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Can Political Leaders Make a Difference? Norwegian versus
Spanish Experiences in Responding to Terrorist Attacks

Teemu Sinkkonen

European Union Research Programme, Finnish Institute of International Affairs, Helsinki, Finland

ABSTRACT
This article compares the public communication of Norwegian Prime
Minister Stoltenberg after the attacks of 22 July 2011 and Spanish
Prime Minister Aznar after the Madrid train bombing on 11 March
2004. These two political leaders opted for very different styles of crisis
communication in the direct aftermath of the attacks. There is also a
great difference in how the attacks influenced their political support.
By focusing on these two cases, the article asks whether political
leaders can make a difference when it comes to the public response to
terrorist attacks.

Terrorist acts have direct consequences only for their immediate victims in the form of bul-
lets and bombs. The political response to the attack, whatever that may be, depends on the
meanings that society attaches to the acts and the terrorists that are behind them. Since the
highest-level politicians are normally eager to respond to terrorist acts with visible policies,
social activism is not always necessary.1 It is normal for people to spontaneously gather
together, however, to mourn, light candles, and show solidarity toward the victims and their
families, but sometimes this social action also has political meanings, like opposing terrorism
and terrorist ideologies, or questioning the state policies that are regarded as provoking the
attack. In the most extreme social response cases, acts of racism, hate crimes, or other stereo-
type-based political violence have been reported.

When social action is galvanized, all types of public information, true and false, play a role
in the process. Information is directly related to the way people appraise who has attacked
them, why and how the attack has happened, and what the incident signifies for them as
individuals and as part of a group, society and state. As Nacos2 and many others have dem-
onstrated, the mass media influence the way in which people perceive terrorism and its con-
sequences. Nowadays, social media or “citizen journalism” also play an increasing role in
information dissemination during crisis situations (Watson).3 Top politicians are among the
many that try to explicate the attacks. While their ability to influence interpretations is lim-
ited, information on individual cases suggests that their responses carry particular signifi-
cance.4 This article focuses on the role of prime ministers in influencing the meanings given
to terrorist attacks and the social and political responses that ensue.
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For the purposes of this article, two different terrorism-related crisis responses have been
analyzed and compared, focusing on the politicking5 of the respective heads of state. The
selected leaders are Spain’s Prime Minister Jos�e Maria Aznar after the 2004 Madrid terrorist
attack and Norway’s Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg after the 2011 massacre in his country.
The cases originate from opposite ends of geographical Europe, the perpetrators represented
different terrorist ideologies, and the political contexts were naturally different in Spain and
Norway. Despite the differences, the task facing these two heads of state was the same for
two reasons: First, they had to demonstrate that the state leadership was capable of dealing
with the crisis situation, and second, they had to address the political meaning of the terror-
ist attacks, and how to continue with the political process that the attacks had triggered.

These two cases are also poles apart when it comes to the way in which Aznar’s and Stolten-
berg’s responses have commonly been analyzed in retrospect. In Spain, protests were staged
against the government, and the ruling party suffered an electoral defeat in the elections that
were held four days after the attack.6 This is commonly linked to the errors of judgment that
Aznar made in his initial responses to the attacks. In Norway, the dominant response was a typ-
ical rally-around-the-flag effect, namely increased support for the prime minister and his party,
while Stoltenberg was widely praised for his calm and measured statements.7 This begs the ques-
tion, to what degree can we really credit or blame the prime ministers for the outcome?

Social Responses to Terrorism in the Light of the Appraisal Theory of Emotions

Social responses to terrorist attacks range from one extreme to another, and different types
of responses may occur simultaneously. A quite typical response to isolated acts of terrorism
is the so-called rally-around-the-flag effect. For example, when the United States was
attacked on 11 September 2001, President Bush’s approval ratings rose significantly.8 This
happened to some degree in Norway as well, but in Spain the government lost support as
well as the subsequent elections, which demonstrates that the rally effect is not automatic.
Irrespective of the political support for the government, it is typical for the public to gather
together to demonstrate solidarity toward the victims and to condemn terrorism in the after-
math of such attacks. This happened in both Spain and Norway. However, sometimes these
social responses manifest themselves in more radical ways. Demonstrations may turn into
more political protests against certain policies, politicians, or other stakeholders that are con-
sidered to be relevant in some way. In Spain, some sectors of the public turned their atten-
tion toward the ruling conservative party and gathered in ad-hoc mobs in front of the
party’s headquarters in Madrid.

