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Abstract 

Since the World Trade Center bombings on September 11, 2001, terrorism has become a 

familiar word to many American citizens. Terrorism has been present in countries all 

over the world, including the United States, conducted by human actors across the lines 

of religions, races, gender, and ethnicity for decades before it was so keenly felt in the 

United States almost nineteen years ago. In the wake of the 9/11 attack, the perception 

many Americans’ have on terrorism and terrorists has been shaped by the national media 

in variety of ways. This research investigates conceptions of terrorism through qualitative 

methods using in-person, semi-structured, guided interviews with eight rural Montanan 

citizens. This research aids the understanding of how individuals, who have never 

experienced terrorism firsthand, perceive and understand terrorism. Pivotal concepts of 

Orientalism, developed by Edward Said, provide the theoretical framework used to 

support this research. Findings complement the literature on media and terrorism and 

provide further application and critique of Orientalism to contemporary issues on 

terrorism.  
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Rural Perspectives on Terrorism: 

A Study Based in Helena Montana 

 

During the 1990s, the United States experienced two significant acts of terrorism, the 

World Trade Center bombing in February 1993, and the Oklahoma City Bombing in 

April 1995. Both events caught Americans’ attention on terrorism in the United States, 

although it was not until after the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on 

September 11, 2001 that the U.S. government began taking against terrorism more 

seriously. As a result of the 9/11 events, over the past nineteen years, terrorism has 

become a primary interest of national security in the United States, and almost daily on 

the minds of the nations’ citizens. In the wake of violent acts such as those of September 

2001, the historical aspects that lead up to acts of terrorism are often forgotten, cultural 

differences are often overlooked, and sociological aspects are hardly considered. Finally, 

the media continues to significantly shape the perceptions of terrorism, despite using 

often distorted information, only exacerbates the more accurate understanding. 

The primary purpose of this study is to understand the way rural Western citizens 

in Montana perceive terrorism. Therefore, the research question proposed is ‘what is the 

perception of terrorism among rural Western citizens in Montana who have never 

experienced terrorism first-hand? Since the media is very much a part of average 

Americans’ daily lives, various aspects of the media and how the media influences 

American opinions are necessary elements for this study of rural perspectives on 

terrorism. Additionally, the research aims to discover to what extent Western 

ethnocentric values and Orientalism affect perceptions of terrorism. To reach its 

conclusion, the research process includes collecting original data from participants in a 

rural Western community.  
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This research is essential because the perception of terrorism among all U.S. 

citizens influences policymaking and who is elected into political office, especially when 

international issues and national security are a part of a politician’s political agenda. 

More importantly, the perception of terrorism influences the way U.S. citizens view and 

treat those affiliated with the stereotypical characteristics of a terrorist, such as being of 

Middle Eastern descent or wearing religious garbs that indicate one is Muslim. Terrorism 

is a social problem alone, but to add on components that create prejudice, racism, and 

biases within the general public can generate other social problems such as human rights 

abuses and unequal treatment to those subject to false stereotypes.  

SOCIOLOGICAL CONCEPTS AND THEORIES 

Two sociological concepts used throughout this research are ethnocentrism and 

Orientalism. James M. Henslin (2017), author of Sociology: A Down-To-Earth Approach, 

defines ethnocentrism as the use of one’s own culture as a yardstick for judging another 

culture (P. 37). Additionally, Sociologist William Sumner, as cited in Henslin (2017), 

describes ethnocentrism as when “one’s own group is the center of everything, and all 

others are scaled and rated with reference to it” (P. 3). Orientalism is the second 

sociological concept used in this research. Scott Appelrouth and Desfor Edles (2016) 

summarize Orientalism in their book Classical and Contemporary Sociological Theory: 

Text and Readings, as an institutionalized “field of academic study aimed at discovering 

and understanding all things Oriental,” which includes multiple dimensions such as 

political power/domination, prejudice/racism, and manipulated meanings (P. 707). 

Orientalism is the driving theoretical framework of this research. 
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Orientalism 

The definition of Orientalism used in this research is the theoretical concept 

introduced first by sociologist and cultural critic Edward Said. Although Said did not coin 

the term Orientalism until 1978 when he published his book Orientalism, Said claims that 

the practice of Orientalism has existed since 1798 when Napoleon invaded Egypt 

(Appelrouth and Edles 2016:708). Since that time, other significant global events have 

contributed to the structuring of Orientalism. The 1893 World Fairs held in Paris, 

London, Vienna, and Chicago are prime examples of Western events that contributed to 

“shaping Western attitudes towards ‘non-western’ peoples, cultures, and societies” 

(Clancy-Smith and Smith 2014:48). Modern events, academics, and media play similar 

roles in shaping Western attitudes towards all cultures non-western today, as the World 

Fairs did over 100 years ago. The ‘non-western’ people, cultures, and societies referred to 

in Orientalism are non-European, which include the Near East (also known as the Middle 

East) and the Far East (Asia) (Appelrouth and Edles 2016:702). However, to Said, the 

Orientalism refers specifically to the Middle Eastern/Arab world. 

Appelrouth and Edles (2016) outline the main principles of Orientalism from 

excerpts by Edward Said in their book Classical and Contemporary Sociological Theory: 

Texts and Readings. Orientalism is a multidimensional concept summarized by 

Appelrouth and Edles (2016) in three elements. First, Orientalism is an institutionalized 

academic study of the Orient (all things Middle Eastern), guided by Western scholars (P. 

702-703). This area of scholarship includes the Oriental culture, language, history, 

translation of texts, geography, religions, laws, academics, economics, and politics (P. 

702/707). Said dedicates much of his focus on how the academic realm of Orientalism 



RURAL PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM 9 

creates means to control Muslims and all things Middle Eastern not by military force but 

through scientific texts (P. 708). 

The second element of Orientalism is a style of thought; “ideological 

suppositions, images, and fantasies about a region of the world called the Orient” (Said as 

cited in Appelrouth and Edles 2016:703). In this element of Orientalism, Western 

scholars and diplomats render the Orient as a lesser racial/biological group and culture 

that is “singularly backward, degenerate, uncivilized, and morally corrupt” (Appelrouth 

and Edles 2016:703). Clancy-Smith and Smith (2014), authors of The Modern Middle 

East and North Africa: A History in Documents, further explain how Orientalism as a 

collective Western attitude has divided Western and Eastern societies (P. 22). The 

collective attitudes and ways of thinking about Easterners that reflect attributes of 

Orientalism has created a makeshift ‘us’ versus ‘them division, where the ‘us’ are 

Westerners, and the ‘them’ are Easterners (P. 22). 

The third element of Orientalism described by Appelrouth and Edles (2016) is a 

source of power (P. 703). Said states that Orientalism is “dominating, restructuring, and 

having authority over the Orient” (Said as cited in Appelrouth and Edles 2016:703). 

Additionally, Said includes that “Orientalism is a world of power and representation, a 

world that came into being as a series of decisions made by writers, politicians, 

philosophers to suggest or adumbrate one reality and at the same time efface others” 

(Said as cited in Appelrouth and Edles 2016:705). Essentially, Orientalism is the 

perception that the Orient exists “because of, and for, the West, not because of its own 

internal reality” (2016:705). Orientalism today is significant in understanding cultural 
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perspectives on terrorism, as many acts of terrorism are perceived to come from those of 

Middle Eastern cultures, essentially Said’s “Orient.”  

In summary, Sut Jhally, a professor of communication at the University of 

Massachusetts Amherst, whose work focuses on cultural studies, advertising, media, and 

consumption explains that Orientalism is preconceived notions on all things Oriental or 

Middle Eastern typically driven by Western scholars or other Western influences (Media 

Education Foundation 2012). The influences are not innocent in nature, but rather 

motivated by meeting specific goals (Sut Jhally as cited in Media Education Foundation 

2012). Because of these goals, Westerners often distort the image of the Orient and all 

things Middle Eastern (Sut Jhally as cited in Media Education Foundation 2012). The 

theory is applied to the research on terrorism because terrorism, through the media and 

politics, has been projected on mainly Middle Easterners, further distorting their image, 

making them look different than Westerners and therefor threatening to the West (Sut 

Jhally as cited in Media Education Foundation 2012); which is found evident in the 

following literature review.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Perceptions of Terrorism 

Addressing two factors may help people understand terrorism better. The first 

factor is knowing when and where terrorism began. However, not one specific event in 

history marks the dawn of terrorism, and according to Jack Kalpakian, author of 

“Technical Aspects of Terrorism,” “terrorism is probably as old as human conflict” 

(2003:92). The second factor is knowing the definition of terrorism, but defining 

terrorism raises complications; that is, there is no one universal definition of terrorism. 
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One reason why there is no standard definition of terrorism is that all people within every 

society cannot agree on the contended topic. Different societies and groups of people 

define terrorism differently based on their roles and relationship to the phenomenon.  

As terrorism continues to be studied, new definitions of terrorism arise. Russell 

Farnen, the author of “Media and Terrorists,” explains that during the 1980s, over one 

hundred definitions of terrorism were created (2014:258). Christopher Clapham, the 

author of “Terrorism in Africa: Problems of Definitions, History, and Development,” 

identifies one of many problems with defining terrorism and that is that “Definitions of 

terrorism are correspondingly heavily influenced by the compulsion to build the need for 

condemnation into the identification of the phenomenon itself” (2003:25). Listed next are 

a few definitions of terrorism created across time, which supports Clapham’s critique of 

defining terrorism. The few definitions provided are intended to help people understand 

different perceptions of terrorism while identifying different complexities across cultures 

and social life. 

Terrorism as a challenge to authority. Martha Crenshaw was one of many 

scholars who significantly studied terrorism in the 1980s. In her article, “The Causes of 

Terrorism,” (1981), Crenshaw analyzes terrorism as a form of psychological control and 

a challenge to an authority of the state. Crenshaw (1981) states that “the term terrorism 

was coined to describe the systematic inducement of fear and anxiety to control and 

direct a civilian population” (P. 380). Crenshaw specifically refers to the French 

Revolution in 1789 and further summarizes that the phenomenon of terrorism was a 

challenge to the authority of the state when trying to recreate mass uprisings during the 

French Revolution (P. 380). One of the primary causes of terrorism is a lack of 
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participation in political decision-making, turning terrorism into a form of radical 

grievance. According to Crenshaw (1981), one societal condition that justifies terrorism 

in the mind of a terrorist is the “existence of concrete grievances among an identifiable 

subgroup of a larger population” (P. 383). Essentially, terrorism is a social movement in 

response to political suppression, which has also been defined as “political violence.” 

