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Introduction

certain emotions (see Nussio in this symposium). This could
possibly lead to theoretical circularity and empirical endogeneity, but the above issues are too relevant to avoid tackling
these challenges.

Stefano Costalli, Università di Firenze
Andrea Ruggeri, University of Oxford
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EMOTIONS, IDEOLOGIES AND VIOLENCE: WHAT WE
KNOW SO FAR

he advent of radical Islamist groups, the birth of
ISIS, and several violent events in the last 15 years
shows that ideologies and emotions are strictly
associated with political violence. However, do
these intangible factors have concrete roles in
the process of armed mobilization and in the management of
armed groups? Or are they simply epiphenomena?
Although classical studies on revolutions often acknowledged the ideological implications of those phenomena and
research on armed groups performed during the Cold War
was mainly focused on Marxist insurgencies, most contemporary social science literature on armed mobilization, civil
wars, and terrorism neglects the role of emotions and ideologies, developing behavioral models that mostly focus on
material factors. Journalists and policy makers tend to assume
that emotions, ideologies, and political violence are somehow
intertwined, but rigorous scholarly work on this very topic
is still underdeveloped. This symposium aims to go beyond
structural and material explanations of conflict and mobilization. The following contributions focus on agency and provide
diverse angles on the relations between emotions, ideologies,
and political violence. We argue that including emotions and
ideologies in our theoretical frameworks will allow us to
unpack the decision-making process that leads individuals
from accepting the status quo to mobilizing and opting for
political violence. It will also help us understand the behavior of armed actors once individuals have been mobilized.
Moreover, we suggest that ideologies and emotions should be
studied together and researchers should further theorize their
possible feedback and interactions. The experience of specific
emotions can facilitate certain ideologies being ingrained (see
Petersen in this symposium) and, vice-versa, the presence of
ideological frameworks may amplify or limit the experience of

Emotion can be defined as the by-product of an event that
occurred or could occur that influences a person’s individual status, especially in terms of feeling or perception. Emotions are the residues of experience (Petersen 2011). Ideology,
instead, is “a set of political beliefs that promotes a particular
way of understanding the world and shapes relations between
members of a group and outsiders, and among members
themselves” (Ugarriza and Craig 2013, 450). This definition is not
confined to classical nineteenth century political ideologies,
but rather capable of including ethno-nationalistic ideologies
as well as religious ideologies. Moreover, it is crucial to recall
how classical studies stressed that ideologies are action-oriented
systems of ideas (Sartori 1969).
A wide range of positive and negative emotions and ideologies exists. Some emotions are about the past, caused by
something that has already happened, while others are caused
by the expectation of something that could happen in the
future. The expectation of a future event can cause an emotion based on past direct or indirect experience. Furthermore,
some emotions are triggered by a fact that occurred to
the person who experiences the emotion, whereas others
are triggered by something that happened to another person. While studying the process that leads individuals to
choose different forms of armed rebellion, the effects of
negative emotions, as a reaction to perceived wrongdoings,
are especially important.
Fear is probably the most studied emotion in its relation to
political violence, especially in explanations of ethnic conflict.
It is implicitly present in Posen’s (1993) theory based on the
application of the security dilemma to situations of internal
anarchy. In Kaufman’s (2001) approach, ethnic fears are necessary preconditions of ethnic conflict, even though they can
be purposefully created by decisions of the elites.
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Petersen (2002) presents a comprehensive explanatory
theory of ethnic conflict based on emotions and offers testable hypotheses linking fear, hatred, resentment, and rage to
violence against specific ethnic targets in multiethnic contexts. In Petersen’s model, emotions produce changes in
the saliency of desires and explain violent action to satisfy

Hereafter we report some of the emotions usually analyzed
when studying violent political mobilization.
Ideologies have obviously been the central topic of a huge
theoretical literature (see table 2), but only a few empirical
studies have tried to assess their role in civil conflict (Sanin and
Wood 2014). Ron (2001) shows that Sendero Luminoso’s political