The most extreme forms of social response can cross the boundaries of legal political
action. As van Donselaar and Rodrigues reported during the backlash that followed the mur-
der of Theo van Gogh in the Netherlands,9 and as Bouckaert attested during the Kosovo riots
in 2004,10 acts of racism, hate crimes, or other stereotype-based political violence can take
place in the aftermath of violent attacks.11 The Kosovo case is especially interesting: When it
was reported that two children had been deliberately killed by the other ethnic group in
Kosovo, ethnically motivated political violence erupted in response. However, investigations
later proved that the children had been killed by accident with no ethnic group involvement,
which indicates how crucial a role information plays with regard to social response. A some-
what similar case highlighting the fatal consequences of misinformation also occurred in
Spain: A police officer killed a baker who refused to let him put an anti–Euskadi Ta
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Askatasuna (ETA) poster on the wall of a bakery in Pamplona, in the Basque Country. At
that time, the government was blaming ETA for the attack.

A useful tool for understanding differential emotional responses in such cases comes from
psychology: the Appraisal Theory of Emotions. Although there are different traditions
within the theory, they all concur that cognitions are important antecedents of emotions or,
to be more specific, and to quote the explanation advanced by Smith et al., that “emotions
are evoked by an evaluation of the significance of one’s circumstances for personal well-
being.”12 A practical example demonstrates the core idea of the theory: If a person hears a
loud bang when walking next to a construction site, he will most likely be startled by the
noise, but will nevertheless keep on walking. Hearing the same sound in a conflict zone
might urge the same person to run for cover.

As Lazarus has noted, in order to make an appraisal13 “one must have a well-developed
representation of the relevant circumstances.” In the event that the aforementioned bang comes
out of nowhere where one cannot have a “well-developed representation” of the possible causes
and consequences of the sound, the need to find an explanation arises. However, as Lazarus14

has studied, even if the context for the stimulus is the same, people may have different kinds of
emotional responses to it due to the variety of inferential strategies, personal processing capacity
and limitations on the information that is available about the relevant circumstances.

Crisis situations are generally characterized by uncertainty. The flow of official informa-
tion, allegations, speculations, and rumors of all kinds circulates with ease. Every new piece
of information about the event in question may cause an individual making an appraisal to
revise their thinking. This might also be one reason why psychiatrist Salli Saari15 has noted
in her fieldwork among crisis-affected patients that individuals often have a sensation that
their emotions are changing swiftly in the aftermath of a traumatic incident. The complexity
of emotional responses in crisis situations demonstrates that the appraisal process is nonlin-
ear. In a nonlinear process an individual has to constantly ask himself relevant questions
about his circumstances or, likewise, about an event that takes place in a specific political
context. Due to the nonlinearity, it is always possible to reprocess the event and make reap-
praisals that may modify the emotional outcomes.

From an individual point of view, there are some components of every incident that can
lead the appraisal in a certain direction. When making an appraisal of the “relevant circum-
stances” of an event like a terrorist attack, people have three main objectives. These are:

1. estimate the causes and consequences of the incident,
2. evaluate how the event is relevant to oneself, and
3. ascertain the coping potential and best available strategy to deal with the event.16

Before making any assessment of the action that is needed, one has to estimate who or
what may have caused it, either directly or indirectly. Regarding the possible coping strategy,
it will make a difference if the event was due to human action or caused by circumstances,
and whether it was caused intentionally or by accident. Therefore it is relevant what kind of
information about the incident is delivered to the public and whether it involves apportion-
ing blame, and if it does, in what way. As Jennings and Saari have noted, if the causal locus
is on other human beings and the incident is intentional—as in the case of acts of terror-
ism—anger and hatred are typical emotional reactions. This distinguishes terrorism-caused
crises from other crises, like natural disasters.17
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Second, people make an appraisal about the way in which the crisis affects them and their
goals.18 This includes both physical and symbolical relevance. Physical relevance can mean any-
thing from an actual injury to oneself, or a significant other, to an imagined threat of pain and
loss, whereas symbolical relevance refers to a group identity. According to Volkan, the most
common and politically relevant (large) group identities are normally related to religion, ethnic-
ity, nationality, or ideology.19 As Huddy has noted, group identities are relevant from the point
of view of political cohesion.20 Understanding the relevance of the terrorist attack in terms of
group identity may have positive effects on the cohesion of the group, but as Pyszczynski, Solo-
mon, and Greenberg have demonstrated in laboratory experiments, the salience of death-related
thoughts and images can have negative effects on behavior toward other groups. 21

Politicking and Crisis Leadership

According to Sheppard, Rubin, Warman, and Wessely, “the public is fairly resilient, calm
and rational in its reactions” in the immediate aftermath of big terrorist attacks.22 However,
this is not always the case. As mentioned earlier, numerous examples of violent social action
in the aftermath of a terrorist attack demonstrate that although the public at large may be
fairly calm and rational, some sectors may respond strongly. Furthermore, certain recog-
nized behavioral changes after terrorist attacks may be minor at the individual level, but in
the bigger scheme of things they can have a major impact economically, such as minimizing
air travel or influencing the choice of destination.23