Terrorism defined in U.S. politics. Edward Said explains that American 

Orientalism, is more polarized compared to European Orientalism (Media Education 

Foundation 2012). Often, high ranking officials or elite members of society create biased 

definitions of terrorism that the public views as truth. Farnen (2014) summarizes that 

national spokespersons such as presidents and prime ministers (Western political leaders) 

help frame terrorist events, especially through their ability to define and declare crisis (P. 

287). However, lower level politicians other than presidents and prime ministers also 

carry power when influencing terrorism. Sociologist Austin T. Turk states that “the 

construction and selective application of definitions of terrorism are embedded in the 

dynamics of political conflicts, where ideological warfare to cast the enemy as an 

evildoer is a dimension of the struggle to win support for one’s own cause” (2004:273). 

For example, L. Paul Bremer, former U.S. Ambassador-at-Large for Counterterrorism 

during the 1980s, argued that the most significant characteristic of terrorism is that “it 

despises and seeks to destroy the fundamentals of Western democracy - respect for 

individuals and the rule of law” (Farnen 2014:257). Another example comes from John 

Whitehead, former Deputy Secretary of State in 1987, who stated that terrorism is “a 

strategy and a tool of those who reject the norms and values of civilized people 

everywhere” (Farnen 2014:257). Both perceptions from the former politicians 
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demonstrate how elite members of the United States have the power to create 

ethnocentric definitions of terrorism not shared by all. 

 Terrorism defined by U.S. government agencies. Superpower nations, such as the 

United States, are highly influential in shaping perspectives on terrorism, such as labeling 

who is a terrorist and what is considered an act of terrorism. For example, Joshua Sinai 

(2008), author of “How to Define Terrorism,” provides information that in 1983 the 

United States Department of State (DOS) defined terrorism as “premeditated, politically 

motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by subnational groups or 

clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an audience” (P. 9).  

More recently, several U.S. government agencies use a similar definition of 

terrorism. As of September 2019, the CIA derives the current definition of terrorism from 

Title 22 of the US Code, Section 2656f(d) which states that the term terrorism means 

“premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets 

by subnational groups or clandestine agents” (Office of the Law Revision Counsel 2019). 

The definition is almost identical to the definition used by the DOS in 1983 except the 

last portion which stated, “usually intended to influence an audience” has been since 

removed.  

Most intelligence agencies use similar definition as the CIA, including the US 

military and the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). However, the FBI defines two 

different forms of terrorism: international and domestic. The FBI defines international 

terrorism as acts “Perpetrated by individuals and/or groups inspired by or associated with 

designated foreign terrorist organizations or nations (state-sponsored),” and domestic 

terrorism as acts “Perpetrated by individuals and/or groups inspired by or associated with 
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primarily U.S.-based movements that espouse extremist ideologies of a political, 

religious, social, racial, or environmental nature” (FBI 2020). 

 Terrorism defined by international law and the United Nations. International law 

does not provide a single definition of terrorism, but the United Nations (UN) Security 

Council Resolution 1566 (enacted in 2004) provides a good attempt. The United Nations 

Security Council states in Resolution 1566 that terrorism refers to:  

Criminal acts, including against civilians, committed with the intent to cause 

death or serious bodily injury, or taking of hostages, with the purpose to provoke 

a state of terror in the general public or in a group of persons or particular 

persons, intimidate a population or compel a government or an international 

organization to do or to abstain from doing any act (P. 2). 

 

Terrorism as an operational response. One of the most interesting perspectives on 

terrorism is the perspective that terrorism is a practical response to an operational 

problem (Clapham 2003:25). Although Clapham also believes that terrorism is “a 

distinctive form political action” (2003:25); he emphasizes that the defining characteristic 

of terrorism is the idea of “operating in a space that [terrorists] do not control” (2003:29). 

Because of this distinct characteristic, Clapham outlines the main difference between 

terrorism and guerrilla warfare as the fact that the “perpetrators [the terrorists] have to 

operate within a territory that is effectively controlled by their enemies, and in which they 

must therefore evade detection on an individual basis” (2003:26). Though this 

characteristic may sound similar to guerrilla warfare, the distinctive difference is that “it 

is possible for a guerrilla soldier to wear a uniform,” where it is not possible for a terrorist 

to wear a uniform because terrorists must “evade detection” at all times (2003:26). 

Clapham’s definition is unique to this literature review because Clapham definition 
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focuses on geospatial aspects and does not focus on motivational factors behind 

terrorism. 

Concluding thoughts on the definition of terrorism. There is not just one 

definition of terrorism. Throughout history, to list just a few, terrorism has been identified 

as an idea, psychological control, a grievance process, a challenge to authority, political 

violence, and a form of operational response. The way dominant agencies in the United 

States of America view terrorism differs drastically from the way the United Nations or 

scholars on terrorism in Africa view terrorism. Regardless of the definition, terrorism 

remains a social problem, but defining terrorism is a method and means to control the 

phenomena and to fulfill a perspective or agenda by different groups of actors. Farnen 

(2014) summarizes this best when stating, “By defining terrorism, any administration can 

control and own the problem” (Farnen 2014:254). 

Media Influences on the Perception of Terrorism 

 It is impossible to study terrorism without considering the role of the media, 

because the media in the United States carries much weight in shaping American 

perspectives of terrorism. For this research, three factors pertaining to the media are 

considered. First is understanding the structural foundation of crime media reporting 

(including reporting on terrorism) in the United States. Second is understanding how the 

media is ethnocentric in reporting terrorism, and in return, aides the development of 

ethnocentric perspectives of terrorism in American minds. Third is understanding how 

the media fuels the existence of terrorism.  

 Structure of U.S. crime media. Jewkes and Linnemann (2018) identify twelve sets 

of values which make news “newsworthy” in their book Media and Crime in the U.S. 
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Those values are threshold, predictability, simplification, individualism, risk, sex, 

celebrity or high-status persons, proximity, violence or conflict, visual spectacle or 

geographic imagery, children, and conservative ideology/political diversion (P. 46-47). 

Of course, not every one of the twelve values may apply to news coverage on terrorism, 

but the most significant news values found applicable to this research are simplification, 

individualism, proximity, and violence/conflict. 

 The media must simplify terrorism for several reasons. First, news broadcasters 

simplify news coverage to maintain the attention of the audience (Jewkes and Linnemann 

2018:49). Second, news broadcasters aim to narrow the meaning of complex events to a 

singular meaning. The media prefers to reduce complex events to singular meanings 

because complex events take a long time to unfold and the media is limited to daily or 

hourly time frames (Jewkes and Linnemann 2018:49). Essentially the process of 

simplification erases the shades of gray and turns complex events into simple, one-line 

summaries. Mythen and Walklate, as cited in Jewkes and Linnemann (2018), summarize 

the simplification of media coverage on terrorists as “leaving little room for rational 

attempts to understand the values, objectives, and grievances of these individuals and 

instead reduces them to simplified inhuman objects of hate” (P. 51). Farnen (2014) adds 

to this idea when identifying how the media seldom provides viewers with background 

information, data within context, or parallel information needed to follow a story in depth 

over a lengthy amount of time (P. 262). 

 Individualism is the second newsworthy value where Jewkes and Linnemann 

emphasize the personal ethnocentric and biased interpretations of terrorism in the 

“individual” component of the media. The “individual” component includes people on 
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the reporting and receiving end of all the media outlets. Individuals use their definitions 

of crime/terrorism to rationalize events, and in return, an individual’s response to 

crime/terrorism lack political and cultural explanations of an event (P. 51). Jewkes and 

Linnemann’s concept on individualism also contributes to simplifying news media 

because when people on the receiving end of news media “lack political and cultural 

explanations of an event,” the news begins to appeal to “human interest” interpretations 

of the news can become distorted (2018:51). 

 The third newsworthy value is proximity. Proximity refers to spatial (nearness) 

and cultural (relevance) dynamics of an event (Jewkes and Linnemann 2018:59). Jewkes 

and Linnemann criticize North American media and North American public when 

identifying the lack of interest in world affairs as well as only focusing on events within 

North American boundaries (2018:59). Terrorism occurs daily and has for decades; 

however, United States citizens become most interested in terrorism when a terrorist 

attack occurs within the United States borders.  

Finally, violence and conflict are the last categories that draw “newsworthy” 

attention to terrorism. Crime-media thrives off violence and conflict because the 

opportunity to present dramatic events in the most graphic fashion possible catches the 

attention of the masses (Jewkes and Linnemann 2018:62). Farnen (2014) identifies 

additional components of the media that specifically relate to terrorism. Farnen explains 

that media coverage must include an element of uniqueness (new, fresh), timeliness 

(critical, crisis, recent), entertainment (pathos, drama), adventurousness (dangerous, 

unfolding, risky, life-or-death), and elements to which viewers can connect or relate 

(human identification, victimization) (P. 263). Because of this newsworthy characteristic, 
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the population that relies on news media as their primary source of information will only 

understand terrorism through the lens that news media intends 

Ethnocentrism in the U.S. media. Next, Jewkes and Linnemann (2018) criticize 

U.S. news media for becoming more prone to ethnocentrism because U.S. news media 

has a “tendency to look inward for its news coverage” (P. 59). Although terrorism has 

occurred for centuries (at least), terrorism only became a concern to the average 

American when attacks began occurring within the United States. Carrington and Hogg 

(2002) as cited in Jewkes and Linnemann (2015) state that “For those not of the ‘First 

World,’ there have been other ‘September 11ths’ that have received little, if any media 

coverage in the West” (P. 59). Peter Kornbluh (2016), author of “The Declassified 

Pinochet File: Delivering the Verdict of History,” provides an excellent example of a 

different event that occurred on September 11 that he refers to as “the original 9/11” (P. 