While studying the process that leads individuals to choose different forms of armed
rebellion, the effects of negative emotions, as a reaction to perceived wrongdoings, are
especially important.
the new desires following structural changes. McDoom (2012)
studies ethnic conflict in the case of the 1994 Rwandan genocide and claims that fear causes group polarization, which
may turn into group violence. Pearlman (2016) describes situations marked by intense fear of another group or fear of
the regime in the first phase of the Syrian uprising. However,
fear does not have a unidirectional effect on behavior. Fear
can push individuals to fight or flight. Future research should
investigate the circumstances under which fear makes people
fight, rather than flight.
Other emotions that have been considered in studies
(see table 1) on the causes of violent mobilization include
rage, hatred (Petersen 2002; Kopstein and Wittenberg 2011),
and moral outrage (Erickson Nepstad and Smith 2001; Wood
2003). Costalli and Ruggeri (2015) focus on indignation, which
emerges when an actor, B, perceives that actor/organization
A has unjustly harmed an individual or group C. Consequently,
B feels indignant toward A (Elster 1998).1 In our view, emotions triggered by events that happened to other persons (such
as indignation) are especially important in explaining political mobilization because they rely on shared normative conceptions of good and evil. Emotions that involve three actors
(the agent, the victim, the bystander) highlight the feeling of
being part of the same community. The study of emotions and
mobilization covers several emotions (see Goodwin and Jasper
2006), however emotions are rarely unpacked systemically.
Ta b l e 1

List of Emotions Related to Violent
Political Mobilization2
Emotion

Examples

Fear

Kaufman 2001; McDoom 2012; Pearlman 2016

Anger

Petersen and Zukerman 2010; Zeitzoff 2014

Resentment

Petersen 2002

Indignation

Pearlman 2013; Costalli and Ruggeri 2015

Hatred

Kopstein and Wittenberg 2011

Rage

Petersen 2002; Balcells 2017

Humiliation

Fattah and Fierke 2009; Longo, Canetti, and
Hite-Rubin 2014

Outrage

Erickson Nepstad and Smith 2001; Wood 2003
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ideology shaped the group’s use of violence during the Peruvian civil war, while Thaler (2012) argues that ideology helps
explain the choice between selective and indiscriminate violence by the insurgents in Mozambique and Angola. Ugarriza and Craig (2013) demonstrate that ideology influences
the internal cohesion of armed groups in Colombia and Eck
(2010) reveals that the Communist Party of Nepal-Maoist
systematically indoctrinated the inhabitants of rural areas
to build a common Maoist identity and stimulate recruitment. Balcells and Kalyvas (2015) compare domestic conflicts
fought by Marxists and non–Marxist groups highlighting
that, paradoxically, the highly committed Marxists tend to
survive longer as rebels but have higher chances of losing the
war. In a similar vein, Staniland (2014), by focusing on the
insurgents’ cohesion and collapse, shows how rebel groups
characterized by vanguard ideologies such as Leninism tend
to face important challenges when fighting against heavily
armed governmental forces. Straus (2015), in his theory aiming
to explain genocide in modern Africa, stresses that preexisting
ideological frameworks affect elites’ responses to political
threats: “Material conditions […] matter for how threat is
experienced, but ideological frames shape how elites understand the terms and stakes of a conflict” (Straus 2015, 11).
EMOTIONS, IDEOLOGIES AND VIOLENCE: POSSIBLE
MECHANISMS

We believe that both emotions and ideologies are important
to understand the outbreak of civil war and violent political mobilization in general, including terrorism. In previous
Ta b l e 2

List of Ideologies Related to Violent
Political Mobilization3
Ideological Framework