In open democratic societies, social responses to terrorism-caused crises depend on the
crisis governance and management, other political forces, the media, social media, public
demand, and so on, which all play a role in the outcomes of a crisis because they project their
power through framing: “selecting and highlighting some facets of events or issues, and mak-
ing connections among them so as to promote a particular interpretation, evaluation, and/or
solution.”24 As seen when compared to the definition of the Appraisal Theory, framing
touches the issues of causal attribution, relevance, and coping. Although seldom applied in
political science or terrorism studies, the Appraisal Theory aptly explains why the informa-
tion is relevant and why there are so many instances where the event is intentionally framed
in a certain way. Public information plays a pivotal role in determining how people make
their appraisals about the terrorist attacks, what they signify to them and how to respond to
them. Since leading politicians are important sources of public information, the hypothesis
here is that all speeches, press conferences, visits to sites where the attacks occurred, and
other similar public performances, namely politicking, play a part in determining how peo-
ple make their appraisals in the aftermath of a terrorist attack.25

In this comparative case study, the focus is solely on the heads of state, but naturally they
are not the only political authorities that matter in the appraisal process. There are often dif-
ferent roles and tasks within the government. The Minister of the Interior in Spain, for
example, and the Minister of Justice in Norway, acted as “crisis managers,” whose role was
to deliver official information to the public about what the police and other relevant officials
had been doing and what was known about the incident. The role of the head of state in
both cases was limited to acting as a “crisis governor,” who was the one who took ultimate
political responsibility for the crisis response, dealt with the other political forces, maintained
contact with other statesmen, addressed the public about the relevance of the attack and
offered a model, a “national coping strategy.”
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Politicking refers to the way in which politicians, in this case the heads of state, act in the
aftermath of an attack. Is the head of state blaming someone for the attack, demanding jus-
tice or revenge, or focusing solely on the victims and their ability to cope? Blaming a certain
perpetrator, like a separatist terrorist group in the case of Spain, and underlining the per-
sonal relevance of the attack is more likely to lead to anger, which can lead to more violent
and aggressive social responses than to fear, which is more likely to lead to aversion and less
confrontational social responses. As De Castella et al. have noted, fear is a typical emotional
response if people estimate that the threat is personally relevant and the coping potential is
considered low or uncertain.26 Leaders can amplify the fear response by emphasizing that
the terrorists pose a serious threat that will not disappear for a long time. Similarly, anger is
a typical response to a situation where the people assess that the incident threatens them
and what they represent, and action against the agent that they consider responsible is likely
to succeed.27 Quite typically, the answer to “what they represent” is related to large group
identities. Therefore, blaming another large group to which the majority of the population
belong, for example, and emphasizing the harmful and negative qualities of the perpetrators
can lead to violent action against the blamed large group representatives, as in the previously
mentioned case of Kosovo.

It is typical for the leading politicians to emphasize crisis management in their initial pub-
lic addresses, namely the work of the police, emergency workers and other officials, or their
own actions in crisis governance. They want to underline that the situation is under control
and people can focus on their individual coping instead of more outwardly directed action,
such as demonstrations, vigilante activism, and so forth. Normally, this seems to work and
Jennings’s perception would appear to be valid: people are not afraid because the officials are
responding to the threat.28

However, politicking is not only about words and their meaning. It is also about another
kind of visibility, namely performance.29 Particularly in the case of crisis situations, nonver-
bal politicking seems to play a role. Is the head of state visible everywhere, or does he prefer
to pull the strings behind the scenes? Visits to attack sites, to hospitals, and so on demon-
strate that the leaders are where the action seems to be taking place. A distant leadership
style, on the other hand, can, even if effective from the perspective of crisis governance, be
interpreted as the leader being absent and people having to deal with the crisis and its conse-
quences alone.

Material and Method of the Analysis

The research material is based solely on the visible and public aspects of the politicking of
the two heads of state in the two cases, and on the content of their public speeches and press
conference statements.

The timeframe for the analysis is limited to four days, for the simple reason that Prime
Minister Aznar gave up the premiership after the parliamentary elections that were held
four days after the Madrid attack and did not make any public appearances regarding the
terrorist attack in the role of prime minister after those four days. Nevertheless, four days
are enough to cover the acute phase of the crisis, since social responses tend to peak quickly.
The coping phase of the targeted society naturally lasts much longer and policy responses to
the incident can take months, even years.30 Similarly, the appraisals on terrorist attacks may
change long after the attack if new, relevant information emerges, but the further the
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distance from the event itself, the harder it becomes to rule out other factors that influence
the appraisal process. This means that many actions by the heads of state, such as private
phone calls to other political leaders, are excluded from this analysis, even if information
about them has since emerged.

