
1

The Role of Islamist Ideology in Shaping Extremism 
 
 
 

Idit Shalev
Post-Doctorate Fellow, ISGAP 

idit.shalev@yale.edu
 
  
 
 
 
 

The Working Papers Series is intended to initiate discussion, debate and discourse on a 
wide variety of issues as it pertains to the analysis of Antisemitism, and to further the study 
of this subject matter.  Please feel free to submit papers to the ISGAP working paper series.  
Contact the ISGAP Coordinator or the Editor of the Working Paper Series.

 
 
 
 

Working Paper Shalev 2010
 ISSN: 1940-610X © Institute for the Study of Global Antisemitism and Policy 

ISBN:  978-0-9827894-0-7

Series Editor 
Charles Asher Small

ISGAP
����(DVW���WK�6WUHHW��6HFRQG�ÀRRU
New York, NY 10022
United States
2I¿FH�7HOHSKRQH��������������
www.isgap.org
  



2

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

Funding for this research was provided in part by Dr. James Sacks and the Anti-Defamation 
League (ADL).  Institute for the Study of Global Antisemitism and Policy (ISGAP) is 
grateful for their support.



3

ABSTRACT

The purpose of this paper is to provide a psychological analysis of the Hamas Charter.  
This paper demonstrates the role that persuasive communication plays in Islamist ideology. 
Using citations from the Hamas Charter, the analysis demonstrates the cognitive distortions 
characterizing an extremist terror ideology and their role in susceptibility to terrorism. 
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5The Role of Islamist Ideology in Shaping Extremism

IDIT SHALEV

Research shows that terrorists are not characterized by a unique set of psychological traits, 
pathologies or socio-economic conditions (Krueger and Maleckova, 2002; Victoroff, 
�������7KHUHIRUH��VHYHUDO�DXWKRUV�KDYH�VXJJHVWHG�D�FODVVL¿FDWLRQ�WKDW�LV�W\SLFDOO\�EDVHG�RQ�
SHUVRQDO�DQG�LGHRORJLFDO�UHDVRQV��3HGDK]XU��������7DDUQE\���������)RU�H[DPSOH��¿QGLQJV�
demonstrate that among Lebanese and Palestinians, attachment to political Islamism is 
the most important determinant of support for suicide attacks, indicating that the greater 
the commitment to the ideology of Islamism, the more likely respondents are to endorse 
VXLFLGH�DFWLYLWLHV��+DGGDG��������

Despite the notion that ideology plays a prominent role in persuasive communication, 
it is not yet clear what mechanisms underlie Islamist terrorist ideology, and how such 
ideologies affect susceptibility to terrorism (Dijk, 2005). Understanding why terrorist 
DFWLYLW\�DSSHDUV�ZLGHO\�DFFHSWDEOH�WR�VSHFL¿F�SRSXODWLRQV�LV�RI�PDMRU�LQWHUHVW�WR�WHUURULVP�
researchers (Kruglanski & Fishman, 2006). This paper will use citations from the Hamas 
Charter to examine the psychological mechanisms that underlie Islamist ideology.

The Relevance of Ideology

$Q�LGHRORJ\�LV�JHQHUDOO\�GH¿QHG�DV�³D�VHW�RI�FRQVHQVXDOO\�VKDUHG�EHOLHIV�DQG�GRFWULQHV�WKDW�
provide the moral and intellectual basis for a political, economic, or social system” (Jost, 
)LW]VLPRQV��	�.D\��������S��������

Ideologies are typically expressed and reproduced in different forms of communication, 
including non-verbal messages, such as pictures, photographs and movies. Respectively, 
among the many forms of reproduction and interaction, written forms of communication 
(e.g. constitution, scriptural ideology, legal documents, books, newspapers) play a 
SURPLQHQW�UROH�LQ�LQÀXHQFLQJ�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�DQG�EHKDYLRU��'LMN��������

Islamism is a set of ideologies which attests that Islam is not only a religion but also a 
political system; that modern Muslims must return to the ancient roots of their religion 
DQG�XQLWH�SROLWLFDOO\��%HUPDQ���������7KH�,VODPLVW�LGHRORJ\��ZKLFK�EHJLQV�ZLWK�D�UDGLFDO�
critique of liberal western political thought and a life-or-death battle against ‘the West,’ is 
determined to build a radical Islamic society obedient to the laws of the Qur’an (Hansen & 
.DLQ]��������7LEL��������

,GHRORJ\�DV�D�-XVWL¿FDWRU\�6\VWHP

This psychological notion suggests that use of extremist ideology helps the Regime to 
HVWDEOLVK�D�MXVWL¿FDWRU\�V\VWHP��7KDW�LV�EHFDXVH�LGHRORJ\�LV�LQVWUXPHQWDO�WR�WKH�DWWDLQPHQW�
RI�WKH�DFWRUV¶�REMHFWLYHV��DQG�MXVWL¿DEOH�RQ�PRUDO�JURXQGV��WKXV�LW�LV�FRPSDWLEOH�ZLWK�WKHVH�
DFWRUV¶�HWKLFV��-RVW�HW�DO���������$FFRUGLQJO\�� LQ� WRWDOLWDULDQ�V\VWHPV�� LGHRORJLHV�DUH�ERWK�
a powerful instrument for the mobilization of the masses and the creation of a source of 
legitimacy.  Ideologies give the sense of mission to a leader or a ruling group (Mozaffari, 
�������)ROORZLQJ�WKLV�YLHZ��VHYHUDO�DXWKRUV�KDYH�QRWHG�VRPH�RI�WKH�VLPLODULWLHV�EHWZHHQ�
radical Islamism and the western ideologies of Communism and National Socialism. 
%HUPDQ� ������� VXJJHVWHG� WKDW� DOO� ¿JKW� D� FRPPRQ� HQHP\�� OLEHUDO� VRFLHW\�� )XUWKHUPRUH��
all three ideologies share the conviction that a group of people, embodying the good, is 
thwarted in its mission of realizing the ideal life by a devilish and evil power.  According to 
this worldview, an apocalyptic battle in which evil is to be annihilated is necessary (Hansen 
	�.DLQ]���������

The Psychological Characteristics of Radical Islamism

Beck (2002) explained the dichotomous splitting of good and evil as a form of cognitive 
distortion.  From this perspective, the resulting statements may contain excessively critical 
DQG�QHJDWLYH�UHÀHFWLRQV�RQ�WKH�ZRUOG�DQG�WKH�IXWXUH��UHVXOWLQJ�LQ�IRUPV�RI�DJJUHVVLRQ�DQG�
violence. This vicious cycle leads to an extremist behavior observed in others who engage 
in violent acts, either solely as individuals or as members of a group (Beck, 2002). For 
example, Beck (2002) stated that radical Islamists ideology evidently shows the cognitive 
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distortion of overgeneralization — that is, the supposed sins that the Enemy may spread 
to encompass the entire population. Also, people who hold these views show dichotomous 
thinking — a people that are either totally good or totally bad. Finally, they demonstrate 
tunnel vision — once they are engaged in their holy mission (e.g., Jihad), their thinking, 
and consequently their actions, they focus exclusively on the destruction of the target. 
They behave like robots programmed for demolition with no attention to the value of the 
human lives that are destroyed (Beck, 2002). These internal representations are activated 
under threat and lead to an aggressive violent behavior. Beck’s cognitive assertion that 
maladaptive assumptions cause an individual or group to interpret critical events in a 
GLVWRUWHG� DQG� QHJDWLYH�PDQQHU� KDV� EHHQ� FRQ¿UPHG� LQ� QXPHURXV� FOLQLFDO� SV\FKRORJLFDO�
studies conducted over the past decade.

