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psychological, social and cultural forces that lead diverse groups and individuals
to endorse, promote and enact violence against innocent individuals. From this
perspective, it is the psychological function of religious, ideological, national or
ethnic ties that is crucial for understanding how they can lead to hatred and
violence. TMT provides an empirically based theoretically driven explanation of
how ideological, nationalistic and religious values combine with historical events
and concrete grievances to make terrorist violence appealing to those facing
individual or group suffering. Research is presented which suggests that many of
the same psychological forces that lead terrorists to their violent actions also lead
to counter-terrorist policies that create massive collateral damage. This collateral
damage appears to further escalate the cycle of violence and may aid the targets of
those attacks in recruiting people for the terrorist cause. After examining the issues
that inspire such violence, research is presented that suggests possible avenues to
decrease support for actions that prolong inter-group conflicts.
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Man will lay down his life for his country, his society, his family. He will choose to
throw himself on a grenade to save his comrades; he is capable of the highest generosity
and self-sacrifice. But he has to feel and believe that what he is doing is truly heroic,
timeless, and supremely meaningful. (Becker, 1973, p. 6)

There is no one without a religious need, a need to have a frame of orientation and an
object of devotion; but this statement does not tell us anything about a specific context
in which this religious need is manifest. Man may worship animals, trees, idols of gold
or stone, an invisible god, a saintly man or diabolic leaders; he may worship his ances-
tors, his nation, his class or party, money or success; his religion may be conducive to
the development of destructiveness or love, of domination or of brotherhood; it may
further his power of reason or paralyze it; he may be aware of his system as being
a religious one, different from those of the secular realm, or he may think that he
has no religion and interpret his devotion to certainly secular aims like power, money,
or success as nothing but his concern for the practical and expedient. (Fromm, 1950,
pp. 25–26)

What could be more abhorrent than killing innocent people – young children,
parents and ordinary people – whom the killers might find they have much in common
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Behavioral Sciences of Terrorism and Political Aggression 13

with if they took the time to meet them? We recoil in horror at the thought of airplanes
purposefully being crashed into skyscrapers in New York City, young men detonating
explosives belted to their bodies in crowded markets, buses or nightclubs in Israel, or
young children being held hostage and then mercilessly slaughtered by their captors
in Beslan. However, such acts of violence are becoming increasingly common and
in some places occur on an almost daily basis. It is no wonder that many if not
most people view murderous behavior of this type as the epitome of evil, and believe
that the best way of reducing the threat of future attacks of this type is to kill the evil-
doers and thus rid the world of the disease that leads to such wanton destruction.
Unfortunately, such efforts often do more to exacerbate the problem than to solve it.
Consider that, since President Bush declared war on terrorism and evil-doers in
September 2001, terrorist attacks have increased from 28.3 to 199.8 per year while
deaths as a result of these attacks have increased from 501 to 1689 per year (Bergen
& Cruickshank, 2007). Indeed, in many cases, a violent reaction may be exactly what
the terrorists were hoping for when they planned their attacks.

What strikes many, especially those determined to rid the world of evil, as partic-
ularly puzzling about terrorist violence is that terrorists view their acts as part of a
righteous mission to vanquish what they perceive as evil. Of course the fact that others
view us as evil is typically taken as further proof of the evil of the other (regardless of
who the words “other” and “us” refer to). In today’s world, the “Axis of Evil” is
battling the “Great Satan”, ostensibly for the good of all humankind! This killing of
innocents as part of what is fervently believed to be a righteous mission is what distin-
guishes terrorism from ordinary crime (Richardson, 2006). Whereas, when criminals
kill, they do it for their own gain or to settle uniquely personal scores, terrorists kill
for the welfare of their group, typically in the service of a set of righteous ideals.
Often, terrorist violence is embedded in an explicitly religious agenda, as in the case
of the Islamic terrorism that has captured so much attention in recent years. Some
argue that the link between Islam and terrorist violence is evidence of a fundamental
flaw in this particular religion (F. Graham, 2001 as cited in People for the American
Way, 2002; Robertson, 2001). Yet history shows that Islam has no monopoly on
terrorist violence, and that Christians, Jews, Hindus and Buddhists have all resorted to
such tactics at various times and some continue to do so to this day (Richardson, 2006;
Stern, 2003). Others argue that it is religion, in general, that is the culprit in fomenting
such murderous behavior (e.g. Dawkins, 2006; Hitchens, 2007). Yet terror has been
central to a vast range of political movements, many of which were explicitly atheistic
in nature, such as Stalin’s and Mao’s purges of non-communists or those who were
not sufficiently ideologically pure, the Tamil Tigers’ fight for a Tamil homeland, and
many smaller-scale revolutionary movements of the 1960s and 1970s, such as the Red
Brigade and Baader-Meinhoff Gang. In addition to religious and political ideology,
many terrorist movements are oriented toward achieving a kind of ethnic purity, such
as the murder of over 800,000 Hutus by the Tutsis in Rwanda in 1994, the ethnic
cleansing of Bosnians and Kosovars by the Serbs in the former Yugoslavia, and of
course, Hitler’s Holocaust waged against the Jews and others viewed as inferior
throughout Europe.

The idea of killing in the name of a loving and compassionate god who abhors
such behavior, to promote an ideology designed to make people free or to provide
safety and security for families, seems an incomprehensible paradox. What is it about
religion, political ideology, nationalism and ethnicity that lends itself to persuading
people that killing innocent others can be virtuous, righteous and even a sacred duty?
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14  T. Pyszczynski et al.