During the four days under analysis, Prime Minister Aznar gave two speeches in public:
The first in the afternoon of the day of the attack, 11 March 2004, and the second on the fol-
lowing day. Both speeches were broadcast from the prime minister’s office in Moncloa
together with Minister of the Interior �Angel Acebes. These were essentially TV press confer-
ences broadcast to the wider public.31

Prime Minister Stoltenberg gave three speeches to the general public in the first four days
of the aftermath in the following order: The first on the day of the attack, 22 July 2011, the
second the following day together with Minister of Justice Knut Storberget, and the last in
Oslo Cathedral on 24 July.32 The first two speeches were in the form of press conferences,
whereas the third was a memorial speech for the victims and their families, broadcast live on
Norwegian TV.

In the analysis of the Spanish speeches, the original versions have been used and the cita-
tions in this article have been translated by the author. The speeches by the Norwegian prime
minister have been translated into English and are available on the website of the Norwegian
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In this article, the English translations are used. The translator
from Norwegian into English is unknown.

The speech content has been analyzed by categorizing phrases and meanings that are
related to the three main objectives of the appraisal process: (1) causality, (2) personal rele-
vance, and (3) coping potential. For example, naming the perpetrators and interpreting the
symbolism behind the attack is related to large group identities like nationality, ethnicity, reli-
gion, and political ideology. This can be done directly by pointing out the perpetrator and the
group represented, but also by focusing on the victims, and why the terrorists attacked them
precisely in that place and at that moment. Coping potential can range from proposed individ-
ual coping, such as mourning and offering solidarity to the victims, to more official, state-level
coping, like proposing new policies or emphasizing the importance of the existing ones.

Spain: Turning a National Trauma into Party Politics

When the attacks in Madrid took place on 11 March 2004, parliamentary elections were due
to be held only three days later. The electoral campaigning had been heated, but it seemed
that Prime Minister Aznar’s Popular Party (PP) was about to win the elections by a clear
margin over the rival Socialist Party (Partido Socialista Obrero Espa~nol, PSOE).33 Instinc-
tively, the government blamed the Basque terrorist group ETA for the attack, although there
was no conclusive information about the perpetrator. It was not until the evening of the day
of the attack that a group named Abu Hafs al-Masri Brigades of Al Qaeda confessed to being
behind the attack, but the government did not consider the confession credible at first and
insisted on blaming ETA and keeping all lines of investigation open until the elections.34

The political context in Spain at the time was very complex due to the elections. Prime
Minister Aznar was no longer running, but his successor for party leadership, Mariano
Rajoy, was leading the PP’s campaign. As a consequence, there were several different repre-
sentatives from the PP appearing in public, such as Minister of the Interior Acebes, Minister
of Foreign Affairs Ana Palacio, Spokesperson for the Government Eduardo Zaplana, and
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candidate for the premiership Rajoy. The same applied to the political opposition. Due to the
proximity of the elections, the attack was quickly politicized and the government criticized
by the other political parties. Added to this, the Spanish party system is bipolar in practice.
As hypothesized in my earlier work,35 bipolar party systems are more vulnerable to terror-
ism than pluralistic systems. The reason for this is most likely that in bipolar party systems
the ruling party tends to take full political responsibility for anything that happens during its
rule, whereas in pluralistic systems the responsibility is shared among the parties involved in
the government.

Prime Minister Aznar remained, for the most part, in his office at Moncloa throughout the
acute phase of the crisis, governing by telephone and personal meetings.36 Whereas there was a
high degree of transparency at the management level and any progress in the police investiga-
tions was rapidly relayed to the public, the same transparency was not applied to the actions of
the prime minister. Aznar’s leadership style was decisive, but at the same time distant and
authoritative. He decided to stay behind closed doors in Moncloa, not visiting the scene of the
attack nor the places where the victims were treated, and not using the official Delegate Com-
mission of the Government for Crisis Situations. His first visible move after the attack was to
release a notification about his decision to organize a national demonstration for the following
day with the slogan, “With the victims, with the Constitution, for the defeat of terrorism.” Since
the constitution and its interpretations was one of the most debated electoral themes in the elec-
toral campaign and a central theme in the PP’s campaign, referring to it was clearly a partisan
move. Somewhat later, Aznar appeared in a press conference and gave his first speech, which
was his last and only direct appearance in public during the first day of the aftermath.

During the second day after the attack, Prime Minister Aznar gave one speech in public,
and appeared in the front row of the national demonstration that he had called for the previ-
ous day. By the time the demonstration was held, there were already leads pointing towards
Islamic terrorism, but Aznar’s government was still blaming the Basque terrorists for the
attack. As a consequence, the massive demonstration under the conservative party’s electoral
slogan functioned mainly as a place for sharing information, emotions, and suspicions about
the possibility that the government was manipulating information. During the second day
after the attack, the day before the elections, the media were already framing the attack as
Islamic terrorism, but the government stated that it would not close any lines of investiga-
tion. Due to this controversy, some protesters gathered together in front of the PP headquar-
ters in Madrid to protest against the government and to blame them not only for
manipulating information, but also for the fact that their policy of participation in the war
in Iraq had caused the terrorist attack.