Similarly, social psychology research suggests that the content of extremist ideology 
KDV�D�PRWLYDWLQJ�SRZHU�LQ�LGHQWLI\LQJ�D�GLVFUHSDQF\�IURP�DQ�³LGHDO´�VWDWH�DQG�RIIHULQJ�D�
PHDQV�RI�UHPRYLQJ�VXFK�GLVFUHSDQF\�WKURXJK�DFWLRQ��$Q�LGHRORJ\�WKDW�MXVWL¿HV�WHUURULVP�
LGHQWL¿HV� D� FXOSULW� �WKH� HQHP\�� SUHVXPHG� UHVSRQVLEOH� IRU� WKH� GLVFUHSDQF\� DQG� SRUWUD\V�
YLROHQFH� DJDLQVW� WKH� FXOSULW� DV� DQ� HIIHFWLYH�PHWKRG� IRU�PRYLQJ� WRZDUG� WKH� ³LGHDO´� VWDWH�
(e.g., Jihad) (Kruglanski and Fishman, 2006). I argue that the presentation of ideology is a 
contextual cue that serves as a motivational force. Similarly, the use of cognitive distortions 
and metaphors of good and evil activate representations of good and evil and leads to a 
violent behavior. This process will be demonstrated through a close analysis of the Hamas 
Charter. 

The Hamas Charter

7KH�+DPDV�&KDUWHU�LV�WKH�RI¿FLDO�LGHRORJLFDO�VFULSW�RI�+DPDV���,VVXHG�LQ�������LQ�WKLUW\�
six articles, the Charter outlines the movement’s founding beliefs and the primacy of 
Islam in all aspects of life. The Charter sets forth the organization’s position on various 
LVVXHV�LQFOXGLQJ�VRFLDO�DQG�HFRQRPLF�GHYHORSPHQW��LGHRORJLFDO�LQÀXHQFHV��HGXFDWLRQ��DQG�
its position regarding Israel. As in other forms of extremist ideology, the Hamas Charter 
GH¿QHV�WKH�HQHP\��WKH�JRDO��DQG�WKH�PHDQV�QHFHVVDU\�WR�DWWDLQ�WKH�JRDO�

The Enemy���,Q�DUWLFOH����LW�LV�ZULWWHQ��

³7KH�VRFLHW\�WKDW�FRQIURQWV�D�YLFLRXV�HQHP\�ZKLFK�DFWV�LQ�D�ZD\�VLPLODU�
to Nazism, making no differentiation between man and woman, between 
children and old people - such a society is entitled to this Islamic 
spirit.”

$GGLWLRQDOO\��LQ�DUWLFOH����LW�LV�ZULWWHQ�

³7KH� =LRQLVW� SODQ� LV� OLPLWOHVV��$IWHU� 3DOHVWLQH�� WKH� =LRQLVWV� DVSLUH� WR�
expand from the Nile to the Euphrates. When they will have digested the 
region they overtook, they will aspire to further expansion, and so on.”

A Discrepancy from an Ideal State��,Q�DUWLFOH����LW�LV�ZULWWHQ��

³6LQFH�WKLV�LV�WKH�FDVH��OLEHUDWLRQ�RI�3DOHVWLQH�LV�WKHQ�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�GXW\�
for every Moslem wherever he may be. On this basis, the problem 
should be viewed. This should be realized by every Moslem. The day 
the problem is dealt with on this basis, when the three circles mobilize 
their capabilities, the present state of affairs will change and the day of 
liberation will come nearer.” 

Means��,Q�DUWLFOH����LW�LV�ZULWWHQ��

³7KHUH�LV�QR�VROXWLRQ�IRU�WKH�3DOHVWLQLDQ�TXHVWLRQ�H[FHSW�WKURXJK�-LKDG��
Initiatives, proposals and international conferences are all a waste of 
time and vain endeavors. The Palestinian people know better than to 
consent to having their future, rights and fate toyed with.” 
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Jihad, however, is not simply a means of attaining the good life, but it is the good life. By 
¿JKWLQJ�DQG�GHVWUR\LQJ�WKH�H[WHUQDO�HQHP\�WKH�IDLWKIXO�0XVOLP�RYHUFRPHV�KLV�RZQ�IHDU�RI�
GHDWK�DQG�FRQVHTXHQWO\�KLV�RZQ�LQFOLQDWLRQ�WRZDUGV�PDWHULDOLVP��+DQVHQ�	�.DLQ]���������

(VWDEOLVKPHQW�RI�-XVWL¿FDWLRQ

%\�FLWLQJ�SDUWV�RI�WKH�.RUDQ�WKH�+DPDV�&KDUWHU�MXVWL¿HV�LWV�LGHRORJ\�LQ�WKH�QDPH�RI�*RG��

)RU�H[DPSOH��LQ�DUWLFOH���LW�LV�ZULWWHQ�
  

³7KH�'D\�RI�-XGJPHQW�ZLOO�QRW�FRPH�DERXW�XQWLO�0RVOHPV�¿JKW�WKH�-HZV�
(killing the Jews), when the Jew will hide behind stones and trees. The 
stones and trees will say O Moslems, O Abdulla, there is a Jew behind 
me, come and kill him. Only the Gharkad tree, (evidently a certain kind 
of tree) would not do that because it is one of the trees of the Jews.” 
(related by al-Bukhari and Moslem).”

6LPLODUO\��WKH�LGHRORJ\�HPSKDVL]HV�WKH�QHHG�WR�SURWHFW�WKH�³0RVOHP´�ODQG�DV�D�PDMRU�JRDO��
$V�ZULWWHQ�LQ�DUWLFOH�����

³1RWKLQJ� LQ�QDWLRQDOLVP�LV�PRUH�VLJQL¿FDQW�RU�GHHSHU� WKDQ� LQ� WKH�FDVH�
when an enemy should tread Moslem land. Resisting and quelling the 
enemy become the individual duty of every Moslem, male or female. A 
ZRPDQ�FDQ�JR�RXW�WR�¿JKW�WKH�HQHP\�ZLWKRXW�KHU�KXVEDQG¶V�SHUPLVVLRQ��
DQG�VR�GRHV�WKH�VODYH��ZLWKRXW�KLV�PDVWHU¶V�SHUPLVVLRQ�´�

6LPLODUO\��LW�LV�ZULWWHQ�LQ�DUWLFOH�����

³6LQFH�WKLV�LV�WKH�FDVH��OLEHUDWLRQ�RI�3DOHVWLQH�LV�WKHQ�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�GXW\�
for every Moslem wherever he may be.” 

Use of Symbols

0RUDO�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�V\PEROV�SHUPHDWH�WKH�DSRFDO\SWLF�LPDJHV��WKH�IRUFHV�RI�(YLO�YHUVXV�
WKH� IRUFHV� RI� *RRG�� 6DWDQ� YHUVXV�$OODK��$FFRUGLQJ� WR� WKLV� LGHRORJ\�� LW� LV� QHFHVVDU\� WR�
counterattack in order to preserve and protect Islam.  The ideologies legitimize mass 
murder and suspend traditional moral deterrents to human destruction. Homicide no longer 
warrants the status of murder but instead is glossed over as essential for preservation and 
SXUL¿FDWLRQ�RI�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�DQG�SROLWLFDO�RUGHU��,VODPLF�UDGLFDOV�ZKR�EHFRPH�REVHVVHG�ZLWK�
these polarized images are prime candidates for recruitment for assignments of assault 
on the Enemy (Beck, 2002). Accordingly, several symbols of Antisemitic prejudice are 
emphasized in the Hamas Charter.

The Protocols of the Elders of Zion

The Protocols of the Elders of Zion is one of the most infamous documents of Antisemitism 
in history. The Protocols are the supposed minutes from twenty-four sessions of a congress 
KHOG� E\� UHSUHVHQWDWLYHV� IURP� WKH� ³WZHOYH� WULEHV� RI� ,VUDHO´� DQG� OHG� E\� D� *UDQG� 5DEEL���
The alleged purpose of this meeting was to plan the conquest of the world by creating 
the illusion of the existence of freedom of press, freedom of speech, human rights and 
GHPRFUDF\��%HQ�,WWR���������

The Protocols are a forgery, fraud, and clear case of plagiarism. The original source has 
EHHQ�LGHQWL¿HG�LQ�D�ERRN�ZULWWHQ�LQ������E\�Maurice Joly entitled The Dialogue in Hell 
Between Machiavelli and Montesquieu, a satirical attack against the ambitions and methods 
of the French Emperor Napoleon III. In the book, Machiavelli represented Napoleon III, 
and described a series of steps that he intended to take to become ruler of the world. The 
Holy book was in turn based on material borrowed from a popular novel of the time by 
Eugène Sue entitled The Mysteries of the People in which those plotting to rule the world 
were the Jesuits instead of Napoleon III��%HQ�,WWR��������



8

However, despite the conclusive proof that The Protocols are a gross forgery, they have 
been extremely popular throughout history. According to some sources, during the twentieth 
century more copies of The Protocols�ZHUH�SXEOLVKHG�WKDQ�7KH�%LEOH��%HQ�,WWR���������The 
Protocols have been translated into many European languages and sold widely in Arab 
lands, the United States, and England. But it was in Germany after World War I that The 
Protocols had their greatest success. Used to explain the disasters that had befallen the 
FRXQWU\�� WKH�GHIHDW� LQ� WKH�:RUOG�:DU� ,�� WKH�KXQJHU�� WKH� IDLOLQJ�HFRQRP\��The Protocols 
also became a part of the Nazi propaganda effort to justify persecution of the Jews in the 
6KRD��DQG�ZDV�HYHQ�PDGH�UHTXLUHG�UHDGLQJ�IRU�*HUPDQ�VWXGHQWV��-DFREV���������6LPLODUO\��
LQ�WKH�WZHQW\�¿UVW�FHQWXU\�The Protocols are frequently used for Antisemitic propaganda. 
For example, Ahmadinejad made use of the same themes found in The Protocols in his 
YLUXOHQWO\�$QWLVHPLWLF�VSHHFK�DW�'XUEDQ�,,��

³:RUOG�=LRQLVP�SHUVRQL¿HV�UDFLVP�WKDW�IDOVHO\�UHVRUWV�WR�UHOLJLRQV�DQG�
abuses religious sentiments to hide its hatred and ugly face. However, it 
is of great importance to bring into focus the political goals of some of 
the world powers and those who control huge economic resources and 
interests in the world. They mobilize all the resources including their 
HFRQRPLF�DQG�SROLWLFDO�LQÀXHQFH�DQG�ZRUOG�PHGLD�WR�UHQGHU�VXSSRUW�LQ�
vain to the Zionist Regime and to maliciously diminish the indignity and 
disgrace of this Regime.”

The Hamas Charter explicitly refers to The Protocols of Zion, accepting them as factual 
and makes several references to Freemasons�DV�RQH�RI�WKH�³secret societies” controlled by 
³Zionists.´�$UWLFOH����RI�WKH�Hamas Charter�VWDWHV��

³7KH�=LRQLVW�SODQ�LV�OLPLWOHVV��$IWHU�3DOHVWLQH��WKH�=LRQLVWV�DVSLUH�WR�H[-
pand from the Nile to the Euphrates. When they will have digested the 
region they overtook, they will aspire to further expansion, and so on. 
7KHLU�SODQ�LV�HPERGLHG�LQ�WKH�³3URWRFROV�RI�WKH�(OGHUV�RI�=LRQ�´�DQG�WKHLU�
present conduct is the best proof of what we are saying.” 

Similarly, the power of the Jews is emphasized in several ways in the Hamas Charter.

The Jews are Behind the Wars in the World

“They were behind World War I, when they were able to destroy the 
,VODPLF� &DOLSKDWH�� PDNLQJ� ¿QDQFLDO� JDLQV� DQG� FRQWUROOLQJ� UHVRXUFHV��
They obtained the Balfour Declaration, formed the League of Nations 
through which they could rule the world. They were behind World 
War II�� WKURXJK�ZKLFK� WKH\�PDGH� KXJH� ¿QDQFLDO� JDLQV� E\� WUDGLQJ� LQ�
armaments and paved the way for the establishment of their state. It was 
they who instigated the replacement of the League of Nations with the 
United Nations and the Security Council to enable them to rule the world 
through them. There is no war going on anywhere, without having 
WKHLU�¿QJHU�LQ�LW�´ 

