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Introduction Psychological Study of Terrorism

Harold V. Hall

DOI: 10.4324/9780203050156-1

The attack on America on September 11, 2001 will serve as a benchmark by which terrorism is judged and compared for the foreseeable future, despite its long and horrific history. This volume on terrorism thus is influenced by the current Zeitgeist in this country, yet care was taken to include concepts and data regarding terrorism prior to September 11th in order to achieve a balanced perspective. This introduction is more of a position paper and a call to values and responsibility than an empirical analysis. It is trite but true, nevertheless, that terrorism begins in the minds of individuals and that knowledge exists to understand and reduce this violent phenomenon.

Typically, organizations have defined terrorism in terms of broad classes of violent acts or unlawful behavior which is associated with unacceptable politically-motivated goals. The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI 1991), for example, along with a host of academicians and others, defines terrorism as:
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the unlawful use of force or violence against persons or property to intimidate or coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in furtherance of political or social goals. (p. 1)


The problems with this definition are that, first, it applies to criminal conduct, with the FBI, until September 11th, resisting demands by outside sources that it apply to violent, subversive groups as well. The injection of a political motivation, secondly, takes us into the realm of unverifiable internal cognitions and the intent of the possible terrorist. Lastly, the definition excludes events that are inherently terrifying and morally repugnant. In this case we would include ownership and threat of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). All WMD, by their very nature, are inherently indiscriminate, making it impossible to avoid harming noncombatants, and inherently random, with conditions impossible to control once launched into action.

The definition of terrorism, for the purposes of this text, is more limited and is as follows:

Terrorism is a form of deliberate and systematic violence by non-government organizations towards innocents with intent to instill fear or to otherwise coerce or intimidate the larger victim group of which the innocents are a member. The direct targets of terrorism are not the final targets. The political, religious, and/or other ideologies of perpetrators and victims provide the motive for the attack, as well as the reaction to the violence, and define what is “good” or “bad” terrorism. Most likely, the perpetrators are non-military who are using terrorism to effect some desired end and do not have the means to accomplish their purposes by directly engaging the military forces of a nation.


This volume proposes that terrorism is always maladaptive because the victims were not responsible for the attack and because of the deleterious consequences to all humankind. Nothing justifies terrorism except self-defense. No cause, history of oppression, or even previous violence against the perpetrators, or any other circumstance, justifies terrorism unless the possible perpetrator is directly in the path of harm. It is always illegitimate, always criminal, and always murder when people are killed except in the unique circumstances of avoiding or attempting to evade or escape violence from others.

Terrorism can be effectively addressed by a combination of insuring moral clarity and superior technology and strategies, with the caveat that even superb technology and the soundest strategies can never defeat terrorism by themselves. The literature on violence and aggression has generated psychological and behavioral findings that apply to terrorism, can assist in understanding and intervening in this phenomenon, and point to the traits and characteristics we need to develop and maintain for long-range successful outcomes (see reviews by Hall, 1999; Hoffman, 1998; Silke, 2003; Smith, 1994; Stern, 1999).

As a first principle, it has been repeatedly shown in investigations that violence and the threat of violence preempt other events for attention and action. This is an adaptive, survival-related response. Terrorism as a catastrophic event almost always sets off immediate responses in those affected, given the opportunity for victims to act. Counteraction thus should be avoided before knowledge relative to the terroristic act and perpetrators is understood. After the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing, it was wrongly believed by large segments of our population, for a period of time, that international terrorists were responsible. This finding calls for temperance and self-control on the part of those contemplating action.

Terrorists believe that they will ultimately win, if not directly then indirectly, by undermining the credibility of a government that cannot protect its citizenry. Terrorism is recidivistic violence, as shown by the nature of the long-range objectives by the perpetrators. Under the umbrella of a massive terrorist attack, other violent groups or individuals may perpetrate further horror. The anthrax attacks are the prime example. It matters not that only a few victims were poisoned. Rather, this was the first biochemical attack on American soil that took American lives.