Causality

Regarding the content of Aznar’s speeches, he typically referred to the perpetrators as “terro-
rists,” “assassins,” “criminals,” or “a fanatical minority.” By being terrorists, they were the
ultimate “evil,” which legitimized the use of all possible means in hunting them down. Aznar
did not explicitly state that by terrorists he meant the Basque group ETA, but he left little
room for any misinterpretation of his message by referring to them as “those assassins that
have so many times sown death on the whole Spanish terrain,” or that they are those who
“we know so well here.” As a result, Aznar was trying to blame a large group within Spanish
society, the Basques, not by naming them directly, but by implication. Due to the fact that
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other politicians in his party were talking about ETA directly, there was no room for misin-
terpretation. Yet in his second speech, he was already poised to politicize a new threat and
opening avenues to new policies by taking into account that the perpetrators could be an
Islamic group instead of Basque terrorists. Again, he was not explicit about this change of
opinion: He underlined that in the end it did not matter who the perpetrators were since
“Religious fanaticism and ethnic fanaticism are only different in their pretexts, but they seek
and obey the same murdering, destructive and genocidal impulse.” What is more, Prime
Minister Aznar also admitted at the end of his second speech that he was not sure about the
causal locus at all: “If we were certain […] I would be most pleased to say as the prime minis-
ter that these are the assassins.”

What was truly remarkable in Aznar’s politicking is that the blame was not confined to
the perpetrators of the attack, but also aimed at other political forces in Spain that were criti-
cal of the information that the government was delivering to the public. This was related to
the ongoing framing competition on the causality of the attacks, but did play a significant
role in politicizing the terrorist attacks and crisis governance.37 In one statement, Aznar
pointed the finger at ETA’s unofficial spokesperson, Arnaldo Otegi, who appeared in public
during the day of the attack saying that ETA was not the perpetrator but that some Islamic
group might be: “the government does not concede and will not concede … any credit to
the declarations of spokesmen of illegal organizations that acquit, or are talking on behalf of
a terrorist organization.”38 He also said that questioning the official information policy was
something that should not be tolerated and mentioned the General Secretary of the Socialist
Party Jos�e Blanco as one that “should apologize himself.” This in particular can be regarded
as a sign that the government was already competing with the other domestic political forces
and not only trying to control the crisis and its consequences.

Relevance

When describing the terrorists or the threat that they posed to Spain and the Spanish people,
Prime Minister Aznar said, for example, that the terrorists wanted to “cause all the damage
possible,” and that the organization was “made to kill and to kill everything it can” and that
the attack “is lacking any justification.” Such descriptions can add to the appraisals to the
effect that people become more fearful of the threat of terrorism. He also emphasized that
the threat had existed before (insinuating that the perpetrators were the Basques) and still
existed: “Their killer instinct and will to subdue Spain into their dictates remain, neverthe-
less, tragically active,” although “their operative capacity is weaker than ever.” Furthermore,
Aznar explained to the public that the terrorists wanted to “subdue Spain to their dictates”
and that terrorism posed “the biggest threat to all societies: it aims to put an end to our sys-
tem of coexistence, it aims to put an end to Human Rights, it aims to put an end to our
democracy.” All these descriptions certainly made the threat of terrorism sound terrifying,
but at the same time describing terrorism in such a destructive and fearsome way facilitates
policymaking against it, which justifies the use of such rhetoric by politicians.39 No new poli-
cies were proposed in Aznar’s speeches, but that is not to say that emphasizing the destruc-
tiveness of terrorism would not be used later as grounds for policy changes.

The relevance of large group identities and the appraised symbolism of the attack can be
seen in the interpretations that the Spanish prime minister used in his speeches: “Many peo-
ple have been killed for the mere fact of being Spanish,” “We are a great nation,” and so on.
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Even if he underlined that several other nationalities were among the fatalities, he ended up
fortifying national symbolism by promising that Spanish citizenship would be granted to all
the non-Spanish victims and their relatives. He also defined the values and qualities that
were needed by the Spanish people in their time of crisis: “unity” and “firmness,” but went
even further by including a partisan political position that the people should take in order to
express solidarity with the affected: “we stand together with the Constitution,” which is “the
great accord of our political regime and an expression of our united and plural Spain.”

By referring to the international dimensions of the attack, Aznar reminded the public
about the larger polity that stands united against the common enemy of terrorism. However,
in the Spanish case, naming all the statesmen that were expressing their condolences was
also used to justify Aznar’s policy choices, which in foreign policy included a strong and visi-
ble commitment to the U.S.-led “War on Terror,” including the war in Iraq, which had met
with strong opposition from the Spanish public only a year before the Madrid attack when
the war started. Aznar stated, for example, that the “international community” was “united
and supporting” not only in solidarity, but also in “effective cooperation against the shared
threat of terrorism.”