203). On September 11, 1973 “the Chilean military attacked La Moneda palace in 

Santiago [Chile] to initiate the vicious coup that brought General Augusto Pinochet to 

power” and essentially overthrew the Socialist President of the Republic, Salvador 

Allende (Kornbluh 2016:203). For seventeen years the military dictatorship of the 

Pinochet Regime violated human rights via kidnapping, torture, and death to thousands of 

Chileans (Kornbluh 2016:203).  

Both events on September 11, the attack on the twin towers in New York City in 

2001 and the 1973 Chilean coup d'état, significantly impacted two different nations. 

However, when recalling events of 9/11, few people in the United States refer to the 

Chilean’s 9/11 and most refer to the 9/11 in New York City in 2001. The provided 

examples supports Jewkes and Linnemann’s argument when they explain that American 
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news media, and the American public has become ethnocentric because both “lack 

interest in world affairs” and focus more on events “that occur within our own 

boundaries” (P. 59). 

 Fueling of terrorism via the media. Terrorism receives a lot of media coverage. 

For example, according to sociologist David Altheide, “more media attention was given 

to the hostages of Iran than any single even in history, including the Vietnam War” 

(Altheide as cited in Farnen 2014:266). The Iranian Hostage Crisis began on November 

4, 1979, when revolutionary Iranian students seized the American embassy in Tehran, 

Iran, and detained fifty-two American employees and held them as hostages for four 

hundred and forty-four days (National Archives, 2020). Another example focused on 

specific individuals includes media coverage on Osama bin Laden compared to former 

President George W. Bush. According to Yaeli Bloch-Elkon (2011), author of “Trends: 

Public Perception and the Threat of International Terrorism,” he explains that during 

several months after the attack on the World Trade Center in 2001, Osama Bin Laden 

received more news coverage and attention by the media than former President George 

W. Bush (Bloch-Elkon 2011:366).  

To summarize the fueling of opinions on terrorism by the media, Farnen explains 

how the current idea of terrorism is a product of social construction delivered by the 

media; “What we know as terrorism is actually a media creation; mass media define, 

delimit, delegitimize, and discredit events that we have not actually seen, but that we all 

instantly recognize as terrorist acts” (2014:252). Without the amount of media coverage 

on terrorism, the concept of terrorism would be a whole different social phenomenon than 

what it is today, if anything at all. To conclude, Anzovin, as cited in Farnen (2014), 



RURAL PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM 20 

explain that “Without television, terrorism becomes rather like the philosopher’s 

hypothetical tree falling in the forest: no one hears it fall and therefore it has no reason 

for being” (P. 267). Without mass audiences on the receiving end of media outlets, 

terrorism could not exist in its present form (Farnen 2014:252). 

METHODOLOGY 

Population Sample 

The target population for the research was rural, local, Montana-residents, who 

were at least eighteen years of age, and who have not experienced terrorism firsthand. A 

convenience sample was used when selecting participants. The decision to use a 

convenience sample was prompted by the work of Emily S. Adler and Roger Clark 

(2015), authors of An Invitation to Social Research: How It’s Done, who argue that 

convenience samples are relatively inexpensive, and yet, they still yield results that are 

provocative and plausible (P. 120). Furthermore, a purposive sample was used within the 

convenience sample where particular characteristics of participants were sought out to 

create a balanced, diverse population sample. 

The balanced characteristics of the participants included gender and age. Gender 

was balanced by including four men and four women in the participation sample. Of the 

four men and four women, age was balanced. There were two participants per age 

bracket, one male and one female, with a total of four age brackets. The age brackets 

ranged from age eighteen to twenty-nine, thirty to forty-four, forty-five to sixty, and 

sixty-one and older.  

The diverse characteristics considered were religious affiliation, ethnicity, type of 

education, and occupations. Because it was impossible to create an equal balance of these 
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characteristics, they were considered as additional influential factors to the perception of 

terrorism, while age, gender, and rural status were the primary factors for analysis. In 

total, the eight participants had different levels of education, including one participant 

with no high school diploma, one participant with an associate degree, and six 

participants with a bachelor’s degrees, and three participants with a master’s degree. 

Their backgrounds included various fields of study, such as English, biology, math, 

chemistry, and political science. The disciplines of the master’s degrees included 

science/biology, divinity, and business administration. Finally, occupational backgrounds 

included small business owners, administrative work, social work, financial management, 

data analysis, corrections, general management, and a pastorship. 

Data Collection   

The qualitative method used for data collection was semi-structured, in-person, 

guided interviewing. Each guided interview ranged anywhere from an hour and ten 

minutes to an hour and forty-five minutes. The respondents were asked a series of open-

ended questions where they answered using their own words based on their perceptions. 

The respondents were encouraged to elaborate with as much detail as possible. Often, 

probing questions were used to encourage the participant to answer further (i.e., “can you 

elaborate on …” or “can you explain what you mean by …”). Probing questions alluded 

to information already given by the participant to avoid initiating new ideas that were not 

part of the participant’s original thought. 

The data were recorded through two methods. First, a face sheet was used for 

each participant, which included the interview dates, participants’ assigned interview 

number, and relevant social characteristics (See Appendix A). Additionally, a hard copy 
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of the interview instrument was present where minute field notes were taken during the 

interview (See Appendix B and C). Second, the interviews were recorded using a Live 

Scribe 2GB Echo Smartpen to collect detailed and specific field notes. Upon recording 

the data, the interviews were transcribed manually and then analyzed by the researcher. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Rural Relationships to Terrorism 

The intent of selecting a rural population was to understand two elements: how 

rural people perceive terrorism who have never experienced terrorism firsthand, and to 

understand why they perceive terrorism the way they do. Most of the participants 

appeared to talk about terrorism, or matters related to terrorism, through personal 

interests, personal connections, experiences, or aspects about themselves they highly 

value. For example, participant 1 stated she is very interested in history. Therefore, she 

focused much of her perspectives on terrorism around historical events such as the Nazi 

Regime and the founding of America by Europeans. While discussing the founding of 

American, the participant mostly focused on acts of terrorism against the Native 

Americans. It is highly probable that the participant spent much time talking about Native 

Americans for two reasons. First, she has lived near Indian reservations as a Montana 

resident her entire life. As a result, she interacts with Native Americans regularly. 

Second, the participant works in a treatment facility where Native Americans represent a 

large portion of the women at the treatment center. The participant appeared to focus 

much of her thoughts and perspectives on terrorism toward Native Americans because of 

the vast amount of interaction she was with Native Americans daily. 
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Another participant who related to terrorism through his work experiences was 

participant 7, a pastor. As a pastor, the participant focused much of his discussion toward 

humanity, as he tried to understand the way others feel who have directly experienced 

acts of terrorism, acts of violence, or human rights violations. For example, while 

discussing 9/11, the participant explained that instead of wondering why 9/11 occurred, 

he thought about what people felt during the attack. For example, he wondered out loud 

how those felt who did not go to work that day, and therefore survived because they were 

not at the scene when the attack occurred. Of all the participants, he was the most open to 

the idea that terrorism is a perception and has spent much of his life trying to understand 

other perceptions of conflict from war to 9/11. He spoke about historical events and 

empathized with differing perspectives such as the founding of America by Europeans, 

the Israel/Palestinian conflict, and the separation of children at the border between the 

United States and Mexico during the Trump administration. Finally, the participant 

emphasized how removed he is (and was) from grand scale events to the extent that he 

has never seen footage of the aircraft crashing into the twin towers on 9/11.  

Several of the participants had personal ties to specific events which profoundly 

influenced their perspectives on terrorism. For example, while discussing 9/11, 

participant 3 stated that her thoughts immediately go to her husband, as he was 

discharged from the military just one week prior to the attack. The participant referred to 

her husband frequently throughout the interview, most likely because she recalled the 

emotions that she felt during 9/11. Participant 3 also had strong personal beliefs which 

influenced her to focus on the conflict in other regions of the world. As a devoted 

Christian, the participant stated in her interview that she is pro-Israel and spent 
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considerable time talking about the Israel/Palestinian conflict and her views on terrorism 

in that region of the world. 

Participant 6 related to terrorism through personal circumstances and family 

connections. He explained that when he thinks of terrorism, he always thinks of the 2017 

Las Vegas Shooter because he is related to the man who was the Bishop of Las Vegas at 

the time when the attack occurred. Although the participant was not directly involved in 

the Las Vegas shooting, his family’s geographical connections to Las Vegas influenced 

his initial thoughts about terrorism. Additionally, participant 6 appeared sensitive toward 

acts of violence committed toward children. Since participant 6 works at an organization 

that helps troubled youth, his occupational experiences may explain why the participant 

focused much of his discussion on school shootings as acts of terrorism. After talking 

about 9/11, the participant stated that “Sandy Hook has to be, I think, the next big act of 

terror.” While discussing the Sandy Hook event, the participant stated that he resonates 

with Sandy Hook because he physically identifies with the shooter since he is also a 

young, white, male. Although the participant does not know the perpetrator of the Sandy 

Hook Elementary School Shooting, nor was he present at the shooting, the participant 

vested additional thoughts toward acts of terrorism where he physically identified with 

the perpetrator. This was evident when the participant stated, “’cause I identified with the 

shooter where it was just like ‘how could someone like, almost like me, how could 

someone like me do that?’” Participant 4, another young, white male, also focused on 

school shootings as the primary act of terrorism in the United States.  

Other connections to terrorism were belief systems and values. Similar to 

participant 3, participant 2 appeared to also relate to terrorism based on her personal 
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beliefs and values. Participant 2 is a devout Catholic who focused much of her topics on 

terrorism around religious and political aspects in the United States as well as the Middle 

East. Mental health was another significant theme for the participant while discussing the 

attributes of terrorists and things that cause terrorism. 

The only participant who focused more attention on domestic acts of terrorism, 

other than school shootings, was participant 5. Participant 5 focused her discussion 

primarily toward the Oklahoma City Bomber for two possible reasons. First, the 

participant was old enough to have memoires of this event when it occurred. Even more 

so, the Oklahoma City Bombing was one of the first acts of domestic terrorism identified 

by U.S. government and law officials and therefore domestic terrorism was a newer 

phenomenon during this time of the participants life.  

