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This paper analyses exploratory research into how individual members form allegiances in the aftermath of a
split in a terrorist movement, specifically the Irish Republican Movement. While the allegiance decision making
is not a violent act in itself the decision made often times constitutes a choice between the retention of terrorism
as a dominant tactic and the move towards a peaceful, political solution. It may be intuitive to believe that
individuals will make such decisions based on the reasoning for the divide or the ideology of the groups. Howev-
er, through the analysis of over forty interviews with leadership and rank and file members of the Irish Republi-
can Movement the issue of personal trust is shown to be central to the decision-making process, especially in
relation to the rank and file of the membership. This finding is concluded through the application of interpreta-
tive phenomenological analysis of four core splits in Irish republicanism from 1969 to 1997.
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“It was not clear-cut hard political people deciding. It was human
factors that was decidingwhy some people went with one side over
another.”

[(Interview with Mick Ryan, March 24, 2009)]

1. Introduction

Trust is a concept familiar and integral to all. As individuals, but also
as a society, we go through our everyday lives consciously and uncon-
sciously trusting a variety of people, organisations, systems and entities

to carry out their designated functions. As no one is fully self-sufficient
everyone requires trust in others (Bluhm, 1987). From commuting to
work to banking, eating out to posting a letter we place our trust in a
range of people. However, when this trust dissipates so too does the
effectiveness of the social structures supporting our society. Recent-
times have seen a variety of social movements and protests arise due
to a significant decline in the trust of institutions, individuals or princi-
ples. From the Arab Spring to OccupyWall Street, the Ferguson protests
to the London riots one of the central themes present was distrust; dis-
trust in the political elite, financial institutions, the police or the judicial
system.

While it is clear that trust is a vital component in our everyday
decision-making the present article aims to analyse the role that it plays
in the decision-making process of members of terrorist groups, and
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specifically allegiance decision-making within terrorist movements. This
exploratory research is based on interviews with 43 rank and file and
leadership members of the Irish Republican Movement, and analyses
the role which trust played in their allegiance decisions in the lead-up
to and aftermath of an organisational split. The research focuses on 4
splits in the movement; 1969/70, 1974, 1986 and 1997. These four splits
saw the birth of some of the most dangerous paramilitary groups in
Ireland and Britain's history, the Official IRA, Provisional IRA, INLA, Conti-
nuity IRA and Real IRA (See Morrison, 2014).

Throughout this article there is continuous reference to terrorism,
terrorists and terrorist groups. Each of these terms is contentious in
their own right, and has justified chapters, article and books to debate
their truemeaning. The aimof this article is not to enter into this debate.
However, it is recognised that it is necessary to define these first order
principles. Therefore for the purpose of this article terrorism is defined
as the employment of violence, or the threat of violence, to bring
about political effect. The aim of this action is to bring about a state of
fear in a wider audience than the direct physical victims of the initial
act or threat of violence. A terrorist incident should be defined by the
use of, or threat of, violence to bring about political effect. Therefore
terrorism is a tactic that can be employed by any individual or group,
whether they are state or non-state actors. However, in order to be de-
fined as a terrorist or a terrorist group the utility of terrorism must be
one of the dominant tactics used in order to achieve one's aims. There-
fore not everyone or every group who has utilised terrorism once
should automatically be classified as a terrorist or as a terrorist group.

In order to understand and appreciate terrorist groups, their strate-
gies, tactics and evolution we must be able to analyse their decision-
making processes and what influences them. McCormick posited that
there are three theoretical strands that can assist us in understanding
terrorist decision-making; strategic, organisational and psychological
theories (McCormick, 2003). Building on this the present article analy-
ses decision-making from a psychological point of view. Shapiro rightly
notes that any interpretation and analysis of decision-making requires a
detailed knowledge of the people involved and their roles within the
group (Shapiro, 2012). It is clear that this respect for role-specific het-
erogeneity is essential if we are to advance our understanding of terror-
ist actors and decisions theymake (Gill & Young, 2011).Within terrorist
groups, as with all other human organisations, individual actors have
different levels of experience, knowledge, influence and skills as well
as different duties within the organisation. Similarly the decisions they
make are heterogeneous. These heterogeneities must be respected
more within our research. It is out of respect for this that the analysis
hosted within this article differentiates between the individual actors
interviewed. It emphasises the importance of assessing the decision-
making of leadership and rank and file members separately.

