POLITICAL PSYCHOLOGY

Decoding the Psychology of Ethnic Conflict: A Technical
Analysis of Vamik Volkan’s Bloodlines

Published: April 10, 2026 | Index ID: #366

In the post-Cold War era, the global landscape shifted from ideological warfare to the resurgence of primordial
loyalties. The eruption of ethnic cleansing in the Balkans and the Caucasus signaled a failure in traditional political
science to account for the irrational, deeply emotive drivers of collective violence. Vamik Volkan, a world-renowned
psychiatrist and pioneer in the field of political psychology, addresses this gap in his seminal work, Bloodlines:

From Ethnic Pride to Ethnic Terrorism. By applying psychoanalytic principles to large-group dynamics, Volkan
provides a rigorous framework for understanding how benign ethnic pride can be manipulated into malignant ethnic
terrorism.

The Theoretical Framework of Large-Group Identity

To understand ethnic terrorism, one must first define the concept of large-group identity. Volkan describes this not
as a mere collection of individuals, but as a psychological "tent" that covers thousands or millions of people. While
individuals have their own private identities, the large-group identity serves as a "second skin."

The Tent Metaphor and Psychological Borders
The large-group identity provides a sense of belonging and protection. Under normal circumstances, this identity
remains in the background, much like the air we breathe. However, when the group is threatened—either physically
or through perceived humiliation—the psychological borders of this "tent” become rigid. The survival of the group
identity becomes more important than individual survival, leading to what Volkan identifies as the shift from
individual psychology to large-group psychodynamics.

The Seven Pillars of Large-Group Identity

Volkan identifies several core components that maintain the integrity of the large-group tent:

¢ Shared Mental Representations: Collective memories of historical events that define the group's essence.

* Psychological Borders: The clear distinction between "us" and "them," often reinforced by language, religion,
or dress.

¢ Chosen Traumas: Shared memories of calamity that define the group's victimization.

e Chosen Glories: Shared memories of triumph that bolster collective self-esteem.

¢ The Role of the Leader: The individual who personifies the group's aspirations and anxieties.

¢ Regression under Stress: The tendency of a group to adopt more primitive psychological defense
mechanisms during crises.

¢ The Need for an Enemy: The psychological requirement to externalize negative traits onto a different group.

The Mechanics of Escalation: From Pride to Terror

The transition from ethnic pride to terrorism is not a spontaneous event but a technical progression driven by
malignant regression. In this state, a large group loses its ability to think rationally and begins to perceive the
world through the lens of ancient grievances. Volkan focuses on the transgenerational transmission of trauma as
the primary fuel for this process.



Chosen Traumas and Time Collapse

A Chosen Trauma is a mental representation of a historical event in which a large group suffered a catastrophic
loss, humiliation, or helplessness at the hands of another group. Unlike a simple historical record, a chosen trauma
is internalized and passed down through generations. When a group faces a new crisis, they undergo a Time
Collapse. The emotions associated with the ancient trauma are projected onto the current situation. For example,
during the Yugoslav wars, Serbs reacted to contemporary political tensions by invoking the Battle of Kosovo (1389)
as if it had happened yesterday. This collapse of time justifies extreme violence as a form of "delayed self-defense"
or "reversal of humiliation."

The Narcissism of Minor Differences

Borrowing from Sigmund Freud, Volkan explores the Narcissism of Minor Differences. This phenomenon
describes how groups that are geographically and culturally similar—such as Serbs and Croats, or Hutus and Tutsis
—become more obsessed with their small differences when their identities are threatened. By magnifying minor
distinctions, a group can dehumanize its neighbor, transforming a previously integrated community into a target for
ethnic cleansing. This mechanism is essential for the transition to terrorism, as it provides the moral justification for
attacking those who were once perceived as friends.

Comparative Analysis: Healthy Identity vs. Pathological Identity

It is crucial to distinguish between the constructive aspects of ethnic pride and the destructive nature of ethnic
terrorism. The following table outlines the key differences in psychological state and behavioral output.
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The Psychological Function of the Leader

In Volkan’s analysis, the leader plays a pivotal role as the "organizer" of the group’s regression. A leader who
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exploits ethnic pride for terrorist ends often exhibits specific psychological traits. In the case of Abdullah Ocalan

(Apo), the leader of the PKK, Volkan notes a significant connection between personal psychology and political

ideology. Ocalan’s self-perception as an "unloved child" translated into a rigid, demanding leadership style where
he ordered his female fighters to remain virgins, effectively treating his army as an extension of his own

psychological needs.