Coping

Aznar’s vision regarding the coping potential was contradictory. On the one hand, he regarded
it as low or uncertain by saying in his first speech that after all that the government had done
to combat terrorism, the terrorists “continue to be active.” However, this was followed by a
different affirmation: “We will destroy them.” In his second speech, he assured listeners that
“everyone is working without rest in order to respond to the situation and to regain normality
as quickly and completely as possible” and also that the Ministry of the Interior and Minister
�Angel Acebes were doing “an extraordinary job” in managing the crisis.

Aznar’s attack on other domestic political forces revealed that he was not able to control
the situation as much as he would have liked. Nevertheless, he vehemently emphasized that
the crisis could only be solved by governmental action and people should just rely on that.
For example, he explained to the public how he had been in contact with King Juan Carlos
and leaders of the most important parties, how he had taken the victims and society into
account in his policy decisions in the form of compensation, and how he had also been in
contact with statesmen from other countries and how the crisis management structures, that
is to say the emergency services, police, or other relevant officials, were functioning
efficiently.

Due to Aznar’s politicking style of remaining behind the scenes, he did not place much
emphasis on individual or social coping like mourning and social action through visits to
attack sites and emergency management, but nor did he ignore them either. In both of his
speeches he thanked citizens or encouraged them to be active and to demonstrate solidarity
with their fellow countrymen and women in the difficult days of the aftermath.

Norway: De-Politicization of a Partisan Attack

When Anders Behring Breivik attacked the government buildings in Oslo and the youth
camp of Arbeiderparti activists on Utøya island, the Norwegian political calendar was not as
hectic as it was in Spain.40 Municipal elections were held on 12 September, 42 days after the
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attack, but the parliamentary period was roughly halfway through. The attack was carried
out in summer, at a time when many people take their holidays, and hence the government
buildings were not as populated as they might have been. As a result, Prime Minister Stolten-
berg could focus solely on the crisis and its management and his political intentions were not
questioned the way Aznar’s were. The Norwegian party system is pluralistic, and so the
prime minister’s party takes neither credit nor blame as easily as in bipolar systems like the
one in Spain. Furthermore, Norway was more united and the political tradition was based
on a strong sense of consensus, which lowered the motivation of other political forces to
immediately politicize the incident and turn it against the government, as they did in Spain.
Another important difference is that Norway did not have as long a history of terrorism as
Spain, which might have given rise to bias in the investigation. Despite this, there was some
speculation in public in the immediate aftermath that the perpetrator could have been a rad-
ical Islamist, which persisted for some time after the first piece of information was released
about the perpetrator. Since the identity of the perpetrator was quickly revealed and his
manifesto clarified his ideological reasons, those speculations lacked political relevance.
Despite this information, Stoltenberg opted not to talk about the perpetrator and his
motives.

Not only was the political context very different in Norway, but Prime Minister Stolten-
berg was the complete opposite of Aznar in his crisis governance style. Unlike Aznar, Stol-
tenberg was visible in his leadership: He visited the attack sites and hospitals where the
victims were treated and even gave a memorial speech in a cathedral for the victims. He also
showed strong personal commitment to the tragic events by reminding people that he him-
self knew many of the victims personally and that he was shocked and saddened because of
that. His relationship to the attack was also very different because it targeted Stoltenberg’s
own party, not completely random citizens. However, the prime minister’s visibility and
emotional style were no doubt instrumental in turning an attack based on an ideological
large group identity into a national trauma.

Causality

The only causality-related content in Stoltenberg’s first speech was a statement to the effect
that “We don’t know who has attacked us,” but the attack was “cowardly.” At the time of the
speech, the perpetrator had already been caught, but his motives were not completely clear.
In the other two speeches, Stoltenberg avoided pointing out the causal locus by refraining
from naming or describing the perpetrator at all. Instead, he used the passive voice: “people
have been killed” or “Norway was hit.” This choice, at least in the Norwegian case, func-
tioned as a depoliticizing element. When no “enemy” was pointed out, the threat that any
large group identities might experience due to the attack was not amplified by the prime
minister. Since the perpetrator was from the same ethnic, national and religious group as the
majority of Norwegians themselves, this factor ruled out stereotypical violence and “vigilante
justice,” as in the cases of the Netherlands and Kosovo mentioned earlier in this article.

Relevance

Prime Minister Stoltenberg described the attack using the concept of evil and other similarly
negative, even biblical concepts: “We are all shocked by the evil events that struck so
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suddenly and brutally,” “It is like a nightmare,” “Utøya is the paradise of my youth that yes-
terday turned into hell,” “the full extent of this evil act will become apparent in all its
horror.”

