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A Social Psychological Perspective on
Terrorist Behavior

Daniel B. Kennedy and Robert J. Homant

One of the predictable consequences of 9/11 was an intensified academic interest in
terrorism. Academic researchers from the various social sciences have focused on
understanding terrorist individuals and organizations, identifying terrorists and
potential terrorists, and anticipating, preventing, and recovering from terrorist activ-
ities." A major theoretical issue that ties these concerns together is the motivation of
the individual terrorist. Who is a terrorist? What sort of background does he (or she)
come from? What accounts for the intensity of his commitment and the extremes of
his behavior, even to the point of suicidal attacks?

Three types of answers have been offered to these questions. One possibility is that
terrorism is a rational response to a real injury or problem; the asymmetrical nature
of the conflict between radical Islamists and “Westernized” governments requires
drastic measures by individuals devoted to a just or at least a reasonable cause. A sec-
ond type of answer suggests that individuals with unrealistic worldviews, develop-
mental pathologies, and various emotional conflicts involving intense anger,
identity confusion, and suicidal motivation are displaced to a political arena where
the acting out of their individual pathologies can ar least earn them some praise
and satisfaction (even to the point of material rewards for their families in the case
of many suicide bombers).” A third type of answer points to the ability of common
social psychological processes, especially those involving group dynamics, to produce
extreme behavior that would typically be thought to stem from personal pathology.
It is this third type of answer that we will explore in this chapter: what are those proc-
esses that have been found to produce extreme behaviors in otherwise rational,
healthy people, and how might these processes function in the context of a terrorist
organization? '
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“ONE MAN’S TERRORIST...”

It has become a cliché to say that “one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom
fighter.” The point of this statement is that definitions of and judgments about
terrorism are problematic.> The perceived reasonableness of the cause and suitability
of the tactics greatly impact our judgment of the mental health of the participants.
One example that comes to mind is the French Resistance of World War II, which
is seldom considered to have been a form of terrorism, yet which might fit certain
definitions thereof. We certainly do not claim moral equivalence between La Resis-
tance and al Qaeda; “moral equivalence” is hardly a question for social science. How-
ever, because of the support that the French Resistance had (both then and now),
we do not search for character flaws that distinguish the joiners from the nonjoiners.

The PIRA (Provisional Irish Republican Army) represents a more ambiguous case
with regard to the reasonableness of its cause and the psychological health of its
members. Some historical justification for its cause can be provided. Also, its tactics,
though brutal, are typically designed not to alienate world opinion, and especially
not to alienate its own domestic support.? Given widespread support for the PIRA
in some communities and families, it is not so unimaginable that a Belfast Catholic
youth might be eager to join.

However, when nineteen people engage in and carry out a plot to kill themselves
along with countless anonymous others in a distant land, using a tactic in which their
own death is crucial to the desired outcome, an outcome that is difficult to see as
rationally desired, then the question of individual motivation quickly arises.

TERRORISM AS A “RATIONAL” RESPONSE

Islamist terrorism is rooted in a number of religious beliefs.> Some of these are of a
historical or factual nature, and thus can at least be subjected to some verification. But
many of the core beliefs involve religious ideology. Consider three of them: Islam is
the one true religion; Muslims have certain moral obligations, including maintaining
Islam in any area that was ever Muslim ruled and imposing Muslim law (shari) in
Muslim areas; and dying in battle for one’s faith is a guarantee of immediate entry into
paradise. One might add to these a few further ideas that would be difficult o assess
empirically: bombing a busload of noncombatants is a reasonable means of influencing
people’s decisions, and “sacrificing oneself” is either a more effective way of carrying out
the bombing or at least makes the bombing more politically effective. If one grants all of
the preceding ideas, then one explanation of terrorism and terrorist behavior is simply
that it is a rational approach to asymmetrical warfare.® While it might seem strange
(within a moderate Muslim worldview as well) to think that blowing oneself up is a sure
route to paradise, we know of no objective way of disproving it. We would also add
that such a route to paradise is no less extreme than the stories of many early Christians,
such as Saint Polycarp (d. 155), or more recent Christidns, such as Rose of Lima
(d. 1617) or Anthony Bobula (d. 1657), who prayed to be granted the privilege of

martyrdom. Distinctions must be made, however, between the traditional Christian
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martyrs who die for their faith and the radical jibadist martyrs who see to it that others
die along with them. The latter has been referred to as “predatory martyrdom.””
While suicidal behavior in the service of entering paradise is arguably rational to
some, given the premises, we should not leave the impression that such a belief system
is a precondition for the commission of suicide terrorism. In Sri Lanka, the Tamil
Tigers were very “successful” at motivating their followers to engage in suicidal attacks
even without any promises of eternal reward.® In the 1980s and 1990s, the Tamil
rebels employed hundreds of suicide bombers against the Sinhalese-dominated
Sri Lankan army, all acting without any apparent belief in their personal immortality.
In concluding this section, one further point needs to be made. Even if terrorist
behavior, whether suicidal or not, can be considered a rational response, it remains
true that some members of a group or culture engage in it and some do not. It should
also be stressed that to deem behavior as rational is not the same as to deem it moral.

THE TERRORIST AS ACTING OUT PSYCHOPATHOLOGY®

Some authors, such as Post and Lester, Yang, and Lindsay, have located the origin
of terrorist behavior primarily in the pathological make-up of the individual, typi-
cally in a personality disorder such as “authoritarian personality,” “paranoid person-
ality,” or “borderline personality,” although a full-blown psychotic diagnosis, such
as paranoid schizophrenia may also be implicated.'® More commonly, however,
authors citing psychological causes point to character traits that fall short of a diag-
nosable mental illness."”

Grimland et al. review a number of theorists who link terrorist acts to a narcissistic
rage that may arise from a variety of threats to the self-esteem of the individual.'?
A person may be vulnerable to such threats because of loss or conflict within one’s
own family or because of humiliation of the national or ethnic group with which
one has overidentified. These individuals are then seen as seeking out the terrorist
group as a vehicle for committing the acts of violence that they are motivated to com-
mit because of their own rage.'> While agreeing with this basic formulation, Pearl-
stein believes thar it applied more to terrorists of the 1970s and early 1980s, rather
than to the religion-based terrorism that arose in the late 1980s.'