Therefore, the risk of further attacks on the United States is high. Yet victims and potential victims of terrorism must steadfastly persist in the face of danger. Every group who is victimized by terrorists should expect to confront distress and discouragement until the enemy is destroyed, or unless preventive interventions obviate the support for terrorism. Given the persistence and lethality of terrorists, there is no middle ground. It is a truism that the group or nation which wins the last battle wins the war. Fortitude and perseverance are traits we need to cultivate for these interventions to succeed.

The perpetrator group, victim group, and context and interaction constitute the violent event for analysis, study, and action. Because violence is often the result of mutual contributions, the designation of perpetrator group or victim group should be based on careful interactional analysis regarding who was victimized at any specific time and place.

Not only was the United States the victim group on September 11, 2001, it was the first attack on American soil by foreign enemies in over a half century since Pearl Harbor (the previous attack was during the War of 1812). This tends to magnify the surprise and shock to Americans, as well as their desire to seek revenge or to destroy the enemy. We should apply justice in the true sense of the word-that is, to render unto every suspected terrorist his or her just due, without distinction, malice, or hidden motivations.

Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), among other disorders, commonly develops in victims after a terrorist attack. Responses differ as to whether one is the victim of a bomb explosion, a hostage with or without torture, or a witness to the incredible sufferings of those who were directly attacked. A strong literature now exists on treating reactions to trauma, with psychologists at the forefront of such interventions.

Terrorist violence involves a temporal series or cycles of discrete stages: planning, executing the violence, the immediate aftermath, and eventual return to typical ways of behaving. Interventions and strategies, all of partial effectiveness, can be linked to any stage in the violence sequence. For example, target hardening is often utilized as a (secondary) preventive strategy but is of limited usefulness, as shown by the successful bombing of the U.S. Marine Corps barracks in Lebanon in 1983. In essence, terrorism cannot be totally eliminated without dealing with the core issues in terrorism and all of the stages of the violence cycle.

Deliberate deception by the perpetrator typically occurs at every stage of the terrorism sequence and is of several types: minimizing, denying, misattribution, and exaggerating strengths and weaknesses. Deception should be taken into account in order to plan intervention effectively. Because of its pervasiveness, there is a critical need for the development of deception analysis and deception-detecting instrumentation. (Imagine deception-detecting software that works with battlefield laptops and gives almost instantaneous feedback on truth telling). Yet we repeat that no technological advance or breakthrough, alone or in combination with other methods, will defeat terrorism. This means that we need to put as much effort into conflict resolution and other peaceful means and avoid a purely military solution. Regarding deception, we must adhere to the truth in order to maintain our own credibility. Victims do deceive as well as perpetrators. We should exercise prudence as we wisely judge on all information which may be contrived by impartial parties as deception and distortion.

History, opportunity, and triggers to violence operating in concert against inhibitions are the principle contributions to violence. Inhibitions acting to reduce the incentive to behave violently should be developed and implemented. The HOT acronym (standing for History, Opportunity, and Triggers) should be the basis when judging the risk of an individual or group whose activities may be terrorist-related. Violence is always a choice after costs are weighed and nonviolent options are tried or excluded. Opportunity factors such as gaining access to the victims, obtaining weapons, and securing transportation are always considered by the terrorist group. The decision path of terrorist organizations and terrorists that leads to violence and its expected benefits should be articulated before intervening. Successful violence is frequently followed by self-reinforcing thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Violence then takes on a functional autonomy as well as acts as a trigger to future violence. Once established, it becomes highly resistant to change within an individual or group. Terrorist groups involved in the attack on America may want this country to invade other nations, engage in killing of civilians, and other acts of killing, as these acts ultimately further their aim of eventually causing the demise of the victim government, country, or group as a function of loss of credibility and prestige.

Interventions that respond violently to violent events lead to self-generating violent interlocks. Delays by self-perceived victims can be in moments or years. Serbs invoked the association of Croatians with the Nazis in World War II to justify their recent genocide in the former Yugoslavia. Arab terrorist groups often refer to Americans as “Crusaders,” harkening back to the Crusades a millennium ago. Violence interlocks are usually broken by unilateral nonviolent action, not by bilateral actions. Occasionally they are broken by multilateral actions or by a pacifier nation or group. This is another reason that war and other military actions must be supplanted by primary and secondary preventive strategies.