Examples

Marxism

Ron 2001; Balcells and Kalyvas 2015

Marxism-Leninism

Thaler 2012

Socialism/Bolivarism

Ugarizza and Craig 2013

Maoism

Eck 2010

Ethno-Nationalism

Straus 2015

Radical Left-wing

Costalli and Ruggeri 2015

........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

work (Costalli and Ruggeri 2015), we have elaborated on this
idea by offering a theoretical framework where some emotions—
such as (but not limited to) indignation—emerge in individuals following a shock and act as push factors, detaching them
from the social and political context in which they find themselves. Through political entrepreneurs, ideologies act as pull
factors, translating private grievances into public grievances
and connecting the individual to the aggregate level. Transformative ideas previously shared by a small group of strong
believers can thus reach a broader audience.
In figure 1, we show the mechanisms by which emotions
and ideologies may influence a change in individual actions.
Some emotional shocks make individuals available to consider alternatives to the current state of affairs, stimulating
their will to change (detachment mechanism). Ideologies
communicated by political entrepreneurs help to rationalize
the emotional shift and elaborate alternative worldviews (disenchantment mechanism), as well as possibilities for action.
The alternative ideological framework provides a new base

terrorism to civil war. Ideological networks play an essential role in the process of collective armed action because the
aggregation process from individual discontent to collective
action develops within and thanks to such networks. Through
ideological networks, political entrepreneurs translate ideas
into practice, providing new worldviews as well as financial,
organizational, and military resources. For ordinary people
(followers of political entrepreneurs), the existence of rebel
networks is essential to providing not only information and
political meaning to the current situation, but also practical
assistance.
Not all networks, however, are the same. Some networks are
more effective than others in sustaining an armed rebellion.
As we mentioned, different ideologies imply different goals,
strategies, and organizational forms to change the status quo.
For instance, not all ideologies imply underground networks,
and those that do can create different types of networks. The
importance of ideological networks further increases the need
to distinguish among ideologies.

Ideological networks play an essential role in the process of collective armed action
because the aggregation process from individual discontent to collective action develops
within and thanks to such networks.
for normative values and the conduct of action through the
“anchoring” mechanism, which can be understood as a pull
factor attracting individuals to a new status. The role of ideologies, however, goes beyond the framing and formation of
collective grievances. Ideologies provide road maps, including
different strategies to reach their goal.
Thus, neither all emotions nor all ideologies are equally
effective in producing violent political mobilization. Different
ideologies imply different goals, strategies, and organizational forms to change the status quo. When transformative
ideologies imply the use of violence, violent action will likely
occur—though in different forms and with different intensity
depending on the size of the mobilized group—ranging from
Figure 1

Individual Decisions’ Mechanisms,
Emotions and Ideologies

Thus, if emotions and ideologies play crucial roles in stimulating and organizing violent armed mobilization, it is crucial to introduce some specifications. The first basic analytical
distinction is between ideologies that support the status quo
and ideologies that encourage change. Clearly, this distinction
is context-specific because the same ideology can support the
status quo or its subversion depending on the identity of the
elite in power. Then, we need to distinguish ideologies according to the relationship they have with the use of violence as
a means to reach their goals. Moreover, we can distinguish
between those ideologies that focus on the role of individuals
as their agents and targets and the ideologies that focus on
groups. In other words, in some ideologies the individual is
superior to the group, while in others it is subordinated to the
collectivity. The context is also important in evaluating the
consequences of emotions, because the same emotions can
vary in effectiveness in stimulating detachment and will for
change depending on the culture of the individual or on the
ethnic composition of the society. For instance, some studies
argue that humiliation is a particularly powerful emotion in
specific cultural contexts (Nisbett and Cohen 1996; Longo,
Canetti, and Hite-Rubin 2014), while resentment defined in
ethnic terms (Petersen 2002) was simply not applicable in
Italy in the 1940s (Costalli and Ruggeri 2015).
EMOTIONS, IDEOLOGIES, AND VIOLENCE: THIS
SYMPOSIUM