WhileMcCormick (2003) andmany others understandably focus on
the decisions that lead to terrorist events it is also essential that in order
to gain the full understanding of what it means to be involved in a
terrorist group thatwemust also analyse those decisions that are not di-
rectly related to a violent act. Throughout the lifetime of a terrorist
group, and the careers of its individual members, the acts of violence
and the decisions leading to them only represent the sporadic peaks of
activity. While it is clear that we need to understand these peaks of vio-
lence it is whenwe also understand the troughs of non-violence thatwe
will be able to fully understandwhat itmeans to be involved in a terror-
ist group (Morrison, 2013). The present article focuses on one of these
‘troughs’, the organisational split. Specifically it assesses how and why
people decide their organisational allegiances in a post-split environ-
ment, and questions what role if any trust plays in these decisions. For
some reading this the area of organisational split, and more specifically
post-split allegiance decision-making, may seem like only a small sliver
of the terrorist experience. This may be so. However, it is only when we
truly understand each of these small slivers, and their relevance that we
can even come close to fully understanding what it means to be in-
volved in a terrorist organisation. As will be shown throughout the

article it is often times these non-violent decisions that lead an actor
to the persistent utility of violence.

Up until recently the academic community has largely ignored
organisational splits in terrorist and insurgent groups. However, recent
times has seen a modest growth in the analysis of the issue. Over the
past few years it has been shown that a competing leadership structure,
alongside the employment of tactical violence can expedite the splinter-
ing of an organisation (Asal, Brown & Dalton, 2012). It has also been
demonstrated that splits can be an integral part of the politicisation of
an erstwhile violent group (Morrison, 2014) and we now know that
the length of civil wars are not necessarily extended as a result of
organisational fragmentation (Findley & Rudloff, 2012). As can be
observed from these stated examples, and across the broader literature,
the majority of splits analysis focuses on the organisational and conflict
related factors leading to and resulting from division. However, by
examining individual decision-making the present articlemoves beyond
the more common organisational assessment. It aims to assess what in-
fluences an individual's allegiance choices. In doing so it attempts to
come closer to understanding why the resultant parent and dissident
factions emerge and how their overall levels of membership will be
decided.

This article is thereforemore in linewith Ethan Bueno deMesquita's
(2008) article ‘Terrorist Factions’. In this article Bueno de Mesquita de-
velops a model to ascertain what factors may affect terrorist
mobilisation and the likelihood of a splinter faction developing. Howev-
er, in order to inform this organisational analysis Bueno de Mesquita
also questioned why members of a continuum of potential terrorists
would align themselves with one side over the other. In doing so he
rightly states that the allegiance decision-making can be made as a
result of ideological and/or non-ideological factors. Referencing Stern
(2003) he states that these non-ideological factorsmay include the cha-
risma of the leader and the level of private goods the faction can afford
to provide. However, as has been previously stated the present article
assesses a previously under-researched non-ideological factor bypassed
by Bueno de Mesquita and others, the factor of trust. While the aim of
both this article and Bueno de Mesquita's may seem similar, namely
assessing why people will choose one side over the other, the ap-
proaches to answering this question are starkly different. While Bueno
de Mesquita utilises algorithmic modelling the present article analyses
data gathered through an extensive interview process. These should
not be seen to be in competition with each other. On the contrary
these, and other future research on the area, should be regarded as com-
plimentary and developing our knowledge of the topic.

Terrorist groups the world over have defined, and legitimised, their
existence based on their ideological and strategic foundations. It can
therefore be at times intuitive to presume, and easy to find evidence
to support, that individual members and supporters join, align and
stay with the groups based on these same ideological beliefs and strat-
egies. Bin Hassan (2006) claims that it is ideology that drives and moti-
vates terrorists. Orsini (2012) in his research on the Italian Red Brigades
cautions against making group wide generalisations, yet goes on to
claim that all of the murders carried out by the Red Brigades draws
one's attention to the causal power of ideology. However, as is acknowl-
edged by each of Bin Hassan (2006), Bueno de Mesquita (2008) and
Orsini (2012) ideological commitment on its own is insufficient to
explain why an individual may become involved, and stay involved,
with a terrorist group. Taylor and Horgan outline that irrespective of
ideology, politics or social processes that engagement in terrorist behav-
iour essentially involves an individual having and taking an opportunity
to partake in terrorist behaviour (Taylor & Horgan, 2006). Developing
on this in order to align with, and join, a specific terrorist organisation
irrespective of one's ideological beliefs and strategic support for the util-
ity of violence, onemust also have an opportunity. By accepting this we
must then ask ‘what creates this opportunity?’While there are a variety
of factors whichmay bring it about the present article will focus on one
of the most under researched. That factor is trust.
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