Miller offers a typology of terrorist roles that one may play, based on eight different
types of personality disorder.'® Miller is careful to state that these personality types
might not rise to the level of a diagnosable mental illness (i.e., they may be “subclini-
cal”), and that some individuals without any mental disorder may also participate in
violent political acts. The clear implication, though, is that a person’s underlying
personality disorder draws him to terrorism and shapes his involvement in it.

Schbley distributed 405 questionnaires to participants in a military exhibition
parade for Hezbollah in Beirut, Lebanon.'® From this group of Shia militants, 341
responded. Several of the items on the questionnaire were designed to measure
various DSM-IV-R diagnostic categories. In addition to the 341 questionnaire
respondents, Schbley qualitatively analyzed the audio (and occasionally video) decla-
rations of some 933 “zealots about to commit self-immolation” (p. 110) by engaging
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in a suicide bombing. Based on his analysis, Schbley concluded that Hezbollah
religious terrorists often suffer from oppositional defiant disorder, impulse control
disorder, or antisocial personality disorder. More importantly, these personality
disorders are then “aggravated by dogma-induced critical/psychotic depression”
(p. 120), which leads in turn to the suicide terrorism.

Hypothesizing various forms of psychopathology as being behind the behavior of
the typical terrorist may have a certain heuristic value. However, if one wishes to be
at all parsimonious, then there must be some evidence beyond the terrorist act itself
to confirm the diagnosis. Given that the terrorists themselves are seldom available for
clinical interviews, one would need to find preexisting data sources documenting rel-
evant symptoms. For example, writings by the individual himself might show para-
noid ideas, loss of reality contact, or emotional conflicts. Others—family members,
coworkers, classmates—may have observed disturbed or at least eccentric behavior."”
The individual may have sought mental health intervention or expressed concern
* about his own stability. There could be documented suicide attemprts, or a history of
criminal activity (for diagnosing antisocial personality, for example). At the very least,
there could be a history of inadequate or self-defeating behavior leading to a series
of social failures—in vocational life, in relationships, in achieving other goals—in
situations where similarly situated persons are readily able to achieve success.

Thus, the task of documenting psychopathology, while challenging, is not insur-
mountable. For example, journalistic accounts and FBI profilers seem to have no diffi-
culty uncovering evidence of significant psychopathology on the part of serial sexual
killers."® Attempts, however, to uncover convincing evidence of pathological motiva-
tion in Islamist terrorists as a group have so far been largely unsuccessful.'® The
common complaint of critics is that no particular symptom or cluster of symptoms is
objectively noted across a terrorist sample, nor is any attempt made to determine if such
symptoms are more prevalent among terrorists than among the populations from
which they are drawn. In any large sample of individuals, one would expect to find
evidence of mental illness: 26.2 percent of a random cross-section of American society
show enough symptoms to qualify for a diagnosable mental illness i% any given year°

One further issue should be highlighted with respect to psychological explana-
tions. Many writers, including those who claim to reject a psychopathological
explanation of terrorism, point to identity or self-esteem problems as playing a key
role in motivating someone to join a terrorist organization.*' Basically, circumstances
conspire to undermine the person’s sense of self. He or she is unable to actualize core
values, feels humiliated or unaccepted (perhaps in a new country), or lacks opportu-
nity in an impoverished country. The rejection or at least lack of acceptance of his
core Islamic faith by the dominant majority may further exacerbate a sense of
humiliation. Such a person is naturally drawn to a group of like-minded people
who place the blame for their humiliation on a decadent Western society and a
degraded Islam that they believe has largely sold out to Western governments and
values. This description echoes the writings of many terrorists themselves, and thus
has some empirical support. But is such an explanation “psychological”? That is

does it identify significant psychopathology on the part of the budding terrorist?
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Those writers who reject psychological explanations as unfounded generally
portray these identity and self-esteem problems as being of the normal, develop-
mental variety.”” They imply that a richer environment would provide such individ-
uals with healthier outlets for dealing with these normal developmental issues. Often
a “marginal man” problem is identified.”® That is, a Muslim immigrant to a Western
country may in fact be more Westernized than others in his family, but because he
has adopted Western goals he finds the subtle prejudice against him and his lack of
complete social acceptance to be much more galling than would a more traditional
Muslim. This lack of acceptance, in turn, is seen as a failure on his part and drives
him to accept a worldview that rejects the rejecters. Although such a scenario would
not account for a majority of terrorists, it does seem to be a common theme to
account for “home-grown” Islamist terrorists in Western lands. While one could
easily see this as a manifestation of psychopathology (because of the underlying feel-
ings of inadequacy), it probably does not indicate a level of pathology that is signifi-
cantly out of the ordinary. Some individuals just happen to be situated in
environments where involvement with extremist groups provides the initial solution
to their identity problem. An analysis of group processes, to which we turn next, then
provides an explanation for how this initial group involvement may evolve into a
willingness or even an eagerness to blow oneself up in a blaze of glory.

Finally, it should be pointed out that some writers who have put forth a psychologi-
cal approach to understanding terrorism specifically reject “psychopathology” as play-
ing a significant role.” Their approach is “psychological” in the sense that it examines
the motivarion and worldview of the terrorist, but not in the sense that something
psychologically amiss is the cause of the terrorism. A passage from Horgan’s The Psy-
chology of Terrorism captures this well:

We might consider what the group dynamics were that bonded the 9/11 hijackers
together. . .. It has been widely suggested, and seemingly corroborated by Osama Bin
Laden himself, that not all of the hijackers were aware of their impending deaths. . ..
[Wihat group dynamics would have been important or necessary for the cell leader to
maximize psychological cohesion and mutual solidarity in the face of self-doubt, waver-
ing commitment or a partial lack of focus during the stressful events on the aircraft? It
has been suggested that shared rituals. . .may have been. . .important. . . before and dur-
ing the attacks. ... [S]uch activity can enhance group solidarity and shield individual
members from considering alternative courses of action.”