Right from his first appearances in public, Stoltenberg started to frame the partisan attack
as a national trauma. For example, he also used a historical comparison point to underline
how harmful the attack was: “Norway was hit by the worst atrocity it has seen since the Sec-
ond World War.” He also emphasized that “Norway stands together in times of crisis,”
“This is an attack […] on us.” However, at the same time Stoltenberg defined the core values
and characteristics of what he saw as essential in the Norwegian identity and repeated them
in his speeches: “We must show that our open society can pass this test” and “We are a small
country, but a proud people.”

Similarly to Prime Minister Aznar, Stoltenberg also mentioned international awareness of
the event: “I have promised to pass on the condolences of Barack Obama, Vladimir Putin,
Frederik Reinfeldt, Angela Merkel, David Cameron, Dimitry Medvedev and many other
heads of state and government.” Since Stoltenberg did not refer to any shared values or poli-
cies, this reference remained non-political. He reminded the people that there was an inter-
national polity that felt the sorrow and loss of the Norwegian people.

Coping

Unlike Aznar, however, Stoltenberg strongly emphasized individual coping. He repeatedly
talked about mourning and sadness, about supporting those who were close: “today is a day
for mourning,” “many of us know someone who has been lost. Even more know of someone.
I knew several,” “we will take care of one another. Comfort one another, talk, and stand
together.” His personal closeness to the victims undoubtedly played a role. He showed his
emotions when crying in public. His sadness was seen as genuine, and his role in the memo-
rial event justified, which helped to de-politicize the attack.

Stoltenberg framed the attack as a very demanding situation, but emphasized at the same
time that people would get over it: “This is an evening that will demand a great deal from us
all. The days that follow may be even more demanding,” “It is incomprehensible,” or “We
are still struggling to take in the scale of this tragedy.” If statements like these alone had been
made, they would have sent the message that the coping potential was low and uncertain,
but they were followed by encouraging messages saying that despite the difficulties, “We are
prepared to face them,” “No one is ever going to frighten us away from being Norway,” and
“we will get through this too.”

The only political aspects of coping were the ones he framed in his often-quoted phrase: “The
answer to violence is even more democracy. Even more humanity. But never naivety.” Similarly,
he also stated that, “Norwegian democracy grows stronger when it is under pressure.”

Did Aznar and Stoltenberg Make a Difference?

There were major differences between the politicking of prime ministers Aznar and Stolten-
berg. First of all, their governance styles were almost the complete opposite. Aznar chose to
govern the crisis from his office in Moncloa, while Stoltenberg chose to make himself visible
to the public at the attack sites and in hospitals. This proximity to the public was also present
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in the content of the speeches. Stoltenberg constantly used the personal pronouns “us” and
“we,” whereas Aznar talked about the actions of the government directed toward the people.41

Another remarkable difference between Prime Minister Stoltenberg and Prime Minister
Aznar was that Stoltenberg refused to point out the causal locus of the tragedy, even though
it was already known who the perpetrator was and what he represented, whereas Aznar
firstly blamed the wrong terrorist group, then other politicians for being critical about his
accusations. He then admitted that the Islamic thread would be investigated together with
the separatist thread, and lastly recognized that he did not even know who was behind the
attack, whereas in Norway the perpetrator gave himself up when police arrived at the scene
of the massacre leaving no room for speculation.

Both leaders used national symbolism and values in explaining the relevance of the
attacks from the point of view of large group identities. However, Aznar’s partisan appeal
for the conservative party’s electoral topics, together with his refusal to emphasize the ETA
thread despite the mounting evidence pointing toward Islamic terrorism, undermined this
goal. His politicking was seen as biased, and some sectors of the public responded by protest-
ing against his party. Stoltenberg, on the other hand, succeeded in his intent to de-politicize
the partisan attack, and his party enjoyed the rally-around-the-flag-effect in the upcoming
municipal elections.

When it comes to Stoltenberg’s model of not apportioning blame, this would have been a
more difficult position for Aznar to take. Merely speaking about mourning and social coping
might not be enough in a case where the perpetrator is unknown and on the loose, since the
government was under pressure to demonstrate decisiveness and the capability to catch the
perpetrator. Since the perpetrator gave himself up in Norway and it seemed that he had
acted alone, not representing any known group, it was possible for Stoltenberg to focus only
on mourning and social coping. Furthermore, the perpetrator was an average Norwegian in
his ethnicity, religion and appearance, which did not raise any intergroup issues. It can be
argued that if he had been a Muslim, namely from another large group than the majority of
Norwegians, and had represented the global jihad �a la Al Qaeda, the attack would have been
appraised very differently and the possible consequences would also have demanded more
from Prime Minister Stoltenberg in the form of policy choices.