Financial Power

³With their money, they took control of the world media, news 
agencies, the press, publishing houses, broadcasting stations, and others. 
With their money they stirred revolutions in various parts of the world 
with the purpose of achieving their interests and reaping the fruit therein. 
They were behind the French Revolution, the Communist revolution and 
most of the revolutions we heard and hear about, here and there. With 
their money they formed secret societies, such as Freemasons, Rotary 
Clubs, the Lions and others in different parts of the world for the purpose 
of sabotaging societies and achieving Zionist interests. With their 
money they were able to control imperialistic countries and instigate 
them to colonize many countries in order to enable them to exploit their 
resources and spread corruption there” (article 22).



9

Dehumanization

Dehumanization has traditionally been understood as an extreme form of prejudice that 
HQDEOHV�YLROHQFH�DQG�FUXHOW\��'H¿QHG�DV�DQ�HPRWLRQDO�SUHMXGLFH��³KRW´�DIIHFWLYH�IHHOLQJV�
such as disgust or envy, lack of empathy) towards out-group members (Fiske & Harris, 
2006), researches argued that dehumanization plays a key role in sanctioned mass violence 
EHFDXVH�LW�ZHDNHQV�PRUDO�UHVWUDLQWV�RQ�YLROHQW�EHKDYLRU��.HOPDQ��������

'HKXPDQL]DWLRQ�LV�EURDGO\�XVHG�LQ�WKH�+DPDV�&KDUWHU��

³7KH�VRFLHW\�WKDW�FRQIURQWV�D�YLFLRXV�HQHP\�ZKLFK�DFWV�LQ�a way similar 
to Nazism, making no differentiation between man and woman, 
between children and old people - such a society is entitled to this 
Islamic spirit. Our enemy relies on the methods of collective punishment. 
He has deprived people of their homeland and properties, pursued them 
in their places of exile and gathering, breaking bones, shooting at women, 
children and old people, with or without a reason. The enemy has opened 
detention camps where thousands and thousands of people are thrown 
and kept under sub-human conditions. Added to this, are the demolition 
of houses, rendering children orphans, meting cruel sentences against 
thousands of young people, and causing them to spend the best years of 
their lives in the dungeons of prisons. 
In their Nazi treatment, the Jews made no exception for women or 
children. Their policy of striking fear in the heart is meant for all. They 
attack people where their breadwinning is concerned, extorting their 
money and threatening their honor. They deal with people as if they were 
the worst war criminals. Deportation from the homeland is a kind of 
murder” (article 2).

Summary

The present analysis highlighted components of extremism that affect susceptibility to 
WHUURULVP��7KH�+DPDV�&KDUWHU� LGHQWL¿HV�D�GLVFUHSDQF\�EHWZHHQ� WKH�FXUUHQW�DQG�DQ� LGHDO�
state and offers a means of removing the discrepancy through Jihad. Following this view, 
WKH�+DPDV�&KDUWHU�VHWV� WKH�JRDO� WR�SURWHFW� WKH�VR�FDOOHG�³0RVOHP�ODQG´�DQG�MXVWL¿HV� LWV�
ideology in the name of God. The symbols of prejudice such as The Protocols of Zion 
are presented as factual. The power of the Jews is further emphasized by holding them 
responsible for both world wars, the control of the international media, comparing them 
to the Nazis, and dehumanizing them. In addressing the problem of susceptibility to a 
monolithic terrorist ideology, alternate messages must be disseminated. However, studies 
VKRZ�WKDW�D�³PRQROLWKLF�FXOWXUH´�LV�RIWHQ�UHVLVWDQW�WR�FRPSHWLQJ�LGHRORJ\�DV�FRPSDUHG�WR�
GHPRFUDWLF�FXOWXUH��6WDXE���������([SORULQJ�WKH�LQWHUSOD\�RI�PHGLD�DQG�LGHRORJ\�DQG�WKHLU�
implications for reconciliation efforts are an important, and necessary endeavor for the 
future. 
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