In other words, Hogan’s “psychology of terrorism” relies on basic social psycho-
logical processes to account for the behavior, and it is the exposition of this perspec-
gical p P
tive that constitutes the balance of this chapter.

THE TERRORIST AS A PRODUCT OF NORMAL SOCIAL
PROCESSES

In his compelling history of the events leading up to 9/11, Lawrence Wright con-
cluded that there is no evidence that psychopathology played a significant role in
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motivating the initial wave of organizers and recruits that formed al Qaeda.?® Wright
believed, however, that once it was established, some individuals with various emo-
tional problems were drawn to al Qaeda, as happens with any political movement,
however positive or negative the movement’s original goals and methods. The issue
for us here, then, is neither whether some mentally ill individuals become terrorists,
nor even whether some nondiagnosable (i.e., subclinical) forms of psychopathology
may play a role in terrorists’ career paths. Rather, the issue here is how psychologi-
cally healthy one can be and yet become a terrorist, and even more particularly, a sui-
cide terrorist. Further clarification is in order on what it means to be a “suicide
terrorist.” While acknowledging some connection to suicide missions in a military
context, such as Japanese Kamikaze pilots in World War II, Grimland et al. maintain
that the suicide bombing tactics of current terrorist groups trace back to Hezbollah in
Lebanon in the 1970s.%” Regardless of its roots, suicide terrorism as a major tactic of
terrorist organizations is a relatively modern phenomenon. The reason we focus on
suicide terrorism is that this behavior is in many ways the most frightening and dis-
turbing. The willingness or even eagerness to die shows the depth of commitment of
the foe and, as a tactic, suicide terrorism claims a significant number of lives per
attack. If the suicide terrorist is not necessarily mentally ill, then the notion of mental
illness need not be invoked to account for the behavior of others in the terrorist
organization.

Is it appropriate, however, to call bin Laden, Ayman Al Zawahiri, and other lead-
ers of al Qaeda or Hamas suicide terrorists? It would seem that there are two ways to
look at this question. If the leaders of a terrorist group sincerely believe that a suicidal
action is the best route to paradise but they postpone their own immolations because
the cause has a need for them alive, then their worldview is that of a suicide terrorist
and their behavior and cognitions need to be evaluated as such. If, however, they are
merely playing on the gullibility of some of their adherents in order to manipulate
them into a useful role, then their personalities become nothing but Machiavellian.
This might make them more rational but less “admirable.” Given what these and
other leaders have sacrificed and endured for their cause, there is little doubt that
they are “true believers.”*® We raise here only the issue of whether they would be
eager suicides should they believe it would help their cause.

The comparison of the leaders of terrorist organizations with their foot soldiers
provides a glimpse of the complexity of the terrorist organization. Victoroff has
provided a heuristic model of all of the roles involved in a terrorist organization.*
Victoroff presents a typology of some six different types, within which there are
eighteen different roles. Fach of the roles calls for different characteristics. Thus,
under the “middle management” type, social and psychological processes that
produce an effective “strategist/technocrat” might not be relevant for someone
fulfilling the role of “trainer/dispatcher.” Regardless of this complexity, our focus
here remains the extent to which normal group processes can lead reasonably
psychologically healthy individuals to engage in the extreme, self-destructive, and
murderous actions of the suicide terrorist as well as the other roles to be played
in such organizations.
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THE FUNDAMENTAL ATTRIBUTION ERROR

How;, then, should the behavior of the suicide terrorist be viewed? This is essen-
tially a question of attribution, a conclusion about the causes of others’ (and our
own) behavior. Attribution theory, in turn, is an area of research in social psychology
that examines how people make attributions, or judgments, about the causes of
behavior.?® If we conclude that terrorists’ behavior reflects their own inner motives
and dynamics, then we are said to make an “internal attribution.” Conversely, seeing
terrorists’ behavior as reflecting the complex social situation that they are in would
constitute an “external attribution.” It has become axiomatic in social psychology
that the “fundamental attribution error” is the tendency to make external attribu-
tions of others’ behavior in general, but especially when the behavior seems contrary
to how we believe people ought to behave.?’ Applied to terrorism, the fundamental
attribution error is not so much an explanation as a caution that we should try to
avoid the natural tendency to view terrorists as acting out inner psychopathology
rather than responding to situational, especially group, phenomena.

The observation that people tend to overestimate others” internal motives as the
explanation for their behavior can be traced to seminal work by Fritz Heider.?*
However, the real impetus for exploring the power of the situation to override
personal motivation came from Stanley Milgram’s studies of obedience, to which
we now turm.

SITUATIONAL VERSUS DISPOSITIONAL DETERMINATION:
MILGRAM’S STUDIES IN OBEDIENCE

Milgram’s studies in obedience are one of the most widely cited and described
research programs in the history of social science.> Briefly, the research put unwit-
ting subjects in situations where they were ordered by an experimenter, a stranger
in a white lab coat, to deliver an escalating series of extremely painful and seemingly
life-threatening shocks to a fellow subject (actually a confederate of Milgram’s).
Although the shocks were phony, it is clear that subjects believed that they were
delivering real shocks.

Originally, the purpose of the procedure was to identify a very small group of
people who exhibited an “authoritarian personality,” a character structure thought
to underlie attraction to fascism.>* The ex-Nazi Adolph Eichmann, once head of
Hitler’s concentration camps, had recently (i.e., in May, 1960) been seized in Argen-
tina by Israeli agents and transported to Israel for a war crimes trial. This trial
renewed interest in the “Nuremberg Defense,” the claim by several top Nazis during
the Nuremberg (Niirnburg) war crimes trial that they had only been following the
legal orders of a legitimate state and should not be held legally accountable for their
behavior. In Eichmann’s case, some fifteen years later, defense attorneys could also
add the observation that the defendant had led a blame-free life since the end of
the war, an observation that would become increasingly common as an assortment
of lesser Nazis were found living peaceful lives in various American suburbs in the
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1970s and 1980s. At least initially, Milgram did not “buy” the Nuremberg defense.
He believed that there was some special character flaw—Adorno et al.’s Authoritarian
Personality—that rendered some individuals so susceptible to authority that they
willingly suspended their own moral values and became capable of anything. By
identifying a few such people—those who would deliver deadly shocks—Milgram
hoped to study their background and personality in order to discover the ingredients
of this syndrome.