Finally, formal education influenced and shaped perspectives on terrorism for 

some of the participants. For example, participant 8 has a formal education with a 

bachelor’s degree in political science and an MBA (Master of Business Administration). 

As a result, participant 8 focused much of his discussion toward the political nature of 

terrorism. He stated at the beginning of the interview that terrorism is “acts of violence 

for a political end,” and terrorists engage in terrorism “to achieve some type of political 

objective.” The participant also shared personal stories on how he relates to terrorism, 

such as being in New York before the World Trade Center’s fell and returning to New 

York and seeing “Ground Zero.” Additionally, the participant connected other thoughts 

on terrorism to ancestral affiliates. The participant mentioned his Irish ancestry and spoke 

about terrorism in Northern Ireland and how his father’s family was affiliated with the 

conflict in Northern Ireland because of their nationality. 
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Essentially, the rural participants of this study, and arguably many other 

individuals who have never experienced terrorism firsthand, appear to relate to terrorism 

to the attributes and experiences in their personal lives. The way each participant relates 

to terrorism contributes to the way the participants perceive terrorism on the topics in the 

following categories of the findings. 

Terrorism Defined 

While asking the participants what terrorism meant to them, all the participants 

immediately began by defining the word. All participants provided more than one 

definition of terrorism and continued to define terrorism throughout the interview. Most 

of the participants provided definitions of terrorism that included emotional and physical 

attributes, such as fear and violence, as well as intangible aspects including ideas that 

focused on elements of power. 

Typically, the participants definitions of terrorism touched on more than one 

category or aspect, making their definitions difficult to analyze. For example, the 

participants often combined the words violence and fear in the same definition, where 

violence describes the acts, and fear describes the emotion or feeling that results from the 

acts. Participant 2 used both words in two of her definitions of terrorism. She explained 

that terrorism is to “insight fear with violence against people,” as well as an “act by a 

person or individuals or groups that want to insight fear in their target.” Participant 3 did 

the same and explained that terrorism is “when you’re trying to put fear into people, 

through violence.” Participant 6 defined terrorism as “any violent crime that is done in 

the name of fear and causing fear in people.” Finally, participant 4 substituted the word 

violence with the word harm and defined terrorism as “committing acts of harm in order 
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to instill fear.” In essence, fear was a predominant word used to define terrorism by six of 

the eight participants. 

Several of the participants identified an element of power while defining 

terrorism. Participant 7 incorporated the word fear and power in his definition and stated 

that terrorism is “something that someone does that is intended to make people afraid 

with the purpose of giving them power over you, or control over you.” While participant 

7 believes that terrorism gives terrorists power, participant 1 believes that terrorism is a 

“false sense of power.” Although participant 2 did not use the word power in her 

definition, she explained that she views terrorism as a “bullying act” where terrorists 

“want to come in and have the upper hand.” Other words associated with power while 

defining terrorism were domination and control. 

Another focus while defining terrorism was the physical attributes. For example, 

participant 5 stated, “It’s the act that makes you a terrorist.” Participant 2 was adamant in 

her explanation and denoted acts of terrorism as “actuated force,” “actuated beliefs,” and 

“actuated anger,” meaning the participant views acts of terrorism as predominately 

physical in nature. Furthermore, participant 1 described terrorism as acts of “destruction 

and mayhem.” Although most the participants identified physical attributes of terrorism, 

several of the participants also identified that terrorism does not always have to be 

physical. Non-physical acts of terrorism identified by the participants included political 

acts as well as cyber terrorism.  

Finally, two of the participants defined terrorism while associating the definition 

with specific terminology. Participant 5 associated terrorism as a “contemporary term,” 

while participant 4 stated that terrorism “seems like it’s mostly a political term.” Several 
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of the participants also explained that terrorism is simply the label used in this modern 

era, and someone labeled as a terrorist today may have been labeled as something else 

one-hundred-years ago. Finally, participant 4 concluded humbly and stated, “I mean, we 

talked about it for an hour, and I still don’t know – like, I don’t have a definition for it.” 

Terrorists  

 People identified as terrorists. Throughout the interviews, most participants 

identified people they viewed as terrorists using broad categories of terrorist acts, such as 

“school shooters” or “airline hijackers,” however, the participants identified very few 

people they considered terrorist by name. One of the research hypotheses included that 

most of the participants would mention the name Osama Bin Laden; however, only half 

of the participants mentioned his name. Another hypothesis of the research was that most 

of the participants would have mentioned the Unabomber because the FBI captured the 

Unabomber in 1996 near Lincoln, Montana (FBI 2020). Only participant 1 and 4 

mentioned the Unabomber but spent no time discussing the domestic terrorist or his case.  

Other names identified as terrorists were Hitler by participant 1, Genghis Khan by 

participant 6, and Terry Nichols by participant 8. The most propounding name identified 

as a terrorist came from participant 1 when she stated, “I personally think Trump’s a 

terrorist.” Participant 7 also mentioned Trump and his affiliations to terrorism. However, 

participant 7 did not identify Trump directly as a terrorist, rather as a supporter of policies 

that induce terrorism. 

Attributes Associated with Terrorists 

 During the interview, the participants viewed four images of people that U.S. 

government officials have identified as terrorists (see Appendix D). The purpose of this 
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portion of the interview was to gather information on attributes associated with terrorists. 

The images included Anwar al-Awlaki, an American terrorist cleric who became a senior 

recruiter and motivator for al-Qaeda during the early 2000s. The second image was of 

Leila Khaled, an airline hijacker who hijacked aircraft in 1969 and 1970. The third was 

Anders Breivik, a domestic far-right terrorist to Norway who committed his acts of 

terrorism in 2011. The final image was of Timothy McVeigh, a domestic terrorist to the 

U.S., also known as the Oklahoma City Bomber of 1995. The attributes analyzed in this 

portion of the interviews were ethnicity and nationality, gender, social class, and 

domestic versus international terrorists. The attributes analyzed in this portion of the 

interviews were ethnicity and nationality, gender, social class, and domestic versus 

international terrorists. 

 Anwar al-Awlaki. While showing the participants the image of al-Awlaki, none 

of the participants knew or attempted to guess who he was. I chose the image of Anwar 

al-Awlaki because, according to Aimen Dean, Paul Cruickshank, and Tim Lister, authors 

of Nine Lives: My Time as MI6’s Top Spy Inside Al-Qaeda, al-Awlaki was an American 

born in New Mexico to Yemeni parents (2018:290). Later in life, al-Awlaki played a 

crucial role in recruiting people to engage in “individual terrorism” and partook in 

“masterminding terrorist plots against American passenger jets” for al-Qaeda (Dean et al. 

2018:290 footnotes). Upon viewing the photo, all the participants said something positive 

about the image. For example, they said that al-Awlaki looked intelligent, smart, 

educated, kind, or humble. Unfortunately, the positive remarks may be a result of the fact 

that al-Awlaki’s image was the first image shown in the interview and the participants 

may have intentionally wanted to appear open-minded and not racist.  
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 Most the participants eventually commented on what they assumed was al-

Awlaki’s religious affiliation, while few participants discussed his nationality. Of the 

eight participants, two believed he was Jewish, two believed he was Muslim, one 

presumed he was either Jewish or Muslim but did not know which, and one believed he 

probably was not Muslim but Middle Eastern of some sort. One participant stated that he 

was not American. As a result, the participants focused on religious affiliation while 

discussing this image when the hypothesis was that the focus was going to gear toward 

ethnicity and nationality. 

 Leila Khalid. The purpose of using the image of Leila Khalid was to talk about 

elements of gender while discussing perspectives on terrorism. The image of Leila Khalid 

received more negative remarks from the female participants than from the male 

participants. The female participants labeled her as angry, creepy, and associated her with 

more acts of terrorism than the male participants. The male participants may have 

avoided negative comments toward Khalid because of modern social standards. 

Essentially, the male participants may have withheld negative commentary toward Khalid 

to avoid sounding bias or sexist. The female participants appeared to feel more 

comfortable voicing negative criticism toward Khalid possibly because I am a female 

researcher. Due to our same genders, the female participants did not conform to the same 

social etiquette as the male participants. Of the male participants, participant 8 had 

nothing to say upon viewing her image, participant 7 explained that she looked “haunted” 

in an empathetic manner, and participant 4 said “she doesn’t look particularly dangerous 

to me.”  
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 Several participants guessed what act of terrorism they thought Khalid 

committed. Participant 2 believed she was “some kind of freedom fighter” and assumed 

she was an Arab fighting Jews in Israel. Participant 5 guessed she was the female attacker 

in the 2015 San Bernardino attack. Finally, participant 6 was the only male participant 

who associated Khalid with an act of terrorism when he guessed she was one of the 

London bombers. (Participant 6 did not identify which London bombing he was talking 

about as there have been at least two in the last fifteen years; 2005 and 2017).  

 Interestingly, two of the female participants appeared to justify Khalid’s act of 

terrorism because she was a woman. Participant 1 stated, “I kind of feel like she might be 

the wife of someone powerful who doesn’t like what her husband is doing.” Participant 3 

justified Khalid’s acts of terrorism noting: “In a lot of ways [women] are very 

brainwashed in how to behave, what’s right and wrong, and they’re very much 

indoctrinated to whoever – the men that are around them. So, I could easily see how they 

could be manipulated into doing just about anything.” Although participant 2 did not 

appear to justify Khalid’s acts of terrorism because she was a woman, the participant did 

associate Khalid’s engagement with terrorism because she “probably came from money.” 

When male participants discussed Khalid’s acts of terrorism, they appeared to remain 

intentionally gender neutral. Unfortunately, the male participants politeness may have 

occurred because I am a female researcher, and the participants may have feared 

offending me during the interviews.  

 After explaining to the participants that Khalid helped lead the TWA flight 840 

hijacking in 1969 and the El Al flight 219 hijacking in 1970, most of the participants 

acted surprised and displayed behaviors which indicated fascination. For example, 
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participant 1 responded to the information with “Really? Wow, I am really shocked,” 

while participant 5 questioned with a fascinated tone, “She hijacked airplanes? There was 

a woman hijacker? I didn’t remember a woman hijacker.” Interestingly, although the 

participants reacted in a surprised manner, they stated that they were not surprised. So, 

the participants’ reactions to the information did not coincide with their answers when I 

asked if they were surprised that a woman carried out the acts of terrorism. Only one 

participant appeared annoyed with the hijackings (participant 2). Once again, participant 

1, the youngest female participant, justified Khalid’s act of terrorism because Khalid is a 

woman and she stated, “I mean, women are just feminine and depicted as dainty little 

flowers, so, this is cool that she did what she did – in a sense – just being a woman.” 