In this symposium, Enzo Nussio reflects on how ideology can
channel emotions and, in turn, affect armed mobilization.
His contribution warns about the indeterminacy of emotions
as individual attributes. In fact, the same shock can cause
PS • October 2017 925
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different emotions in the same individuals and the same emotion can lead to different behavioral reactions across individuals.
Thus, Nussio suggests theorizing about the “net effect” of
emotions on armed mobilization. However, he suggests that
ideology can provide an organizational framework even when
facing “emotional heterogeneity” among individuals.
Roger Petersen responds to several critiques often addressed
to research on emotions and conflict stressing that emotions
always need to be considered the residue of lived experience.
Studying the role of emotions, it is crucial to understand the
specific circumstances under which emotions emerge. Empirical studies have found that communities who are exposed to
systematic policies experience powerful collective emotions.
Moreover, Petersen stresses that the link between emotions
and ideologies can be complex and can change in different
situations. He emphasizes that emotions can create and reinforce identities where, then, ideologies take hold.
The relationship between individual and group-level emotions is also investigated by Jacquelien van Stekelenburg, who
claims that emotions are socially constructed and can be communicated to other individuals. The effectiveness of communication strictly depends on the identification of individuals
with the group. Van Stekelenburg also argues that emotions
can transform over time and that intergroup violence erupts
only if anger and contempt transform into disgust.
Daphna Canetti explores the consequences of exposure to
violence. Empirical evidence shows that prolonged exposure to
political violence causes high levels of distress. Countries that
are exposed to long periods of violence often develop an ethos
of conflict, a specific ideology that is likely to decrease support
for peaceful solutions. Hence, emotional distress caused by
exposure to violence can lead to political radicalization through
the lens of a conflict ideology. Thus, repeated waves of violence
are likely to create barriers to peace in prolonged conflicts due
to a combination of emotions and ideologies.
Francesco Moro argues that the leaders of armed groups
can purposefully incorporate the emotions of their members
into organizational narratives to create “foundation myths”
that permeate their organizational cultures. Insurgent organizations, in other words, tend to institutionalize events that
can trigger individual emotional responses to build their own
legitimacy as effective representatives of grievances. Ideologies, instead, are institutionalized through processes of specification and adaptation. Different levels of adaptation and
specification can help explain remarkable differences in
the organizational setups and operational strategies among
similar groups.
Livia Schubiger and Matthew Zelina hold that variation
in ideological intrusiveness and institutionalization can help
explain armed groups’ cohesion, governance, and violence.
Ideological intrusiveness refers to how broadly and deeply
an ideology penetrates private, political, and economic lives
of civilians. Ideological institutionalization, instead, varies
according to the degree to which armed groups’ institutions
ideologically saturate the everyday life of combatants. Ideology also offers a system of emotional management, especially
under extreme conditions. However, leaders can purposefully aim to trigger emotions to make individuals prone to
926
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assimilate specific values and ideas during indoctrination.
Thus, taking emotions and ideologies seriously in the study
of political violence can also illuminate the cohesion and
strategies of armed collective actors.
Overall, the contributors tackle challenges and elaborate
insights on studying emotions and ideologies to understand
violent political mobilization. Five main issues emerge from
the symposium: 1) a reflection on the analytical level where
emotions and ideologies influence mobilization (individual
vs. collective); 2) whether the effects of these ideational factors
are context-specific (specificity vs. generalization); 3) whether
political entrepreneurs can only use them instrumentally or
whether emotions and ideologies shape norms (instrumental vs.
normative); 4) whether they only affect organizational aspects
or also action tendencies (organization vs. practices) and 5)
whether a conditional relationship between ideologies and emotions affects violence (conditionality vs. additivity). Clearly this
symposium is just exploring an understudied field of inquiry
and we hope its pieces will trigger a necessary debate among
scholars studying collective political violence.
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NOTES
1. Wood (2003, 233) includes our concepts of both anger and indignation in
her concept of moral outrage.
2. We do not mean to cover all emotions used to explain violent political
mobilization. The reported references are just some examples of recent
works using explicitly these emotions.
3. Here as well, we do not mean to cover all ideologies used to explain violent
political mobilization, but we reported some examples.