Much to Milgram’s surprise, twenty-six of his initial forty subjects went all the way
to the highest level of shock, a potentially deadly 450 volts. In following up on this
finding, Milgram found that no one came close to predicting (i.e., postdicting) the
outcome of his experiment.*> Most famously, when the experimental procedure
was described in detail to a group of psychiatrists—who were not told that the pro-
cedure had already been carried out—they estimated that virtually none of the sub-
jects would proceed to the final shock level. Likewise, virtually all potential subjects
claimed that they would quit such an experiment early on.

Milgram and others followed up this research by trying several variations on the con-
ditions of the experiment. The degree of subjects’ compliance was eventually found to
range from a low of 10 percent to a high of 91 percent.”® The lowest degree of compli-
ance occurred in a design where subjects observed two confederates refusing to continue
with the shock series; the highest rate occurred in a design where subjects were specifi-
cally ordered to press a special red button at the end of the sequence. These variations
in compliance have generally been taken to support the conclusion that variations in
the situation—rather than the personality of the subjects—are the main factor in deter-
mining subjects’ behavior. After Milgram’s research, it became axiomatic in social psy-
chology that normal people, the average members of a society, could be placed in
situations where they would engage in extreme behavior, not only contrary to their
own values, but contrary to their own expectations about how they would behave.

In his review of the Milgram research, Blass made an important point that should
be mentioned here.”” Although the research clearly supported the power of the situa-
tion to determine behavior, in most of the outcomes there remained a good deal of
variation within each group of subjects (i.e., some complied and some did not). This
variation within subjects is likely attributable to personality (i.e., dispositional) differ-
ences that subjects bring to the situation. Several variables have been implicated in
various studies as leading to more conformity to the experimenter: authoritarianism,
lower moral development, high interpersonal trust, external locus of control, lower
social intelligence, and higher hostility. Blass hypothesized that some types of situa-
tions are more likely than others to allow a role for these individual dispositions: a sit-
uation that is “strong,” in the sense of requiring the attention of the subject to a
narrow range of choices, should limit the role of personality. Likewise, personality
should play more of a role in situations that are chosen by, rather than imposed on,
the subject. Applying the implications of the Milgram research to terrorism, we
believe that it clearly establishes the power of the interpersonal situation to compel
the average individual to engage in extreme behavior that is contrary to the person’s
basic values.”® At the same time, there is clearly room for the individual to affect the
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initial decision to join a particular group, and a variety of more or less normal level
personality traits may affect the amount of power the group has over the individual.

One other classic research study that strongly reinforced the power of situational
over dispositional explanations of extreme behavior is Zimbardo’s Stanford Prison
Study.39 For this study, the researchers specifically screened potential subjects for
any indicators of pathology and included in their study sample the twenty-four
psychologically healthiest subjects drawn from an original pool of seventy. A random
drawing led to half of the group being assigned to play the role of prisoners and half
to be guards. Zimbardo was hoping that over a two-week period he would eventually
learn something about how the prisoner and guard roles affected the subjects. Zim-
bardo built several features into his research design to try to heighten the reality of
the situation, for fear that otherwise he would find nothing of interest. He was
amazed to find that after only a single day one subject was so into his character that
he had to be released from the study. After six days the entire study had to be ended
because of the emotional strain on the subjects. While many commentators have put
their own spin on the meaning of this research, it strongly reinforced the key finding
of Milgram’s research: an unusual situation, even an artificial one, can produce
extreme, value-conflicting behavior in psychologically normal subjects.

THE POWER OF THE GROUP: THE ASCH CONFORMITY STUDIES

Well before the Milgram studies, Solomon Asch had explored the power of group
pressure to induce conformity.*® Virtually every social psychology text for the past
fifty years has had a picture of a befuddled subject puzzled by the strange choices
of his fellow group members. The basic task was for the subject to identify which
of three lines matched the length of a target line. On certain preselected trials,
all of the other group members made an obviously wrong choice. Subjects were
clearly stressed and confused by this. Over the course of the experiment, about
75 percent of subjects conformed to an obviously wrong answer at least once.

Although many of Asch’s subjects showed clear doubts about their own ability to
judge lines, their conformity did not extend beyond the immediate group situation.
That is, they did not internalize the group norm that led to their false judgments.
When repeating the task in isolation, they had no trouble giving correct judgments.
An even earlier study by Muzafer Sherif, however, showed that sometimes group pres-
sure can lead to a subject internalizing the group norm.*! In Sherif’s experiment, the
judgmental task was much more difficult: estimating the amount of movement by a
small, distant light in an otherwise dark room. The light, in fact, did not move, but
to perceive some movement is normal (the “autokinetic effect”). Sherif found that
after a few trials in a group setting, subjects in the group adopted a group norm for
estimating the distance the light moved. Later, when subjects were tested individually,
they tended to give estimates close to what their group had done, rather than to revert
to the estimates that they had made individually, prior to their group experience.

More recently, Baron, Vandello, and Brunsman integrated some of the results of
conformity research into a pair of studies in which they varied both task difficulty
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and task importance.*” The task was to identify a drawing from a lineup. Task diffi-
culty was manipulated by varying the exposure to the stimulus material; task impor-
tance was varied by giving subjects a $20 incentive for a high score. The group
consisted of the subject and two confederates who gave wrong answers according to
a schedule. Although there was no group pressure to conform, subjects frequently
did so. Conformity was highest when the task was difficult and when the incentive
was high. It should be noted that “common sense” would call for less conformity
with high incentive—there was more reason to go against the group if an individual
reward was at stake. But when “cruth” is a bit ambiguous, the more motivated sub-
jects became more unsure of their perceptions and increased their reliance on the
group, even though there was no reason to think the others were giving correct
answers. Because subjects were motivated to be correct, we can conclude that this
condition produced internalization rather than mere compliance.43