Participant 7 identified the most compassionate response and said, “I think when backed 

against a wall, the gender isn’t gonna matter.” Although the male participants remained 

mostly gender-neutral at the beginning of the discussion regarding Khalid, toward the 

end, most male participants had something positive to say about women “freedom 

fighters.” To summarize, many of the participants presented that the gender of the 

terrorist is a determining factor when justifying acts of terrorism.  

Anders Breivik. The intention of including Breivik was to discuss the relationship 

between terrorism and social class. Many people believe that lower-class individuals 

from impoverished societies carry out terrorism. However, Breivik is a lower-middle-

class citizen of Norway who did commit an act of terrorism. Additionally, Breivik 

appears middle-class in the image used for the research; still, no participants discussed 

his appearances as far as social class.  
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Only one of the eight participants immediately knew who Breivik was upon 

viewing his photo. Participant 2 knew who Anders Breivik was because of her personal 

experiences and family connections to the region where Breivik committed his act of 

terrorism. Participant 2 travels to Sweden annually with her Swedish husband, and her 

stepson is a police officer in Norway. Although the participant’s distant relative was not 

directly involved with the act of terrorism, merely being a police officer in the small 

nation caused the participant to understand and discuss terrorism sentimentally. 

Additionally, the participant was in Sweden when the terrorist attack occurred on July 22, 

2011. During the interview she recalled memories and thoughts from when the attack 

occurred. She stated, “that was horrible – I was there when that happened.” Participant 

2’s discussions toward Breivik further supports the claim that rural participants perceive 

terrorism based on their personal experiences and relationships with people in regions 

where terrorism occurs. Although no other participant immediately recognized Breivik’s 

image, once I explained that he was a far-right terrorist who detonated a bomb in a 

government building in Oslo, Norway, and then gunned down sixty-nine elite youth on 

Utøya Island, several of the participants began recalling details of the event. 

None of the participants made remarks about social class as anticipated. Again, 

most participants discussed aspects of religion. Half the participants appeared frustrated 

and annoyed when I identified that Breivik believed he was a Christian fighting a 

Christian cause. Participant 7, the pastor, appeared especially upset by this information 

and said: 

At one level it does surprise me that it’s Christian just because from my 

perspective, it’s such a warped Christianity. And it’s just like ‘how did that 

happen?’ You know? ‘How did somebody take Christianity and twist it to the 

point where they’re doing that in the name of Christianity. It’s twisted beyond 



RURAL PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM 34 

recognition really. I don’t think it’s fair to call it Christianity anymore. I mean, 

Christianity has done all kinds of things down through the years that you know, 

really aren’t Christian. 

Although participant 2 and 7 engaged in in-depth conversation toward Breivik, all the 

other participants had few comments or opinions to share. The lack of discussion toward 

Breivik from the other six participants results for several reasons. The most likely result 

is because the act of terrorism occurred almost ten years ago in a foreign nation and most 

the participants had little information to share or discuss (beside participant 2). Second, 

because it was an act of terrorism in the name of Christianity, and most the participants 

were affiliated with a Christian denomination (other than participants 4 and 8), most the 

participants did not appear comfortable discussing the notion.  

 Timothy McVeigh. The discussion on Timothy McVeigh centered on his 

participation in the terrorist bombing in Oklahoma City in 1955 is a subject of great 

importance. For this reason, I analyze the data collected on Timothy McVeigh and 

domestic terrorism in the next section, “Acts of Terrorism,” subsection “The Oklahoma 

City Bombing.”  

Acts of Terrorism 

 9/11. The first act of terrorism mentioned by six of the eight participants was 

9/11. Nevertheless, every participant eventually discussed the event in moderate depth. I 

hypothesized that 9/11 would be the first act of terrorism identified by all participants. 

However, the first act of terrorism mentioned by participant 1 was Europeans founding 

America, and the first act of terrorism identified by participant 8 was the South Carolina 

church shooting in 2015. 

Most of the participants had minimal factual data to share about 9/11 and focused 

more on sharing their personal stories the day 9/11 occurred. All participants were old 
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enough to remember the event, even the two youngest participants -1 and 6,- who were 

still in grade school when the event occurred. Participant 1 recalled her memory on 9/11 

and said, “Oh yeah, I remember that day like it was yesterday,” while participant 6 stated, 

“Yeah, like vividly, I remember the day… I remember all the adults were really sad, but 

all the kids were super happy that they got to go home from school. I don’t really 

remember it affecting the kids all that much.” All other participants were older than 

eighteen years old and recalled vivid memories of 9/11. 

Participant 3 appeared the most traumatized by 9/11. She explained that “it was 

pretty dramatic moment in my life. I get goose bumps just thinking about it. It was, I 

mean it was horrific. It was like…. I couldn’t breathe, you know, my heart stopped, it’s 

like every nightmare that you have because if this is happening what else is 

happening?” In contrast, participant 5 appeared the least affected by 9/11 and said, “9/11 

was weird for me in the sense that I felt unaffected living in Montana.” One significant 

difference between participants 3 and 5 is participant 3 was in Florida at the time 9/11 

occurred while participant 5 was in Montana. This finding exhibits how a person’s 

geographic location influences their emotional outlook toward the same act of terrorism.  

After discussing the participants’ personal stories, I asked the participants two 

follow-on questions. First, did they know who the perpetrators of the attack were? 

Second, did they know why the attack occurred? When the participants identified the 

perpetrators of 9/11, three participants identified Osama bin Laden, two identified al-

Qaeda, two identified the Taliban, one participant stated he did not know, and one 

participant did not provide an answer. The wide variety of answers demonstrates how 

complex the event was and the various perspectives as to who perpetrated the attack.  
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There was just as much variation as to why 9/11 occurred as to who was 

responsible for the attack. Two participants suggested that 9/11 occurred due to religious 

differences. Participant 8 claimed that: 

Osama Bin Laden would say we’re infidels, so we were – America – this 

nonsectarian or Christian nation is you know corrupting the Muslim world and 

using it, taking its power and influence and doing things that it shouldn’t in an 

area that’s home for Muslims. And defiantly that we support, you know, Israel 

and they’re surrounded by Arab neighbors. So that’s a big part of the reasons 

Muslims – fanatical Muslim extremists – hate America, is because we support 

Israel. It just has religious roots, and yeah, they hated America. 

 

Interestingly, participant 8 did not claim a religious affiliation, yet, his response was 

grounded mostly in religion. This example demonstrates that one does not need to be 

affiliated with religion to perceive religious disagreements can drive terrorism. 

Participant 5, who does claim a religious affiliation, also believed that religious aspects 

motivated the attack; this became evident when she suggested how Muslims think. She 

said that Muslims believe “the whole world should become Muslim, and that Americans 

are heathen, Christian, and Capitalistic oppressors.” 

Other perspectives included differing perspectives on Western societies such as 

Western-values and way of life. Two participants suggested that Osama bin Laden and al-

Qaeda “wanted to crack down on our financing, our belief system, our openness – open 

society,” according to participant 2. Participant 4 expressed the same argument and said 

9/11 occurred because of “disapproval with our – basically our government and our way 

of life.” Participant 6 stated that U.S. historical involvement “meddling in Middle Eastern 

affairs” could have motivated the attack. Finally, participant 7 identified the most 

humbled perspective and said, “I didn’t understand ‘cause nobody understood.” The 

participants’ perspectives reflect a piece of Orientalism, the theory central to the research, 
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that collective western attitudes are further dividing Eastern and Western societies 

(Clancy Smith and Smith 2014:22). Words such as “our financing,” “our government,” 

“our openness,” and “our way of life;” as opposed to “them,” are small examples that 

further divide the East and the West. 

Unfortunately, most of the participants did not identify how they knew what they 

knew or perceived what they perceived. When I probed the participants to identify their 

primary source of information, most of the participants responded with something related 

to news media such as Fox News, morning news, NPR news, the “news in general,” 

television, and the internet. The participants identified specific television channels, such 

as National Geographic and Discovery. Furthermore, participant 1 mentioned other media 

platforms, such as Hulu and Netflix, as primary sources of information as well as movies 

and documentaries. I hypothesized that several participants would have identified social 

media; however, not one participant identified social media as a source of information. 

The youngest male participant specifically identified that social media was not a way to 

receive information regarding terrorism. Although the sources of information provided by 

the participants were limited, the few that were mentioned were generally forms of media 

outlets. Dr. Sut Jhally did identify that the media is one of the Western influences that 

dictate the “preconceived notions on all thins Oriental or Middle Eastern” (Media 

Education Foundation 2012). 

 The Oklahoma City Bombing. One of the most interesting research findings was 

how the participants interacted with the case of Timothy McVeigh, the domestic terrorist 

responsible for plotting and carrying out the Oklahoma City Bombing in 1995. I 

compared the discussion of the Oklahoma City Bombing to 9/11 because both acts of 
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terrorism were significant events in the United States, which impacted the way people 

perceive and respond to terrorism in the United States since the mid-1990s.  

Shortly after each interview began, all participants discussed 9/11, while only half 

the participants mentioned the Oklahoma City Bombing, those being participants 1, 5, 6 

and 7. One of the hypotheses of the research was that any participant who was old 

enough to recall a memory of the Oklahoma City Bombing would have mentioned the 

event at some point throughout the interview because, according to Jordan Steiker, author 

of “Did the Oklahoma City Bombers Succeed?” the Oklahoma City Bombing was “the 

worst case of domestic terrorism in our country’s history” at the time the event occurred 

(2001:185). However, only two of the six participants who were old enough to recall 

memories of the Oklahoma City Bombing mentioned the attack. Participant 7 provided 

the best solution as to why the older participants of the study did not mention the 

Oklahoma City Bombing while discussing acts of terrorism. That is, 9/11 is the “poster 

child” for terrorism. He further explained that terrorism is “so emblazed in so many 

people’s collective consciousness memory” that 9/11 is “probably the first thing that 

comes to mind.”  

