put forward arguments for a radical engagement with grievances and the role 
they play in mobilisation and violence.

Chapter 3 describes the research protocol used in this book. It starts out by 
laying out the author’s epistemic positioning which informed the methodological 
reflections and the choice of methods. Grounded Theory was considered to be 
the most appropriate methodology given the phenomenon at hand, the desire to 
make a significant contribution to the existing literature, and the aspiration to pro-
duce a perspective from below, based primarily on the narratives of those who are 
involved in it. This chapter also describes the primary data collection tool in this 
study, namely semi-structured interviews. After presenting the research sample, I 
briefly go into the sampling rationale and the strategies. This chapter also provides 
short descriptions of the interviewees that are intended to convey an impression of 
the variety of profiles, trajectories and backgrounds covered in this study.

Part II is concerned with the in-depth description and mapping of grievances. 
Chapter 4 starts by presenting the three ideal-types of grievances developed in 
my earlier work (Ajil, 2022), namely ethno-racial, socio-economic and political 
grievances. Chapters 5–7 then go on to map the grievances that were identified 
across the narratives collected and analysed. Chapter 8 presents an intermediate 
discussion on the ideal-types and the commonalities between them, as well as the 
characteristics that can be attributed to grievances.

Part III presents a core contribution of the book, namely an analysis of the 
way grievances emerge, are engaged with and acted upon. It does so by stud-
ying grievances as social performances, resulting from an iterative process of 
individual and collective construction and reconstruction. The term performance 
emerged throughout analysis of the data because it captures the ways grievances 
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are acted upon, how they may be actively used, misused and abused, and how they 
are embedded in ideological constructs that justify and promote mobilisation for 
a particular cause. Grievances revolve around a central theme, namely something 
that is perceived as a major and flagrant injustice: Individuals come to identify 
these injustices (Chapter 9), they appropriate them for themselves (Chapter 10) 
and responsibilise themselves to do something to redress them (Chapter 11). The 
three performances provide useful keys to understanding how grievances can lead 
to mobilisation and violence.

Part IV presents findings on aspects of PIM and PIV that are slightly discon-
nected from grievances, but nevertheless crucial for a holistic understanding of 
the radicalisation processes. One of these aspects is, for instance, what appears 
to be the taste of radicality (Chapter 12). Beyond merely acting upon grievances, 
radical trajectories can be attractive in and by themselves. Thrill-seeking, adven-
turism, bravado and excitement provide gratifying feelings that stand somewhat 
in contrast to the tragic necessity of violent action in response to injustices. The 
taste of radicality is mainly responsible for the recurring tensions between emo-
tionality and rationality, and between authentic engagement with grievances and 
their instrumentalisation for political or idiosyncratic ends. Chapter 13 presents 
an in-depth engagement with the logics of extreme violence, elaborating on the 
role of contextual factors and biographic availability, and Chapter 14 provides 
findings on disengagement processes.

In Part V, Chapter 15 discusses the findings in light of the existing litera-
ture and presents an integrated theory on grievance-based engagement that incor-
porates the various findings and brings them to a higher level of abstraction. 
Chapter 16 concludes with a brief discussion of potential implications for research 
and policymaking.
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