Emergent Norms

A key example of the power of the group to produce cenformity comes from the
study of “emergent norms.”** This concept applies to unusual or unanticipated
situations. For example, one of the authors of this chapter worked at a prison where
the guards abruptly went on strike. There had been some warning this could happen,
and most of us expected a large increase in inmate misconduct. Instead, the prison
experienced one of the safer, more orderly periods in its recent history. According
to emergent norm theory, early in the situation the inmates did not know how to
behave—there were no established norms for behavior during a guard strike. More
or less by chance, the situation started off in a cooperative fashion and the idea
quickly spread that being orderly was the thing to do. There were, to be sure, some
incentives to behave in an orderly way: it would avoid the threat of a lockdown,
and it would make the striking guards look bad, or at least unnecessary. Bur had
some significant act of disorder occurred early on, the same situation could just as
easily have produced a wave of disorder and rioting—as happened a year later during
a guard strike at a similar prison. Terrorist groups, of course, do not typically come
together spontaneously. They must, however, begin by constructing a set of norms
that provide themselves and eventual new members with a way of looking at reality
and responding to it. As with our inmates, the same personality can be found in
either a rioter or a “good inmate,” depending on the tone the group takes.

Diffusion of Responsibility

Besides providing the individual with a way of interpreting reality, there are other
social psychological features of groups that encourage more extreme and risky behavior.
These related features include diffusion of responsibility, “risky shift,” deindividuation,
and “groupthink.” The concept of diffusion of responsibility first arose as an explana-
tion of “mob psychology.”* It has long been observed that people do things in certain
types of unruly crowd situations that they would not otherwise do. This has been
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attributed to the idea that the crowd is a disinhibiter; by egging each other on, we can
all give in to impulses we would typically suppress. Then, the fact that “everyone else is
doing it” is taken to mean that the behavior must be acceptable.

Diffusion of responsibility is the general tendency of group members to feel less
obligated to conform to general social norms or values. In effect, any potential disap-
proval would be distributed across all members of the group, thus negating the
impact on any one individual. In “bystander intervention” research, for example, a
person is more likely to intervene to help an injured or distressed stranger if the per-
son is alone than if there are others present.“® Note that this is a bit counterintuitive:
if it is compliance to social norms that compels me to help the stranger, then having
people around to observe should increase my helping behavior. Instead, their pres-
ence means that I do not need to help, either because others are equally able to or
because I follow their example of not helping. Thus, the group provides both norma-
tive guidance, or modeling (help/do not help), and also an excuse to indulge my pref-
erence: if they do not see a need to help, then I do not feel so bad about not helping;
the moral responsibility is diffused.

Risky Shifts

The risky shift phenomenon shows that the group may do more than merely
diffuse responsibility; it may encourage irresponsibility. Risky shift refers to the
frequent—though not universal—finding that a group’s decision making reflects
willingness to take a greater risk than one would expect from the original preferences
of all of the group members taken singly. It is not simply a matter of the risk takers in
the group being more persuasive, since the risky position advocated by the group is
sometimes more extreme than the original position of 27y of the group members.*

Nor is the risky shift simply another aspect of diffusion of responsibility, because
the group sometimes shifts to a position that is more extreme on the conservative
side. If the group members originally favor a somewhat cautious approach to some
task, then the group process may lead to an even greater level of caution. This is
explained as a “polarization effect,” usually seen as the result of higher prestige flow-
ing toward those who are closer to the group’s ideal.® In the context of Islamist
terrorism, a person more willing to take an extreme, risky action would likely be seen
as more devoted, and this would encourage the group as a whole to move to a more
daring position, thus offering encouragement to the original high risk taker to move
to a still riskier stance. Suicide terrorism is one instance where religiosity is a risk
factor rather than a protective factor against destruction of self and others.

A classic finding in the psychology of groups that combines elements of risky shift
and emergent norms involved World War II research by Kurt Lewin, the “father of
group dynamics.” The U.S. government was having little luck in persuading house-
wives to use various “organ meats” (spleen, kidney, etc.) in the family diet to help deal
with a meat shortage. Called upon to help with needed attitude change, Lewin
reasoned that social norms were interfering with the desired attitude change, and he
experimented with various persuasive communications aimed at the individual and
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stressing patriotism.”® When this general approach did not work, he tried an early
version of a focus group to see what he could learn about the source of the resistance.
To his surprise, he found that most housewives were perfectly willing to try organ
meats, but had been resisting in doing so because they did not want to be thought
poor homemakers by their families and friends. As soon as they became aware that
most other women were willing to give organ meats a try, a new norm was established
and consumption of organ meats increased. This early, real-world study showed the
power of the group to overcome individual resistance and establish new norms.

The Groupthink Phenomenon

Besides taking riskier positions and establishing new norms, groups have also been
found at times to isolate themselves from reality and to make poorer decisions than
one would expect, given the makeup or expertise of the group. Irvin Janis coined
the term “groupthink” to describe a certain type of group process in which a group’s
sincere attempt to come up with a realistic solution to a problem is thwarted by per-
ceived pressure for unanimity and consensus.” The result is that the group estab-
lishes its own version of reality and acts accordingly. One of Janis’ key examples is
the functioning of the Kennedy administration leading up to the failed invasion of
Cuba, known as the Bay of Pigs; this is contrasted with that same group confronting
the Cuban Missile Crisis, where groupthink was avoided. While there is certainly a
danger in judging group process by its results, no doubt most historians would con-
cur with Janis’ analysis of the two occasions. Using this and numerous other exam-
ples, Janis proceeds to list some fourteen structural, situational, and group process
conditions that contribute to groupthink. It would be instructive to study terrorist
organizations in depth to see how many of the groupthink characteristics apply; for
our purposes, however, we will focus on a few selective examples.

Under “structural faults,” Janis lists “insulation of the group” and “homogeneity
of members’ social backgrounds and ideology.”* Homogeneity of background is vir-
tually assured in most terrorist groups, since their personal and ethnic backgrounds
typically provide the common cause that brings them together. While such groups
might not have an intrinsic desire for insulation, as soon as they become identified
by authorities, such insulation becomes de rigueur as a result of the external threat.