The question is, could Aznar have succeeded at all, given the political complexity and Span-
ish party system? The national identity is not very pronounced in Spain, which consists of
strong regions with regional identities. Appeals for national unity while at the same time blam-
ing a group belonging to one of those regional identities are controversial. In order to be
completely neutral and non-partisan, Aznar should not have blamed anyone before sufficient
evidence had been gathered, but given the hectic political context, even this could have been
interpreted as political maneuvering. Appeals to national unity might have been on a firmer
footing if Aznar had blamed Islamic terrorism in the first instance, but in that case he would
have been confronted with a different political challenge: It was he who involved Spain in the
war in Iraq, and if that was the appraised causality behind the attack in Madrid, it could have
been costly for the PP in the ballot boxes due to the bipolarity of the party system. However,
in that case, the elections would have been about foreign policy choices and the party pro-
gram, not about approval or disapproval of Aznar’s governance during his final days in power.

In sum, there were several contextual restrictions that influenced the feasibility of options
both for Stoltenberg and Aznar, but the restrictions were perhaps fewer for Stoltenberg. He
could have blamed Breivik and the right-wing extremists for the attack, but he had nothing to
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gain by doing that. The electoral cycle was not at its peak, which reduced the need to politicize
the attack. Aznar had fewer choices. He could have waited for the investigations to proceed and
then blamed the perpetrator based on evidence, or taken a risk and blamed the only known ter-
rorist group in Spain with the capacity to carry out such an attack. By being completely non-
partisan, Aznar had the chance to lose, not to win, since by not being able to inform the public
as much as the public needs in times of crisis in order to make their appraisal, the government
would have been criticized anyway, either for being incapable of doing its job, or for withholding
information. Therefore he opted for pointing the finger at ETA, the “usual suspect” and the
group that Aznar’s party had targeted its counterterrorism policy against, hoping that the evi-
dence would later justify the blame. Radical Islamists were the least worthwhile group from
Aznar’s point of view, since evoking them would raise the issue of Spain’s participation in the
war in Iraq. In hindsight, it is easy to criticize Aznar’s decisions, especially from the moral point
of view. Yet bearing in mind that the elections were only three days away and due to the Span-
ish bipolar party system whereby the winner takes all and the loser loses all, it would have been
politically more risky to go for any other option than Aznar did.

Conclusion: Beyond Spain and Norway

If there is anything to be learned from the Spanish case, it is that political speculation, calcu-
lation, and other partisan politicking are normally regarded as out of place in the face of a
national trauma like a terrorist attack, and they are likely to lead to the exclusion of certain
segments of the public, which may again lead to different social responses, including pro-
tests, and so forth. The Norwegian way of politicizing the attack in a more neutral, nonparti-
san way, through appealing to commonly shared values seemed to work better in preventing
harmful social responses. However, political leaders are not always as free to choose their
strategy as it might seem because the nature of the event and the political situation can
impose significant pressures and constraints on them.

Despite the fact that the Spanish and Norwegian cases do not provide an answer to the
best way of dealing with the causal attribution of an attack, they underline the need for spe-
cial attention to be paid toward it. Blaming the perpetrator and interpreting the possible rea-
soning of the terrorist(s) can lead to unwanted social responses, especially if the perpetrator
represents a large group other than that of the target audience. Violent backlashes are not
uncommon in the aftermath of intergroup terrorist attacks, as was seen in the aftermath of
the murder of Theo van Gogh, the Kosovo case in 2004 and the Charlie Hebdo shooting in
Paris in 2015, among many others. Norway had it easy, in a way, when the perpetrator was
caught red-handed and his background did not open up any existing intergroup grievances
in society, as the blaming of ETA did in Spain.

Naturally one cannot deny certain facts, like the known background of the perpetrators,
but talking about these characteristics calls for discretion and coherence. As the Spanish case
clearly demonstrates, authoritative speculation is very risky when there is no evidence-based
information available. It may be tempting for politicians to exploit fear after a terrorist attack
in order to keep a window of opportunity open for exceptional policies. This can be seen in
the way that leaders define the relevance of the event that has taken place. However, it makes
the act of terrorism successful by amplifying “a state of fear” that the terrorists created
through their deeds. As Furedi has stated, “acts of terrorism succeed in so far as the target
society responds in the way perpetrators of these deeds intended.”42 The heads of state are
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the ones that can lead the social response by example but, as mentioned earlier, this can be
challenging due to the contextual limitations.

Portraying an image of leadership seems to be at least as important as the actual effective-
ness of managing the situation. The Committee of Investigation of the Norwegian terrorist
attack in 2011 clearly states that there were several mistakes and mismanagement issues in
the policing during the massacre in Utøya, but Prime Minister Stoltenberg nevertheless
enjoyed increased support due to his visibility in public after the attack.43

In sum, it can be argued that the most successful terrorism-related crisis politicking
is dependent on a favorable political context. In other words, crises are easiest to man-
age when society is stable, when it lacks inflammable intergroup grievances and the
political system itself is ready to take the blow as one, like in Norway, not as quarreling
parties, like in Spain. Experience in dealing with terrorism-related crises does not seem
to be relevant.
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