REFERENCES
Balcells, Laia. 2017. Rivalry and Revenge. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Balcells, Laia, and Stathis N. Kalyvas. 2015. “Revolutionary Rebels and the
Marxist Paradox.” Manuscript Duke University and Yale University.
Costalli, Stefano, and Andrea Ruggeri. 2015. “Indignation, Ideologies, and
Armed Mobilization. Civil War in Italy, 1943-45.” International Security
40 (2): 119–157.
Eck, Kristine. 2010. Raising Rebels: Participation and Recruitment in Civil War.
Ph.D. dissertation, Uppsala University.
Elster, Jon. 1998. “Emotions and Economic Theory.” Journal of Economic
Literature 36 (1): 47–74.
Erickson Nepstad, Sharon, and Christian Smith. 2001. “The Social Structure of
Moral Outrage in Recruitment to the U.S. Central America Peace Movement.”
In Passionate Politics: Emotions and Social Movements, ed. Jeff Goodwin,
James Jasper, and Francesca Polletta, 158–74. Chicago: Chicago University
Press.
Fattah, Khaled, and Karin M. Fierke. 2009. “A Clash of Emotions: The Politics
of Humiliation and Political Violence in the Middle East.” European Journal
of International Relations 15 (1): 67–93.
Goodwin, Jeff, and James M. Jasper. 2006. “Emotions and Social Movements.”
In Handbook of the Sociology of Emotions, ed. Jan Stets and Jonathan Turner,
611–35. New York: Springer.
Kaufman, Stuart J. 2001. Modern Hatreds: The Symbolic Politics of Ethnic War.
Ithaca: Cornell University Press.
Kopstein, Jeffrey, and Jason Wittenberg. 2011. “Deadly Communities: Local
Political Milieus and the Persecution of Jews in Occupied Poland.” Comparative Political Studies 44 (3): 259–283.

........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
Longo, Matthew, Daphna Canetti, and Nancy Hite-Rubin. 2014. “A Checkpoint
Effect? Evidence from a Natural Experiment on Travel Restrictions in the
West Bank.” American Journal of Political Science 58 (4): 1006–1023.
McDoom, Omar S. 2012. “The Psychology of Threat in Intergroup Conflict.”
International Security 37 (2): 119–155.
Nisbett, Richard E., and Dov Cohen. 1996. Culture of Honor: The Psychology of
Violence in the South. Westview Press.
Pearlman, Wendy. 2013. “Emotions and the Microfoundations of the Arab
Uprisings.” Perspectives on Politics 11 (2): 387–409.
———. 2016. “Narratives of Fear in Syria.” Perspectives on Politics 14 (1): 21–37.
Petersen, Roger. 2002. Understanding Ethnic Violence: Fear, Hatred, and
Resentment in Twentieth Century Eastern Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.
———. 2011. Western Intervention in the Balkans: The Strategic Use of Emotions in
Conflict. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Petersen, Roger, and Sarah Zukerman. 2010. “Anger, Violence, and Political
Science.” In International Handbook of Anger, ed. Michael Potegal,
Gerhard Stemmler and Charles Spielberger, 561–81. New York: Springer.
Posen, Barry. 1993. “The Security Dilemma and Ethnic Conflict.” Survival
35 (5): 27–57.

Ron, James. 2001. “Ideology in Context: Explaining Sendero Luminoso’s Tactical
Escalation.” Journal of Peace Research 38 (5): 569–92.
Sanín, Francisco Gutiérrez, and Elisabeth Jean Wood. 2014. “Ideology in Civil War:
Instrumental Adoption and Beyond.” Journal of Peace Research 51 (2): 213–26.
Sartori, Giovanni. 1969. “Politics, Ideology and Belief Systems.” American
Political Science Review 63 (2): 398–411.
Staniland, Paul. 2014. Networks of Rebellion: Explaining Insurgent Cohesion and
Collapse. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.
Straus, Scott. 2015. Making and Unmaking Nations: The Origins and Dynamics of
Genocide in Contemporary Africa. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.
Thaler, Kai M. 2012. “Ideology and Violence in Civil Wars: Theory and Evidence
from Mozambique and Angola.” Civil Wars 14 (4): 546–67.
Ugarriza, Juan E., and Matthew J. Craig. 2013. “The Relevance of Ideology to
Contemporary Armed Conflicts: A Quantitative Analysis of Former
Combatants in Colombia.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 57 (3): 445–77.
Wood, Elisabeth J. 2003. Insurgent Collective Action and Civil War in El Salvador.
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
Zeitzoff, Thomas. 2014. “Anger, Exposure to Violence, and Intragroup
Conflict: A “Lab in the Field” Experiment in Southern Israel.” Political
Psychology 35 (3): 309–35.