Under the heading of “situational context,” Janis lists “high stress from external
threats” and “low self-esteem temporarily induced by. . .moral dilemmas: apparent
lack of feasible alternatives except ones that violate ethical standards.”® In the case
of al Qaeda, the inability to have any impact on various Muslim governments, espe-
cially in Egypt and Saudi Arabia, created a great deal of angst for its founding mem-
bers. Given the sacredness of the cause and the lack of viable alternatives, resort to
terrorism became quite casy to rationalize. Suicide terrorism, for which there was
abundant precedence in Lebanon, Iran, the West Bank, and the Tamils of Sri Lanka,
then became rather easy to rationalize.”*

Under “symptoms of groupthink,” Janis lists eight specific group process variables
that facilitate groupthink. Some of the more telling ones here are: “illusion of
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invulnerability,” “belief in the inherent morality of the group,” “stereotypes of out-
groups,” and “self-appointed mindguards.”55 A sincere belief that God/Allah is on
one’s side, a belief in one’s own good faith, and the disparagement of the other as
pagan, infidel, or kafir (unbeliever) pretty much cover the first three on Janis’ list.
The mindguard concept refers to the self-censorship of the group as reinforced by a
strong leader (or at times by someone specifically responsible for maintaining “cor-
rect” thinking) who serves to prevent any serious challenge to the goals and means
of the group. In the Soviet military, for example, the zampolit (political commissar)
had the power to induce compliance (but not “identification”) with the party line.
In the Islamist terrorist group, internalization of the group beliefs is facilitared by
the leader being imbued with a special sanctity.

What makes Janis’ analysis more compelling, we believe, is that the model was
developed to account for group decision making in more or less normal political
and wartime situations. There is no reference to terrorism or terrorist groups any-
where in Janis’ book. We apply the theory here more with a view toward understand-
ing the “normalcy” of the individuals involved, not to suggest that various terrorist
groups will necessarily exhibit the poor tactical decision making that Janis found to
flow from groupthink. Even if groupthink proves to be useful for understanding
why a terrorist would engage in objectively irrational behavior (killing oneself and
others in a doubtful cause), it would be premature to take comfort from this by
expecting terrorist groups to self-destruct in tactically irrational decision making.

Balancing Processes: Cognitive Dissonance

Although not a group process, per se, cognitive dissonance plays a critical role in
the relationship between the individual and the group. Cognitive dissonance refers
to the motivational state that arises in the individual when one is aware of some lack
of balance or fit in one’s makeup.”® To simplify slightly, an individual can be seen as
possessing a set of attitudes and values and also a repertoire of behaviors. One can
have inconsistency within one’s value-attitude system, within the various behaviors
one exhibits, or, most commonly, between an attitude and a behavior. Much of the
original cognitive dissonance research involved devising various clever ways to induce
introductory psychology students to behave in “attitude discrepant behavior,” such
as writing an essay defending a position one did not agree with. Even though the
subject could easily rationalize such behavior (“it was only an exercise”), there was
still presumably some dissonance experienced. Since one cannot change one’s past
behavior, consistency could be obtained only by changing one’s attitude.

There is a counterintuitive aspect to cognitive dissonance theory that made it a
highly popular research area. A simple Pavlovian analysis, based on association with
reward, would predict that the more reward someone received for (say) writing an
essay one did not agree with, the more one would have positive feelings about the
ideas in question. Contrary to reinforcement theory, however, cognitive dissonance
theory holds that the /ess incentive one has for engaging in attitude discrepant behav-
ior, the greater the dissonance and hence the greater the change.57 Thus, according to
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cognitive dissonance theory, a person with less rationale for attending a group meet-
ing has more need to justify his behavior and will change more.

This idea was tested directly by Aronson and Mills, who manipulated the amount
of stress and embarrassment female subjects experienced prior to joining in a group
discussion.’® The more stressful the entrance to the group, the more positively the
subjects rated their group experience, even to the point of characterizing a (deliber-
ately) boring discussion as interesting. In a similar vein, fraternities with the toughest
initiation rites have been found to have the highest level of group cohesion.”

The above research would seem to have direct application to membership in a
terrorist group. One pays a tremendous price for joining such a group. For example,
the leaders of al Qaeda often had their commitment deepened by a torture experi-
ence at the hands of Egyptian security forces.®® The fear that one is throwing oné’s
life away on a lost cause would be frightening indeed. The way to resolve dissonance
is to be fully committed, to allow no doubts to one’s religious beliefs, and to idealize
the other group members. The privilege of being selected for a suicide mission then
becomes the confirmation of the rightness of one’s behavior leading up to this point.
Moghaddam uses a “stage” model to describe the deepening commitment and
involvement that take place within Islamist terrorist groups; while such deepening
does not appear to be inevitable (most supporters do not actually become terrorists),
the need to resolve doubts and see oneself as consistent provides a reasonable theo-
retical explanation for why such deepening of commitment occurs for many.®! The
more risks one has taken and the more one has sacrificed, the greater the need to
deepen the commitment in order to avoid an intolerable price-value discrepancy.

The need for consistency does not always operate. “Compartmentalization” refers
to the ability of the individual to ignore the types of contradictions that normally
give rise to dissonance motivation. It is mainly when the inconsistency is brought
to a person’s attention and the person is made aware of the “salience” of the issue
for his/her basic identity that value and attitude change begins to occur in order to
increase the consistency in one’s value-attitude-behavior system.®> Group member-
ship increases the likelihood that one will noz be able to compartmentalize, since
group membership typically conveys certain limits on how one can behave and on
the opinions one can express, whether it be a fraternity or a terrorist cell. This, then,
raises the question of why individuals are drawn to terrorist cells in the first place.
After all, the subjects in the classic experiments of Milgrim, Zimbardo, Asch,
Festinger, and others mentioned above did not choose to be in the situations that
shaped their behavior. For most group members, however, the conformity induced
by their groups is experienced as a positive rather than a negative feature. To put it
another way, it is precisely a group’s function in shaping and maintaining its
members’ identity that gives a group its drawing power.