Micro-violence and macro-violence are functionally similar and tend to potentiate each other. For example, it has been shown that both war victims and perpetrators with a prior history of violence are prone to more violence. Expect and plan for micro and macro changes affecting each other. By this principle, changes and events in the individual and family can have profound effects on the larger society, and vice versa.

Reframing and redirecting our violent mind sets requiring transcending violence interlocks to cycles of affection and gratitude. Training in altruism and advocacy of others of our perceived adversaries should start in childhood and proceed through the lifetime of each individual. We should practice these values ourselves before we impose them on others. Nonviolent efforts have led to remarkable and durable changes. We see them in the civil rights movement, the trend towards gender equality, the increase of freedom and lifestyle options, and even in the greater life expectancy. We must engage in our counter-terrorism efforts while simultaneously training our youth in non-violence as a first solution to problems.

In all our efforts, the dignity of the individual and the superordinate cultural, religious, or national group in which he or she holds memberships should be maintained. No one religion is superior to another. We are all one family, created by one Almighty Deity and inhabitants of the same small, mutually-interdependent planet.

The United States is in an ideal position to take this moral stance. By doing so we can make our own and others’ lives far more meaningful and less subject to despair. Whatever one’s religious or spiritual convictions or doubts, we need to practice respect for life for ourselves and others. When we and the people of other nations learn not just through our statements but through our actions that we respect life, the message sent will be one of love and security instead of violence and fear. It is a case of being moral to improve morale in the deepest sense. We must be willing to be kind and generous unilaterally rather than waiting for others to initiate or match our efforts. That is the spirit needed to show ourselves and others that we truly care.

The principles and themes underlying terrorism, a form of group violence, are clearly articulated in our first article entitled “Terrorism as Group Violence” by Claudia Clayton, Bonnie Ballif-Spanvill, Sally H. Barlow, and Rachael Orton, who are all from Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah. Their article illustrates the complexity of terrorism and the need to consider the interplay of biological, psychological, familial, peer group, religious, cultural, historical, economic, and political influences on terrorist behavior. As a useful perspective, they identify constructs and data generated by theories of violence that are relevant to terrorism. Next, profiles of terrorists’ motivations are scrutinized, followed by a probing of the specific patterns of thinking salient to their motivations. Finally, ways to frame solutions to terrorism are discussed.

The article “Chemical and Biological Violence: Predictive Patterns in State and Terrorist Behavior” by David Paltin of Orange Psychiatric Associates in Orange, California, is a solid contribution to the literature and should be considered mandatory reading by any serious evaluator of chemical and biological weapons (CW/BW). The article uses the Lethal Violence Sequence (Hall, 1996) as a means to assist prognostication of CW/BW use by religious and ethnonationalist terrorist groups. Importantly, for purposes of prediction, the following types of data may assist in providing information related to later CW/BW behaviors: (1) Prior acts of violence that have been directed toward random (i.e., general) population, rather than discriminating targets; (2) Prior attacks that have included detailed planning and rehearsal; (3) Group or rogue state has previously used “sophisticated” weaponry or any type of weapon of mass destruction, or, group has had involvement in food or water poisonings; (4) Group or state has been accused of actively seeking to purchase CW/BW materials; (5) Prior attacks that have resulted in mass casualties; (6) Prior attacks that did not include “red letter” warnings; (7) Group or rogue state has engaged in “ethnic purges” or genocidal programs sanctioned by governing body; and (8) Past genocidal killings were followed by official denials or hiding of evidence. Paltin ends his timely piece with a discussion of solutions by the individual, law enforcement, and federal antiterrorist agencies, manufacturer and industry entities, along with a consideration of government and international efforts.