 Of the four participants who mentioned the Oklahoma City Bombing, only one 

participant initially identified the name of the perpetrator – Timothy McVeigh. Yet seven 

of the eight participants were able to identify McVeigh, or at least associate him as the 

Oklahoma City Bomber, immediately upon viewing his image. The interesting element to 

this discovery is that the only participant who mentioned McVeigh’s name before seeing 

his photo is the only participant who could not identify him after seeing his photo 

(participant 5). All other participants, whether they mentioned the Oklahoma City 
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Bombing or not, recognized McVeigh in some way immediately upon seeing his image. 

While discussing McVeigh with participant 8, I asked why he knew McVeigh instantly. 

The participant responded, “He’s just a famous person. I mean, everybody knew who 

Timothy McVeigh was and when that happened. So, he’s just – [he] has a very 

recognizable – people don’t talk about the Oklahoma City Bombing much these days, but 

everybody knew who Timothy McVeigh was when it happened.” Even more interesting 

is that three of the participants who were able to identify McVeigh in his photo were not 

able to recall or identify the act of terrorism he committed. The participants merely 

recognized his face and were able to identify him by name. 

One explanation as to why the participants recognized McVeigh’s image as easily 

as they did is because after the Oklahoma City Bombing occurred, new media inundated 

Americans with his image, and later, documentaries. Law enforcement captured 

McVeigh shortly after he committed his act of terrorism, and by capturing the attacker, a 

vast amount of media coverage exhibited the image of McVeigh and not just imagery of 

the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building, the building he blew up. In contrast, law 

enforcement did not capture the perpetrators of 9/11 as they died during the attack. 

Therefore, media coverage on 9/11 focused on the event itself, the planes crashing into 

the twin towers, versus imagery of the attackers. This analysis was partially contributed 

by participant 3 when she stated: 

The fact that [McVeigh] had the huge trial – I mean, it was everywhere – was 

much different than 9/11 because the pilots from 9/11 all died. So, there was no 

trial. So, you didn’t see their faces and the media circus that goes along with that 

the same as you did with [McVeigh]. 

 

Therefore, the way news media reports on acts of terrorism, and the footage the media 

chooses to portray repetitively, impacts the way people recall terrorism. As a result, 
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McVeigh’s image was predominantly recognizable to the participants; yet, they had not 

mentioned his name until they were shown an image of his face. This conclusion also 

supports the way Dr. Sut Jhally discusses how influential the media is while describing 

Orientalism in his video “Edward Said on Orientalism.” 

The way the news media portrayed the two events also explains why 9/11 was the 

most notable and most discussed act of terrorism among the participants. Since the 

Oklahoma City Bombing, many large-scale acts of terrorism have occurred. Some 

examples include the attack on the USS Cole in 2000; the attack on the twin towers 

(9/11) in 2001; the Madrid Train Bombings in 2004; the London Bombings in 2005; the 

2011 Norway terrorist attacks in Oslo; the Boston Marathon Bombing in 2013; the 

November Paris Attacks of 2015; and the 2017 Mogadishu Bombings in Somalia. Thus, 

since 9/11 has not been the most recent act of terrorism, it therefore cannot be argued that 

9/11 was discussed more by the participants because it was the most recent act of 

terrorism.  

I argue that 9/11 was the most discussed event for two additional reasons beyond 

influences from news media. First, the attack occurred in the United States and just as 

Jewkes and Linnemann (2018) argued, Americans “focus on events that occur within our 

own boundaries,” while “lack[ing] interest in world affairs” (P. 59). Second, many 

Americans have experienced impacts of 9/11, most commonly impacts while traveling. 

Participant 4 made this clear when he said, “security just got – went through the roof,” 

and participant 8 stated, “the whole TSA is because of that event.” Finally, after 

discussing the impacts of 9/11, I asked several participants if they believed if travel or 

security measures could retract to the way things were before 9/11 occurred. Participant 5 
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answered, “No, we can’t go back. It doesn’t’ work that way. We will move towards more 

security.” While participant 5 sounded somber, participant 2 sounded more accepting 

toward the current situation when she said, “I accept it is part of the world we live in.” 

To conclude the way news media reports on acts of terrorism influences the way 

people remember the events, whether they were living during the event or not. What 

people see in the media influences their perspectives more than what people recall from 

their own memories because memories are not constant, they are momentary. 

Additionally, when people watch news media, the news plays a cycle, which influences 

people's memories. Furthermore, documentaries are available decades after an event 

occurs, which also influences how people recall events. 

Separation of children at the U.S./Mexican border. The most contemporary event 

associated as an act of terrorism is the separation of children at the U.S./Mexico border, 

mentioned by participant 7. He considers the separation of children at the U.S./Mexico 

border an act of terrorism because “it’s designed to engender terror.” The participant 

appeared highly distraught over this act of terrorism because he is, as a tax-paying 

American citizen, a contributor to the policy of separation. The participant identified this 

feeling and said, “yeah, my taxes at work, boy am I proud,” in a facetious manner. The 

participant also discussed how appalled he is by the Trump administration. Unlike 

participant 1, participant 7 did not identify Trump as a terrorist; however, participant 7 

did state that Trump supports acts of terrorism. The participant went even further to 

describe that Trump does not only support one act of terrorism but an entire policy of 

terrorism. 
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Terrorism as a Perspective 

 Part of understanding the way rural participants view terrorism was to probe the 

participants to discuss terrorism from differing perspectives. However, I did not ask the 

participants to discuss different perspectives directly; instead, I read a quote to the 

participants and asked them to analyze the quote. The quote read: “One man’s terrorist is 

another man’s freedom fighter.” After reading the quote, I asked the participants two 

questions. First, what was the first thing that came to their mind? Second, could they 

provide me with an example that supported the quote as truthful or not. 

 All but one participant appeared to understand the meaning of the quote. Four of 

the eight participants stated they had never heard the quote before. Five of the 

participants acknowledged that the quote carried absolute truth, and an additional one 

participant identified that the quote can be true, but not always. Finally, participant 7 

believed that “perspective is everything.” Overall, the participants provided several 

examples where they believed the quote carried absolute truth. The select examples 

include the founding of American by Europeans, attributes of terrorism within the 

Israel/Palestinian conflict, and forms of terrorism the U.S. may be involved in, such as 

securing democracy in foreign nations. 

 The founding of America. Four of the eight participants identified that an element 

of terrorism was involved when Europeans founded America. Among the four 

participants, there were two contrasting perspectives on whether the Europeans founders 

were terrorists or freedom fighters. Participants 1 and 5, both white females, associated 

the European founders as terrorists as they inflicted acts of terrorism on the Native 

Americans. Participant 1 identified this thought while answering when terrorism began. 
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She stated, “when Europeans came to America and started attacking and killing off the 

Native Americans.” Participant 5 also identified the founding of America by Europeans 

as a form of terrorism because “[Europeans]started killing – doing the genocidal killing 

of Indians in order to [pioneer] the land.” Furthermore, participant 5 identified 

colonization as a form of terrorism because colonizers “both suppress and kill.” While 

participant 5 explained her perspective she also questioned as to whether there is “any 

two-way thinking in the United States.” What the participant appeared to mean by “two-

way thinking” is the ability to perceive acts of terrorism from multiple perspectives.  

 In contrast to participants 1 and 5, participants 2 and 8 identified that the 

Europeans who founded America were freedom fighters. Participant 8 explained that the 

Europeans who founded America “were actually freedom fighters, fighting to be an 

independent country against the evil monarchy who was controlling us, overtaxing us, 

and not allowing us to practice our religious freedom and our freedom of speech.” 

Similar to participants 1 and 5, participant 2 also acknowledged that Europeans inflicted 

acts of terrorism on the Native American when she said, “we’ve harmed the native people 

that were here when we got here, so we have done our own version of terrorizing.” 

However, like participant 8, participant 2 appeared to justify the acts of terrorism when 

she explained that “we were running from that same system of being terrorized.” 

Participant 2 appeared quick to justify the acts or terrorism inflicted upon the Native 

Americans because being a white American of European decent, the participant appeared 

to feel uncomfortable that she can be associated with the acts of terrorism inflicted upon 

the Native Americans. In contrast participant 2 was not quick to justify other acts of 

terrorism such as 9/11 and accused the attackers of 9/11 with her opinions. She stated, 
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“the terrorists want to come in and rethink how you think. Because, apparently, you’re 

not in sync with them, and for whatever purpose or reason, they need you to be in sync 

with them in order for them to feel that their goals are met on this planet.” Although 

participant 8 also identified the European founders of America as freedom fighters, he 

was more open-minded that there are many perspectives when regarding terrorism, and 

he admitted that his perspective is just another perspective. Participant 8’s open-

mindedness became apparent when he stated, “Basically, whoever wins gets to say 

whether they were freedom fighters or terrorists. If you lose, you were just a terrorist. If 

you win and you start a new country, then you were fighting for your freedom.” 

Participant 8 concluded by summarizing that whether someone is a terrorist or not, the 

conclusion is determined by their perspective. 

 The Israel/Palestinian conflict. A contemporary issue identified while discussing 

the quote, “One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter,” is the conflict between 

the Israelis and Palestinians. While discussing the quote participant 3 was asked if she 

could identify a situation where the quote was truthful. She responded with, “the very 

obvious one is the Palestinians and Israelites.” Participant 3 is a devoted Christian and 

identified that she is pro-Israel. In conclusion to her statement, it was not surprising that 

the participant considered acts of violence carried out by Muslims as acts of terrorism, 

and acts of violence carried out by Christians as acts of self-defense. 

Participant 3 referred to the phrases “acts of terrorism” and “acts of violence” 

when referencing conflicts in history between Muslims and Christians. While referencing 

a war in Croatia (the participant did not identify a specific timeframe), the participant 

stated, “historically, when the Muslims came [to Croatia], they started killing off 
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people… So, in that instance, the people were then defending their right to live there and 

to not be killed by somebody that disagreed with them as Catholics.” However, when she 

referred to the Israel and Palestinian conflict, she did not use the phrase “self-defense” for 

the Palestinians when the Israelis impeded the Palestinians right to protect themselves 

and their right to live. Instead, she replaced the phrase “self-defense” with the word 

“terrorism.” The comparison is an excellent example of how perception influences the 

way the participants identify what was considered an act of terrorism and who was 

considered a terrorist. 