Groups and ldentity Formation

In his classic treatment of the development of the individual, Erik Erikson defined
a series of developmental tasks that the individual will face as she/he matures.®®
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Each task is framed in terms of a specific crisis to be overcome. The crisis that is
relevant to us here is that of adolescence: identity versus role confusion. In order to
avoid role confusion, individuals need to be part of a group that will give them feed-
back as to how they fit into the group and the larger society. Frequent testing of each
other’s identity is the norm. As Erikson put it:

The readiness for such testing also explains the appeal which simple and cruel totalitarian
doctrines have on the minds of the youth of such countries and classes as have lost or are
losing their group identities (feudal, agrarian, tribal, national) and face wotldwide indus-
trialization, emancipation, and wider communication,®*

This description seems especially prescient of the types of stresses placed on the
youth of countries such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia in the 1970s and 1980s, where
globalization not only of the economy but of culture posed a threat to a traditional
way of life anchored in Islamic beliefs. The need to define who I am and what
I believe creates a natural attraction to those who have developed a strong, charis-
matic personality and seem to have removed any of their own doubts. Turning to
Erikson once again:

It is the ideological outlook of a society that speaks most clearly to the adolescent who is
eager to be affirmed by his peers, and is ready to be confirmed by rituals, creeds, and
programs which at the same time define what is evil. . .

The idea that the need for an identity is what draws new recruits to extremist,
terrorist groups in the first place walks the line between “normal development” and
a psychopathological explanation of terrorism. We would make two observations
on this point. First, identity issues constitute a statistically normal part of adolescent
development and it does not presume a foundation in an earlier emotional conflict or
ego weakness. If the individual lives in a culture that is under stress and provides
relatively few productive roles for its youth, such as the Palestinian culture, then
the individual may actively seek out a terrorist group. If the individual is a “marginal
man,” for example living in an Islamic community in France, there may be a more
gradual recruitment and deepening process that takes the person from role confusion
to confirmed terrorist. Bur, in either case, the pathology is more so in the culture or
situation than in the individual, per se. Should that same individual be transported to
a healthier situation, then there may never be any evidence of social or psychological
maladjustment.

A second—equally important—observation, however, is that identity confusion is
more likely with someone who has not fully resolved the earlier stages of develop-
ment. For example, unresolved anger would make any violence-oriented group
(whether a youth gang involved in drug distribution or a right wing neo-Nazi group)
more appealing. Low self-esteem and unresolved dependency needs would make a
religious cult more appealing. Suicidal ideation might be channeled through a group
that promotes suicide terrorism. Even normal attitudes and normal vocational choice
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can be linked to underlying psychological needs or conflicts. In a classic formulation,
Daniel Katz refers to the overdetermination of attitude formation.®® Katz sees atti-
tudes as satisfying four different functions: instrumental/utilitarian, ego-defensive,
value-expressive, and knowledge/structure. While no attitude needs to satisfy all
functions, the more functions that it satisfies the more central and powerful the
attitude will be in the person’s makeup.

If we apply these four functions to a terrorist group and its ideology, the group
may appeal to a person because it provides rewards, such as education and training
for its members, travel opportunities, and even cash payments to families of suicide
bombers. For ego defense, the group assures the new member of his value, removes
self-esteem doubts, and provides rationalizations for angry or even suicidal impulses.
The value expressive function of the group is probably its most obvious. By confirm-
ing one’s cherished values, whether nationalistic or religious, value expressive atti-
tudes “not only give clarity to the self-image but also mold that self-image closer to
the heart’s desire.”®’ This should be especially comforting when those basic beliefs
are felt to be under siege from an alien culture. Finally, a group’s ideology can be seen
“to give meaning to what would otherwise be an unorganized chaotic universe.
People need standards or frames of reference for understanding their world, and
attitudes help to supply such standards.”®® While the ego-defensive function may
suggest individual psychopathology, the other functions are a normal, healthy part
of an identity development and are sufficient for explaining the terrorist’s commit-
ment to the group.® The group identity that results first shores up the individual
identity and then becomes a part of or even replaces it.”°

THE FRUSTRATION-AGGRESSION HYPOTHESIS

It has long been noted that the blocking of any goal-directed activity, such as
maintaining a positive identity, is a stimulus to aggressive behavior. The first formal
statement of this relationship was the “frustration-aggression hypothesis” put forth
by the “Yale Group” of social and dclinical psychologists.”* Coincidently, one of the
first tests of this hypothesis involved a form of domestic terrorism, namely the lynch-
ing of Negroes mostly in the southern United States. Hypothesizing that this sort of
scapegoating aggression was in response to general frustration, Hovland and Sears
predicted that there would be a negative correlation between the price of cotton
and the number of lynchings in any given year.”> Hovland and Sears looked at both
total lynchings (#=4,761) and Negro (#=3,386) lynchings over a forty-nine—year
period, 1882 through 1930. An index of overall economic conditions in the entire
country proved to be an excellent predictor of total lynchings: —0.65; looking only
at Negro lynchings, deviations in the price of cotton in Southern states proved to
be an even stronger predictor: -0.72.7%

Hovland and Sears did not claim that it was the most frustrated individuals who
participated directly in the aggression against Negroes. But, if we adopt the reason-
able assumption that lynching was a form of terrorism designed to “keep the Negro
in his place,” then a predisposition to act aggressively in response to frustration
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would be one factor (out of many) that draws an individual to a terrorist group
(in this case, the lynch mob).

The original frustration-aggression hypothesis has been adapted to a more modern
cognitive-behavioral formulation.” In this updated version, frustration does not lead
directly to aggression, but to an attribution process in which the frustrated individual
first attempts to understand the cause of the frustration. Several attributional types or
styles have been identified, four of which are especially relevant for our discussion.

Two of these attributional styles involve internal, self-blaming attributions.””
In “characterological self-blame,” one’s inability to reach one’s goals (i.e., the frus-
tration) is seen as due to one’s own personal shortcomings. This attribution leads
naturally to depression and helplessness. “Behavioral self-blame,” on the other hand,
refers to a simple mistake that is not a part of one’s character. Therefore, behavioral
self-blame can still leave one with a sense of being in control, which leads to the
motivation to change those aspects of behavior that are problematic.

The other two attributional styles of interest here are both external. Attributing
frustration to chance, fate, an arbitrary God, or other forces generally beyond any-
one’s control leads to anxiety and withdrawal. However, attributing frustration to
the unwarranted, unfair behavior of others leads to anger and aggression, both for
retaliation and also instrumentally, to improve things.”