“Negotiating Crises: The Evolution of Hostage/Barricade Crisis Negotiation” by John Call, in independent practice in Oklahoma, examines the multiple ways a crisis incident can be classified, analyzes the results of hostage incident databases, discusses negotiation techniques, and explores the impact of captivity on the victim. Call recommends that national databases be maintained, together with the development of software programs that can assist during a crisis incident. Call’s review reveals general characteristics of hostage/barricade situations of potential usefulness to the evaluator; these include that the acts were usually committed by males under the age of 30 who most often acted alone and frequently had a prior criminal record. Offenders were most often afflicted with an underlying psychiatric disorder as well as motivated by a grievance associated with the incident. Firearms were involved in nearly three-quarters of the incidents with most incidents resulting in injury or death to some of the hostages or to the perpetrator (87.5% of cases). The majority of incidents were associated with suicidal intent of the offender with a history of substance abuse or intoxication. Of particular interest, warning signs were present in over 60% of the cases but were usually not recognized or reported. A majority of incidents were negotiated but the negotiations themselves were successful in less than 40% of the cases. SWAT teams were initiated in over two-thirds of the cases with an assault accomplished in almost 40% of the incidents.

The fourth article entitled “Ethical Concerns in Forensic Consultation Regarding National Safety and Security” is by Charles Patrick Ewing, Professor of Law at the State University of New York at Buffalo and a practicing forensic psychologist, and Michael Gelles who works with the United States Naval Criminal Investigation Service. This article provides an excellent overview of the ethical challenges that mental health professionals and behavioral scientists face when they consult on matters of national security and safety. Ewing and Gelles note the challenges faced in three general types of cases: (1) where a consultant provides input that may have serious consequences for the person in question but no direct access to the individual is available; (2) where the consultant has professional contact with the individual being evaluated but external parameters prevent disclosure of the true nature of the evaluation; and (3) where certain aspects of a consultant’s role are dictated or controlled by factors outside the consultant’s control. Many cases provide challenging ethical concerns and the article by Ewing and Gelles provides very useful guidance for professionals who provide consulting services in cases involving national security.

Thus ends this brief introduction to this special collection that is devoted to the topic of terrorism. It is hoped that the contents of this volume will evoke dialogue and questions that can further our understanding and investigation of this violent, horrific, and persistent phenomenon.
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Terrorism as Group Violence
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Summary

Terrorism is approached in terms of individuals’ motivations in the context of group violence. Biological, social, and psychological factors that contribute to group violence in general are explored, and the psychological, rational choice, and structural explanations of terrorism are addressed. In light of these constructs, three patterns of thinking of individual participants in terrorist groups are posited, and some approaches to solving the terrorism problem are framed.

KEYWORDS.Terrorists, terrorism, group violence

Group violence impacts the lives of individuals and communities in virtually all parts of the globe. It has many sources and takes many forms. It is perpetrated by gangs, spectators at sporting events, organized crime, opposing religious, ethnic, racial, and political factions, terrorists, countries at war, and even by governments against their own citizens. Its pervasive destruction of human potential cries out for better understanding and control.

A comprehensive theory of group violence requires information about the interplay of many factors, including biological, psychological, familial, peer group, religious, cultural, historical, economic, and political influences on human behavior. A thorough analysis of the role of each of these factors in group violence is a matter of overwhelming complexity. Yet to examine terrorism as group violence without acknowledging these factors and their contributions to the thinking of individual terrorists in their coordinated violence is naive. Consequently, the purposes of this paper are to: (1) identify constructs and evidence from theories of violence that have bearing on understanding terrorism as group violence carried out by individuals; (2) discuss three types of explanations of terrorism per se; (3) discuss three specific patterns of thinking salient to the motivations of individual terrorists participating in violent groups; and (4) discuss some ways to frame solutions to the terrorist problem.


Psychological Factors in Theories of Violence

We present first some biological, social, and psychological constructs important to understanding group violence. This selection is by no means comprehensive, and space constraints allow for only brief descriptions. Nevertheless, even this limited compilation indicates the complexity of interacting factors involved in the psychology of violence (for a more detailed discussion see Clayton, Barlow, & Ballif-Spanvill, 1999).


Biological Constructs

Instinct in the use of violence to obtain resources. Studies across species indicate that violence may have an instinctual component. Just as animals display aggressive behavior to establish and defend feeding and living areas, attack predators, and compete for mating partners (Wilson, 1975), human
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