 Additionally, participant 3’s perspectives support one of the elements of 

Orientalism outlined by Appelrouth and Edles (2016), Orientalism as a style of thought. 

Appelrouth and Edles (2016) explained that Orientalism is a style of thought that enders 

the Orient as a lesser racial/biological group and culture that is “singularly backward, 

degenerate, uncivilized, and morally corrupt” (P. 703). Although the participant did not 

use the exact words “singularly backward, degenerate, uncivilized, and morally corrupt,” 

her description while comparing Muslims to Jews rendered Muslims as the lesser 

racial/biological group. For example, while talking about Palestinians amidst the 

Israel/Palestinian conflict, the participant declared Palestinians as the lesser group 

compared to Israelis while stating: 

The Palestinian people is a non-existent entity. They are people from Egypt. They 

are people from Turkey and Syria that all moved there. So, the phrase Palestinian 

is – I mean – it’s a culture, a culture invented. It’s a mixture of people that have 

moved there. So, in my mind – I mean – if [the Palestinians] would just live 

amongst the Jewish people without having to divide… ‘you govern this block, 

and I’ll govern this block.’ If they would not do that, which is how they were 

basically until not that long ago, twenty or thirty years ago. They may not have 

liked the Israelites being there, but they did all live together. And then these 

factions came up, terrorism took over [Palestinian] culture and then – you know, 
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the Jews had to start walling up areas because it became so overrun with crime 

and people that were attacking the Jewish people. 

 

This is a perfect example of how historical aspects that lead up to acts of terrorism are 

often forgotten, ignored, or manipulated which further shape bias perspectives on groups 

of people. 

 Securing democracy. Finally, participant 4 was open-minded to the idea that the 

U.S. may not be innocent from engaging in acts of terrorism. Participant 4 identified how 

the type of terrorism the U.S. engages in is more political in nature such as securing 

democracy in the foreign nations, for example, in the Middle East. The participant 

explained that U.S. citizens might not view securing democracy as an act of terrorism 

because, in their minds securing democracy is justifiable. However, citizens of a country 

where the U.S. tries to secure democracy might view securing democracy as terrorism. 

The participant identified that “securing democracy” may also be a political label to 

justify committing other operations that are beneficial to the U.S., though it is threatening 

to other nations. This became evident when he stated that “I think a lot of our securing 

democracy in the Middle East is about securing oil fields more than anything else. I’m 

sure the people in that country don’t see it as securing their democracy.” Although the 

participant appeared open-minded to differing perspectives, he did not appear to condone 

acts of terrorism, especially 9/11. The participant was open-minded to the idea that the 

perpetrators of the attack were “freedom fighters” in some way and this became evident 

when he implored “like even on 9/11, I think you’ve got to like at least try to see some – 

see these events from both sides.” Overall, the participant appeared to try and see events 

from both sides and did acknowledge that one man’s terrorist may be another man’s 

freedom fighter. 
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Fears Other Than Terrorism  

Throughout the interviews, most of the participants identified fears other than 

terrorism as more legitimate and more likely to occur in their lives. The most common 

fear other than terrorism identified were automobile accidents. Participant 2 stated in the 

interview that it is more dangerous to drive a vehicle, and more people die a year from 

car accidents than breast cancer, mass shootings, or murder in the United States 

compared to deaths from acts of terrorism. Participant 4 declared that “I have more fear 

of getting into a car accident than a plane crash or a bomb on a plane. The odds on that 

are extremely slim.” Finally, participant 8 explained that automobile accidents are the 

most likely cause of death in rural Montana other than becoming terminally ill. 

School shootings were the second most common fear to the participants compared 

to international acts of terrorism. Six of the participants identified that school shootings 

could be considered an act of terrorism, while two of the six participants identified that 

school shootings are a greater concern to them than experiencing an international act of 

terrorism. Participant 8 explained that terrorism is not something he is worried about 

while living in Montana; however, school shootings could be. Furthermore, he explained 

that although there has never been a school shooting in Montana, according to his 

knowledge, he is still more concerned that his daughter will encounter a school shooting 

long before she encounters another form of terrorism. 

Fears affiliated to the Trump administration also arose. Not only did participant 1 

identify Trump as a terrorist, but she also stated that “Being a white female. That alone in 

this government and this day and age is terrifying.” In contrast to participant 1, 

participant 2 explained that she is more afraid to openly admit she supports the Trump 
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administration out of fear of how members of her community will treat her. The 

participant stated “If you say one thing about Donald Trump being a good president, 

Holy God – you can’t say that in this town,” and, “If I put a Trump sign on my front 

lawn, someone’s gonna shoot it.” The participant concluded and explained that violence 

between people and their political belief systems in her community (and arguably the 

United States) could harm her more than any act of terrorism. Interestingly, both 

perspectives on fears affiliated with the Trump administration came from female 

participants. The youngest female participant of the study fears the Trump administration, 

while one of the oldest female participant fears to openly admit that she supports the 

Trump administration. 

Another fear included that average daily social interactions were more legitimate 

and more concerning. In addition to fearing the Trump administration, participant 1 also 

stated, “I’m more afraid of… just plain old human interaction because of my anxiety,” 

while participant 2 explained she is more afraid of her neighbor “being a nut.” Four of the 

participants did not identify anything specific they feared more than terrorism 

(participants 3, 5, 6, and 7). Although participant 6 did not identify anything specific, he 

did explain that he fears things that occur for reasons that he does not understand. 

In summary, the rural participants admitted that terrorism is something that affects 

them all in one way or another, however there are more likely and more threatening 

things to be concerned about other than terrorism, particularly in the state of Montana. 

Participant 8 firmly established this when stating, “I think a feature of rural life is to not 

worry about terrorism.” 
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When Terrorism Began 

During the interviews, the participants were asked in their view when terrorism 

began. Many of the participants focused on the idea that there has always been terrorism. 

Various statements include; “Terrorism is probably as old as time,” “I don’t think 

terrorism has a beginning date,” “Before we started keeping track,” “I don’t think we 

know when [terrorism] began, but it’s pre-historic,” and, “I think there’s always been 

terrorism.” The most specific response received was when participant 8 identified a 

specific era: “Terrorism began at the point that human beings were engaged in organized 

societies. So, when we were just hunter-gatherers and just hurting each other for, you 

know, food and survival, that wasn’t terrorism.” Participant 8 further explained that 

terrorism began when people became “civilized.” Finally, participant 4 explained that 

although he doesn’t know when terrorism began, he emphasized that it is “hyped-up” in 

the media more since 9/11. 

Talking About Terrorism 

 Overall, the participants did not appear bothered talking about terrorism. One of 

the hypotheses of the research was that some participants might appear nervous or 

anxious talking about terrorism; however, I did not detect signs of these emotions 

throughout any of the interviews. At the end of each interview, I asked the participants’ 

how he/she felt talking about terrorism. They identified a wide range of emotions. 

Participants 1 and 4 both identified that although terrorism is not a common topic in their 

lives, talking about terrorism is not a topic that people should avoid. Participant 2 

identified an unexpected perspective, and that was that terrorism did not mean much to 

her. She stated, “yeah, terrorism is something to be aware of I just don’t think it affects 
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that many people.” Participants 4 and 8 identified that talking about terrorism was 

fascinating or interesting, and participant 5 stated that talking about terrorism in the 

interview “makes me think more of it.” Participant 7, the pastor, was perhaps the most 

empathetic of all the participants and concluded that he found talking about terrorism 

“profoundly sad and a little overwhelming.” 

Analyzing Participant Demographics  

 Education. For most the participants, education appeared to impact perspectives 

on terrorism minimally. The only participant whose perspectives appeared influenced by 

his formal education was participant 8, the gentleman who held a bachelor's degree in 

political science. Although participant 7 holds a master's degree in divinity, participant 

7's perspectives did not seem influenced by his education. Instead, participant 7's 

perspectives appeared more inherent to his character due to his upbringing and chosen 

way of life. Participant 1, who lacked formal education, added a considerable amount of 

factual information in her interview and was knowledgeable on many topics, not because 

of her level education, but because of her personal interests. 

 Age and Gender. The participants age was more influential than education type; 

however, it was not as influential as hypothesized. I anticipated the older participants 

would discuss more specific acts of terrorism they were alive for, but this rarely occurred. 

However, different forms of terrorism were distinguishably different when discussing 

terrorism with the older participants compared to the younger participants. The younger 

participants associated school shootings as a form of terrorism more than the older 

participants, and the older participants referenced airline hijackings more than the 

younger participants. The different types of terrorism identified by the differing age 
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brackets of the participants represents that forms of terrorism distinguishably vary with 

time. 

 Gender. Gender also appeared to impact perspectives on terrorism minimally. The 

only noticeable aspect of discussing terrorism between both genders was that more 

women mentioned elements of feminism than men. Three of the five women discussed 

aspects of feminism, while only one man mentioned any aspect of feminism. 

Interestingly, the three women who did mention elements of feminism were the youngest 

three women, and the one man who also mentioned elements of feminism was also the 

youngest male participant. Essentially, the participants who talked about feminism were 

the youngest participants of both gender categories. 

 Occupation. Career occupation appeared to influence the participant’s 

perspectives more than any other attribute considered in the research; this was most 

evident with participants 1, 6, 7, and 8. Participant 1 works in social work at a treatment 

facility where most of her clients are Native Americans. Although the participant 

expressed a general interest in history, the participant also commented throughout the 

interview about her work with Native Americans. The participant may have been more 

prone to talk about terrorism on Native Americans because of her daily social interaction 

with Native Americans. Participant 6 works at a facility for troubled youth and spent 

most of his discussion on school shootings. The participant also appeared remarkably 

bothered when discussing acts of terrorism that involve children. Participant 7 is a pastor 

and was the most empathetic of all the participants when talking about terrorism. His 

discussions focused more on empathy, compassion, open-mindedness, and imagining 

how those who do experience terrorism first-hand feel. Finally, participant 8 works as a 
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general manager of a business that deals with automobiles that have been in car wrecks. 