This last type of attribution, a “hostile attribution,” has been identified as a per-
sonality trait, though not necessarily one with high consistency across all situations.””
Whether or not a tendency to make hostile attributions is a pathological trait
depends on the reasonableness of the attribution. Thus, a victim of frequent
discrimination or unfair treatment may have a realistic basis for a preference for
hostile attributions. Besides its implications for behavior, a hostile attribution is to
some extent ego defensive.”® That is, it protects a person’s self-esteem by locating
the source of the frustration outside of the person and by implying that some sort
of retaliation is appropriate.

‘We hypothesize, then, that low or vulnerable self-esteem, especially as found in
someone undergoing an identity crisis, combined with a hostile attribution style,
creates a predisposition to be attracted to a terrorist group. The prevalence of such
predispositions in a population, interacting with opportunity and cultural support
for joining a terrorist group, would then determine the percentage of people likely
to enter the first stage of terrorist group involvement—after which the group’s deep-
ening processes would gradually convert the individual into a full-fledged terrorist,
capable of both suicide and homicide.”

UNDERSTANDING SUICIDE

Townsend has recently reviewed the literature on suicide terrorists. Townsend
found five studies that met her criteria of being empirical studies of individuals
who had committed or attempted to commit an act of suicide terrorism.*® For those
who had actually completed their suicide mission, the data were based on psycho-
logical autopsies. These autopsies typically involve interviews with family members
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and notes or videotapes left by the terrorist.®! In cases where the mission had been
thwarted by arrest, the terrorists themselves were interviewed in Israeli prisons.®*
In some cases, interviews were conducted with subjects who stated their willingness
to undertake such a mission but had not yet been called upon to do 0.5

Townsend’s focus in conducting her review of these studies was to look for any
commonalities with what is known about other suicidal populations. Townsend
found little evidence that suicide terrorists felt any of the negative emotions, such
as anger, hopelessness, depression, or “the psychological features of entrapment,
defeat, and unbearable mental pain” (p. 42) that are characteristic of most suicides.
Some have suggested that suicide terrorists could be classified, following Durkheim,
as altruistic suicides.®* While not totally discounting this, Townsend® argues: “Most
classic examples of altruistic suicide do not involve the death of others in the altruis-
tic act.” It is the linkage, then, of the suicidal act with homicidal intent that for
Townsend at least separates the suicide terrorist from the classic idea of the altruistic
suicide. Indeed, this is in keeping with the outlook of the terrorists themselves who
typically insist that their behavior is not suicide—strictly forbidden by the Qur'an
—but rather an act of martyrdom or “shahada.”®®

Townsend’s conclusion was that the various terrorists do not show any particular
evidence, as a group, of psychological disorder, nor do they have any personality
traits in common other than “enmeshment with religion.”®” Rather, “indoctrination
and group processes [are] the commonly cited motivations.”®® A key point that
Townsend stressed throughout is that a terrorist’s suicidal behavior is instrumental
rather than an end in itself. The individual is not so much trying to end his or her
own life, or to avoid negative feelings, but is trying to accomplish a political goal
and concurrently enter paradise. Group processes reinforce this belief and keep the
individual committed to his or her path.

The belief that one is entering paradise appears to be sincerely held by Muslim ter-
rorists.? If so, then judging their affect by how they appear at the time of the mission
seems to us to be an invalid way of assessing possible underlying psychological moti-
vation. Indeed, in his psychological autopsy of Mohammed Atta, one of the leading
9/11 terrorists, Meloy finds rather extensive symptomatology in Atta’s background.”®
Atta’s conflicted relationship with his father and his excessive dependency on his
mother would provide any Freudian with ample evidence of an unresolved Oedipal -
complex. Meloy himself concludes that Atta’s immersion in extremist religious
doctrine and his decision to martyr himself were driven by repressed sexuality and
displacement of intense anger toward his perfectionist father. The idea that deep
religious involvement functions as an outlet for strong emotional conflict
echoes Shbley’s concept, referred to earlier, of “dogma-induced critical/psychotic
depression.””!

So, is the preterrorist personality of a Mohamed Atta the exception or the rule?
It may well be that underlying psychopathology for suicide terrorists could be found
if sufficient information is available for a meaningful psychological autopsy.”> We are
not arguing here for the psychological normalcy or mental health of most suicide
terrorists. We are stating and feel that we have established a much more modest
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claim: a normal level of frustration and identity confusion, combined with a variety
of situational/group processes, may be sufficient to produce a suicide terrorist.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

In this chapter, we have set forth the outline for a social psychology of terrorism. It
is our contention that the routine processes present in social interaction, especially
group dynamics, can be sufficient for converting an otherwise psychologically
healthy person into a terrorist, including the 9/11 bombers as well as suicide terro-
rists in general, whether or not motivated by a religious ideology. It is not our con-
tention that all or even most terrorists are psychologically healthy. Three other
possibilities should be kept in mind. First, some may be attracted to terrorism as
an outlet for inner conflict—the basic psychopathology model. Second, some may
become unhealthy as a result of the group processes involved in terrorism.”® Finally,
in some cases the idea of a cultural neurosis might be relevant;’ that is, the normal
beliefs and practices of a culture, while producing someone who functions well in
that culture, may at the same time produce an unhealthy person, psychologically
speaking. Perhaps it is time to revisit this classic concept, delicate though it may be
in an age of diversity, multiculturalism, and political correctness.”” The concept of
identity formation is especially useful because it can subsume all of the routes to
terrorism that we outline above.

Are there any practical implications for determining the relative percentages of
individuals in a particular terrorist movement or organization who arrive at their des-
tinations by the various routes—even simplified to primarily social processes versus
primarily psychopathological motivations? Is there any practical way of making such
an assessment? Would assessing the determining motivation of a particular terrorist
aid in predicting his general strategy and decision making? These are challenging
questions that must remain beyond the scope of the present inquiry.

We do hope, however, to have provided herein a helpful social psychological plat-
form from which to begin searching for the answers to these questions. Perhaps in
these answers lie some suggestions that may be used by national policymakers as they
attempt to vitiate the contemporary scourge of terrorism.
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