
Recruitment and Radicalization: How 

Terrorists View Themselves 

So really to sum up what we know about the terrorist's personality, we view terrorists very 

different than they see themselves. We see terrorism, terrorist violence, as wanton, mindless, 

indiscriminate, cowardly violence that's directed against innocent civilians, that recognizes no 

neutral territory or protected persons-- such as diplomats, or the wounded, or the injured-- that's 

unrestrained, and that's conducted both outside a state of and apart from the rules of war.  

 

But terrorists, on the other hand, start from the assumption that they are waging a just war. They 

see themselves not as terrorists but, as I've said in this lecture, as reluctant warriors having to 

take up arms against enemies that they see aren't fighting fair, or trying to destroy them. It's this 

sense of justification and this belief, this altruism, that I described that terrorists are convinced 

they are fighting a just war that legitimizes and facilitates their violence. It facilitates their claim 

that they are freedom fighters, or soldiers of liberation. And if they're freedom fighters, or if 

they're soldiers of liberation, therefore the acts of wanton violence that they commit cannot be 

considered to be terroristic. It's the acts of violence directed against them, they argue, that's 

impressed on their mindset is in fact what is terrorism.  

 

They see their opponents, their enemies, not only as misguided but as fundamentally evil, and 

therefore beyond redemption, as victims or targets for whom the only language they understand 

is violence. Hence it becomes the terrorist's duty to use that violence to achieve his aims and to 

make his point. Thus, terrorists see their struggles as inherently Manichean. In other words, of 

extremes of black and white, of good and evil, with no gradations or no grey area in between. 

It's like the famous saying, you're either with us or against us. It's very much within the terrorist 

mindset.  

 

And finally, they rationalize their violence and see themselves as soldiers under the very 

dubious reasoning that civilians die in war, that this is a fact of modern warfare, that civilians 

always perish, that their deaths are regrettable but are nonetheless inevitable and are intrinsic 

to the success or to the victory of whatever organization or country it is. And it's this justification-

- that civilians die, terrorism therefore is justified-- that animates, that sustains, and that 

motivates individuals to become terrorists and to embrace violence as a solution to their political 

grievances. 

 