Participant 8’s field of work significantly influenced the participants' perspectives on 

fears other than terrorism. 

CONCLUSION 

 Discussing terrorism with rural participants was insightful. The research proved 

that rural people do not need to experience terrorism first-hand to form opinions on the 

topic that influence and impact the way they view other cultures, societies, historical 

events, and national policy. Additionally, the participants do not need to experience 

terrorism first-hand to form bias opinions toward people associated, are presumed to be 

associated with terrorism. The complexity of terrorism became evident throughout the 

research while defining terrorism, identifying what is or is not considered an act of 

terrorism, identifying who is or is not considered a terrorist, and discussing attributes 

associated with terrorists, among other topics. Themes related to Orientalism arose 

throughout the research and are identified throughout the findings. For example, the 

participants used considerable ‘us’ versus ‘them’ language while discussing terrorists, 

particularly the attackers on 9/11 whom the participants assumed were connected to al-

Qaeda, the Taliban, and Osama bin Laden, all of whom they associated with the Middle 

East. The ‘us’ versus ‘them’ language is part of the collective attitude and way of 

thinking toward Easterners by Westerners as outlined by Said, which further divides the 

two societies. Understanding rural perceptions of terrorism in the U.S. is crucial because, 

as stated, terrorism is a social problem that may lead to other social problems such as 

human rights abuses and inequality that must be avoided. 
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APPENDIX A 

Participant Demographics 

 

Participant 1  

Gender: Female; Age Bracket: 18-30; Ethnicity: White; Religious Affiliation: Catholic 

(not practicing); Education: HISET; Occupation: Social Work. 

 

Participant 2  

Gender: Female; Age Bracket: 46-60; Ethnicity: White; Religious Affiliation: Catholic; 

Education: BA English Writing; Occupation: Small Business Owner. 

 

Participant 3  

Gender: Female; Age Bracket: 31-45; Ethnicity: White; Religious Affiliation: Christian; 

Education: Associates Degree; Occupation: Administrative Work. 

 

Participant 4  

Gender: Male; Age Bracket: 31-35; Ethnicity: White; Religious Affiliation: Atheist; 

Education: BA Biology, MA Science/Biology; Occupation: Computer Programming. 

 

Participant 5  

Gender: Female; Age Bracket: 61+; Ethnicity: White; Religious Affiliation: Unitarian 

Universalist; Education: BA English; Occupation: Juvenile Corrections/Paralegal 

Assistant.  

 

Participant 6  

Gender: Male; Age Bracket: 18-30; Ethnicity: White; Religious Affiliation: Catholic; 

Education: BA Math/Chemistry; Occupation: Annual Campaign Manager.  

 

Participant 7  

Gender: Male; Age Bracket: 61+; Ethnicity: White; Religious Affiliation: Christian; 

Education: BA Psychology, MA Divinity; Occupation: Pastor. 

 

Participant 8  

Gender: Male; Age Bracket: 46-60; Ethnicity: White; Religious Affiliation: Other/None; 

Education: BA Political Science, MBA; Occupation: General Manager.  
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APPENDIX B 

Participant Face Sheet 

 

Participant Face Sheet 
 

 

Interview Number: _________ (1-8) Length of Interview: ____ Hours ____ 

Minutes 

 

Participant gender:   ______ Male   ______ Female 

 

 

What age bracket represents you?   What religious affiliation best 

represents you? 

______ Age 18 – 30     ______ Christian 

______ Age 31 – 45     ______ Muslim 

 ______ Age 46 – 60     ______ Jewish 

 ______ Age 61 or older    ______ Atheist 

        ______ Other 

       

How many years have you been a resident of Montana?  

______ Less than 3 years 

______ 3 – 5 years 

______ 6 – 10 years 

______ 11 – 20 years 

______ 21 + years 

 

Where else have you lived other than Montana?   ________ Nowhere else 

(three months or longer) 

_________________________________________  ________ years 

_________________________________________  ________ years 

_________________________________________  ________ years 

_________________________________________  ________ years 

_________________________________________  ________ years 

 

What is your highest level of education? _____________________________________ 

If applicable - what higher education do you have?_________________________ 

What other education do you have?_____________________________________ 

 

What is your occupation? _________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX C 

Interview Instrument 

 

Focus: The Concept of Terrorism 

 

1. What is terrorism to you? 

 

Probing Questions 

• What is the first thing that comes to mind when you hear the word terrorism? 

 

Follow on Questions 

• If you could define terrorism, how would you define terrorism to me? 

• If somebody asked you what a terrorist is, how would you explain that? 

 

Aspects mentioned by the participant worth elaborating on (fill in during the interview) 

“You mentioned ____________ - What did you mean by that? (or) Can you elaborate on 

that?” 

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

 

I hope to Identify (check if touched on) 

_____ Emotions attached to the concept of terrorism 

_____ A definition of terrorism 

_____ What social factors contribute to the participants definition of terrorism  

  (check if mentioned – then elaborate if possible) 

   ______ Politics     ______ Race      ______ Military 

   ______ Religion     ______ Gender      ______ Age 

   ______ Culture     _____ Nationality      __________________ 

   ______ Ethnicity     ______ Geography       __________________ 

 

 



RURAL PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM 59 

Focus: Time 

 

2. In your view, when did terrorism begin? 

 

Probing Questions 

• Can you think of a specific time, event or person which marked the beginning of 

terrorism in your view or opinion? (possibly a terrorist attack) 

 

Follow on Questions: 

• What is your first memory of terrorism?  

• Is this when terrorism began? 

 When do you think terrorism began? 

 

Aspects mentioned by the participant worth elaborating on (fill in during the interview) 

“You mentioned ____________ - What did you mean by that? (or) Can you elaborate on 

that?” 

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

 

I hope to Identify (check if touched on) 

_____ The participants first memory of terrorism    

_____ When the participant believes terrorism began   

_____ A terrorist attack – lead into question 3    
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Focus: Events 

 

3. If a terrorist attack has been mentioned:  

 You mentioned ______________________, is this the first terrorist attack 

that comes to mind when you think about terrorism? How come? 

 

If a terrorist attack has not been mentioned: 

 When you think about terrorist attacks, what is the first terrorist attack that 

comes to mind? How come? 

 

Follow on Questions:  

• Who perpetrated this attack? 

• What was the motivation behind this attack? 

 

• (If 9/11 is mentioned) - Can you think of a terrorist attack other then 9/11? 

 Who perpetrated this attack? (9/11) 

 What was the motivation behind this attack? (9/11) 

 

Aspects mentioned by the participant worth elaborating on (fill in during the interview) 

“You mentioned ____________ - What did you mean by that? (or) Can you elaborate on 

that?” 

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

 

 

I hope to Identify (check if touched on) 

_____ At least two terrorist attacks  

 

Attack 1: _______________________      Attack 2: _____________________ 

___ A Description of the attack        ___ A Description of the attack 

___ A description of the attackers/terrorist    ___ A description of the attackers/terrorist 

___ Motivation behind the attack  ___ Motivation behind the attack            

___ Participants source of information      ___ Participants source of information      
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Focus: Perception 

 

4. It’s been said that “one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter,” what 

does this mean to you? 

 

Probing Questions 

• Can you think of a scenario where an attacker may have been perceived as a terrorist to 

on group of people, but a freedom fighter to another? 

 

Follow on Questions:  

• Do you think this is true? (Encourage a why or why not) 

 

Aspects mentioned by the participant worth elaborating on (fill in during the interview) 

“You mentioned ____________ - What did you mean by that? (or) Can you elaborate on 

that?” 

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

 

I hope to Identify (check if touched on) 

_____ If perception plays a role in terrorism 

_____ Different perceptions of terrorism 
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Focus: Stereotypes (Through Imagery) 

 

5. I am going to show you a few photographs and for each photograph I show you, 

I would like you to tell me about the photograph?  

 

(Appendix C) 

 

Probing Questions 

• What is the first thing that comes to mind when you look at this picture? 

• Do you recognize this person? 

 

Follow on Questions: 

• If I told you the person’s name is ________________ do you recognize the name?  

 Probing: Do you know what this person is notorious for? 

• If NO: This person was notorious for ___________________________. 

 Does it surprise you …? 

o Anwar – Does it surprise you that this person was an American? 

o Leila – Does it surprise you that this person was a woman? 

o Timothy – Does it surprise you that this person was and Army veteran? 

o Anders – Does it surprise you that this person is Christian? 

 

Aspects mentioned by the participant worth elaborating on (fill in during the interview) 

“You mentioned ____________ - What did you mean by that? (or) Can you elaborate on 

that?” 

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

 

I hope to Identify (check if touched on) 

_____  What are the common characteristics of a terrorist/terrorist attack 

_____  Does the participant identify that women can be terrorists 

_____  Does the participant identify that a white person can be a terrorist 

_____  Does the participants language change for domestic vs. non-domestic terrorists  

               (i.e. shooters, attackers, bombers - terrorist) 

_____  Does the participants demeanor/attitude change when speaking about Arabs vs.     

            whites 
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Focus: Closing 

 

6. In closing, I have one final question to ask you. How do you feel talking about 

terrorism? 

 

Probing Questions 

• What emotions did you feel throughout the interview? 

 

Aspects mentioned by the participant worth elaborating on (fill in during the interview) 

“You mentioned ____________ - What did you mean by that? (or) Can you elaborate on 

that?” 

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

 

I hope to Identify (check if touched on) 

_____ Emotions felt during the interview 

_____ Chronological order of emotions (if any) 

_____ Take note of body language 

_____ Researchers interpretation of emotions felt:  

Beginning: ______________________________________ 

 Middle: ________________________________________ 

 End: ___________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX D 

Imagery Instrument 

 

Name: Anwar al-Awlaki 

Attribute of Interest: Ethnicity and Nationality 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Name: Timothy McVeigh 

Attribute of Interest: Domestic Vs. International Terrorism  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Name: Leila Khalid 

Attribute of Interest: Gender 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Name: Anders Breivik  

Attribute of Interest: Social Class 

 

 

 

 

 

 