SYMPOSIUM CONTRIBUTORS
Daphna Canetti is head of the government and
political theory division and the MA democracy
studies program at the school of political science, the
University of Haifa. Canetti has published widely in
political psychology, political science, international
relations, social psychology, clinical psychology,
and psychiatry. Using experimental methods and
large-N analysis, she studies how psychological and
political factors affect conflict behavior. Canetti has
received over $3 million in grants and published over
100 articles and book chapters in journals such as
American Journal of Political Science, The Lancet,
Journal of Conflict Resolution, Political Behavior,
Political Psychology, Journal of Consulting
and Clinical Psychology, and the British Journal
of Political Science. She may be reached at
dcanetti@poli.haifa.ac.il.

(Europe Campus). His work focuses on collective
violence, organized crime and organizational change
in irregular and regular armed forces. His research
has been published, among elsewhere, in European
Sociological Review, Terrorism and Political
Violence, Armed Forces and Society, and Journal
of Peace Research. He may be reached at Francesco.
moro4@unibo.it.

Stefano Costalli is assistant professor of political
science in the department of political and social
science, University of Florence, Italy. He is also
the guest editor of this symposium, with Andrea
Ruggeri. His main research interests include the
causes, dynamics of violence and consequences of civil
wars. He has published recently in Journal of Peace
Research and International Security. He may be
reached at stefano.costalli@unifi.it.

Roger Petersen is the Arthur and Ruth Sloan
Professor of Political Science at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology. He is currently engaged in
writing a book-length manuscript tentatively entitled
the “Social Science Guide to the Iraq War.” He can be
contacted at rpeters@mit.edu

Francesco N. Moro is assistant professor of political
science at the University of Bologna and adjunct
professor of international relations at Johns Hopkins
University’s School of Advanced International Studies

Enzo Nussio is a senior researcher at the Center
for Security Studies, ETH Zurich. He holds a PhD
in International Affairs and Governance from
the University of St.Gallen. His research is on
peacebuilding, violence reduction, and terrorism,
with a focus on Latin America. He recently published
articles in the Journal of Conflict Resolution,
Political Psychology and Urban Studies. He may be
reached at enzo.nussio@sipo.gess.ethz.ch.

Andrea Ruggeri is associate professor of
international relations in the department of politics
and international relations, University of Oxford,
United Kingdom. His main research interests include
causes and consequences of violence and peacekeeping.
He is also the guest editor of this symposium, with
Stefano Costalli. He has published recently in

International Organization and the British Journal
of Political Science. He may be reached at andrea.
ruggeri@politics.ox.ac.uk.
Livia Isabella Schubiger is assistant professor
in comparative politics at the London School of
Economics and Political Science (Department of
Government). She is also a senior research associate
at the department of political science at the University
of Zurich. Her research focuses on the causes and
consequences of state repression and political violence.
She may be reached at L.I.Schubiger@lse.ac.uk.
Jacquelien van Stekelenburg holds a chair on Social
Change and Conflict at the VU-University-Amsterdam
(Sociology). With a background in social psychology,
she combines a social psychological approach with
sociological insights. She conducted an international
comparative study on street demonstrations with
Klandermans and Walgrave entitled Caught in the
Act of Protest: Contextualized Contestation and a
study on emerging networks and feelings of belonging
funded by the Dutch Royal Academy of Science
entitled The Evolution of Collective Action in
Emerging Neighbourhoods. She may be reached at
j.van.stekelenburg@vu.nl.
Matthew Zelina is a research assistant at King’s
College London’s International Centre for Security
Analysis. He will commence his PhD studies at
the University of Oxford on armed group ideology
and cohesion in the fall 2017. He may be reached at
Matthew.Zelina@kcl.ac.uk.

PS • October 2017 927