Leaders as Healers or Poisoners

Volkan categorizes leaders into two types during times of ethnic tension:

1. Repairing Leaders: Those who acknowledge the group's trauma but guide them toward mourning and

reconciliation (e.g., Nelson Mandela).

2. Destructive Leaders: Those who use the group's trauma to incite hatred, project internal anxieties onto an



enemy, and justify violence as a means of restoring group pride (e.g., Slobodan MiloSevi r'a

Case Study Analysis: The PKK and Kurdish Identity

The conflict between the Turkish state and the PKK (Kurdistan Workers' Party) provides a clear technical example

of the dynamics discussed in Bloodlines. For the Kurdish population, the suppression of language and culture
constituted a collective trauma. The PKK, under Ocalan, transformed this trauma into a terrorist movement by
utilizing the following psychological strategies:

e Sacrificial Ideology: Encouraging suicide attacks as a way to prove that the "Kurdish identity" cannot be killed,
even if the individual dies.

« Totalization: Merging the individual's identity so completely with the movement that any personal desire (such
as marriage or family) is viewed as a betrayal of the ethnic cause.

* Mummification of the Cause: Keeping grievances alive through constant ritual and propaganda, preventing the
natural process of mourning that would otherwise allow the conflict to end.

Field Guide: Applying Psycho-Political Insights to Conflict Resolution

Volkan’s work is not merely diagnostic; it provides a methodology for intervention. The Tree Modelis a technical
approach developed by Volkan to address ethnic conflicts through unofficial diplomacy.

The Tree Model Procedure

The Tree Model involves the following phases:

¢ Phase 1: Psychodynamic Assessment: Identifying the chosen traumas and glories of both conflicting parties
through deep interviews with influential non-state actors.

* Phase 2: Psychopolitical Dialogues: Bringing together representatives from both sides for series of meetings
(lasting years) where they move beyond political demands to discuss their underlying fears and psychological hurts.

¢ Phase 3: Building the "Tree": As participants begin to humanize the other side, joint economic or social
projects (the branches) are established to solidify the new psychological foundation.

The Importance of Mourning

A central technical requirement for peace, according to Volkan, is the work of mourning. Until a group is able to
mourn the losses associated with their chosen traumas, they will remain psychologically compelled to repeat the
conflict. Conflict resolution must include rituals or public acknowledgments that allow the group to grieve their
historical losses without seeking revenge.

The Role of Victimhood and Entitlement

One of the most dangerous psychological states for a large group is malignant victimhood. When a group defines
itself solely by its status as a victim, it develops a sense of "narcissistic entitlement." They believe that because
they have suffered, they are no longer bound by international law or common morality. This technical shift is what
allows ethnic pride—originally a positive force for social cohesion—to degenerate into the horrors of ethnic
terrorism and cleansing. The group feels "entitled” to commit atrocities to prevent the recurrence of their chosen
trauma.

Technical Summary and Broader Implications

The analysis of ethnic conflict through the lens of Vamik Volkan’s Bloodlinesreveals that terrorism is often the
symptomatic expression of unresolved collective grief and regressed group identity. Political solutions that ignore



the underlying psychological architecture of the "tent" are destined to fail because they treat the symptoms rather
than the disease. To mitigate the rise of ethnic terrorism, international diplomacy must incorporate a sophisticated
understanding of how groups process trauma, select their leaders, and maintain their psychological borders.

Understanding the transition from pride to terror requires moving beyond a purely materialist view of geopolitics. By
recognizing the role of chosen traumas, time collapse, and the narcissism of minor differences, policymakers can
better predict where ethnic tensions are likely to explode into violence. The goal is not to eliminate ethnic pride—
which is a necessary component of human identity—but to prevent its regression into the pathological states that
fuel terrorism. Ultimately, the survival of the global community in an era of resurgent tribalism depends on our
ability to help large groups mourn their pasts so they can inhabit a shared future.
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