Erich Fromm (1950) argued that all humans are religious in the sense that all
people belong to groups that provide a frame of orientation and an object of devotion.
As our introductory quote suggests, this frame of orientation can entail a wide diver-
sity of symbolic entities (e.g. deities, freedom, money, territory) that give life meaning
and value. From this perspective, it is not the religious, secular or ethnic nature of
the conflict that is important for understanding it, but rather the features that these
cultural, social, and psychological entities share. In this article, we will use terror
management theory (TMT; Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986), which
attempts to explain the roots of the human needs for self-esteem, belief in the absolute
validity of their own particular conception of reality and how these human proclivities
make peaceful co-existence of people with different cultures a perennial human
problem. Thus the reader should be clear that TMT is a general theory of human moti-
vation rather than a theory of terrorism, per se. However, we believe the theory sheds
new and useful light on the psychological, cultural, social and historical forces that
lead people to support violent solutions to inter-group conflicts. From this perspective,
it is the psychological function of religious, ideological, national or ethnic ties that is
crucial for understanding how these institutions can lead to hatred and violence. We
will explore how religious, ideological, nationalistic and ethnic values combine with
historical events and concrete grievances to make terrorist violence appealing to those
facing individual or group hardship. We will argue that many of the same psycholog-
ical forces that lead terrorists to kill also lead to lethal counter-terrorist policies that
create massive collateral damage, and that these two forces create an escalating cycle
of violence. Finally, we will discuss the implications of TMT for turning people
toward more peaceful means of resolving conflicts.

Terror management theory

TMT proposes that natural selection bestowed humans and most other animals with a
diverse set of adaptations oriented toward self-preservation and continued life.
However, unlike other living things, humans are uniquely aware that they will die
some day. This awareness creates the potential for paralyzing anxiety or terror. To
manage this anxiety, people adhere to socially constructed cultural worldviews that
imbue life with meaning and make it possible for the individual, group and life itself
to have value. This value, typically referred to as self-esteem, is attained when people
perceive themselves and their groups as living up to the standards of value (norms,
values, roles, ideals) that follow from their worldviews. Being a valuable contributor
to a meaningful reality makes it possible to transcend death either literally, by being
granted entrance into an eternal paradise (e.g. heaven, nirvana), or symbolically,
through societal remembrance in the form of memorial statues, awards or other lasting
markers of our existence (e.g. a best-selling book, a treasured song or a Nobel Peace
prize).

Because cultural worldviews and self-esteem are both sets of humanly created
ideas, and there is no way of knowing if they are correct in any absolute sense, faith
in them depends on social consensus from others. Those who share one’s worldview
and view one in a positive light increase faith in one’s worldview and bolster self-
esteem, thus increasing the effectiveness of both in managing anxiety; those with
different worldviews and who view one in a negative light threaten faith in one’s
worldview and self-esteem, thus undermining their effectiveness in managing anxiety.
This is why people are attracted to those with similar worldviews and those who like
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Behavioral Sciences of Terrorism and Political Aggression 15

them, and often repulsed by those with different worldviews and those who dislike
them. TMT suggests that this dynamic predisposes people to be loyal to their group,
society and culture and to be hostile toward those with different affiliations. When
combined with grievances produced by actions by the outsiders that belittle, humiliate
or contradict one’s people or worldview, which of course are fueled in part by the
tendency of these others to disdain those who are different, it creates a lethal cocktail
that encourages violence.

The central propositions of TMT have been tested in over 350 experiments
conducted in 17 countries, using diverse research methodologies to assess a set of
conceptually distinct hypotheses. Research has demonstrated that, when thoughts of
death are salient, people display heightened preferences for others who belong to simi-
lar groups and share similar values. Conversely, reminders of death increase disliking
for and aggression against people who belong to different groups and hold different
worldviews (Greenberg et al., 1990; McGregor et al., 1998). In one series of studies,
Rosenblatt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski and Lyon (1989) showed that people
induced to think about death became increasingly punitive towards others who trans-
gressed cultural and moral norms. Thoughts of death have been shown to affect a host
of other attitudes and behaviors such as close relationships, pro-social behavior,
nationalism, prejudice, risk-taking, self-esteem striving and sexual attitudes (Cohen
et al., 2004; Dechesne, Greenberg, Arndt, & Schimel, 2000; Florian & Mikulincer,
1997; Goldenberg et al., 2003; Greenberg, Solomon, & Pyszczynski, 1997). Tests of
other TMT hypotheses have shown that temporarily boosting self-esteem reduces
anxiety and anxiety-related behavior in response to threats and also reduces the acces-
sibility of thoughts related to death. The converse is also true. Threatening self-esteem
or challenging one’s worldview increases the accessibility of thoughts of death, which
typically leads to increased clinging to one’s cultural worldview and striving to gain
self-esteem from it (Greenberg et al., 1997). Another line of research has shown that
convincing people of the existence of an after-life by having them read bogus accounts
of a scientific conference on the “Near Death Experience” eliminates the effect of
reminders of death on both worldview defense and self-esteem striving. Although the
details of cultural worldviews and the routes to which one takes to obtain self-esteem
are culture-specific, these two psychological structures serve the same functions in all
human societies. Taken together, these findings converge on the TMT notion that
cultural worldviews and self-esteem function, at least in part, to protect us from deeply
rooted death-related fears.

Of particular relevance to the terror management perspective on terrorism is the
idea that cultural worldviews are fragile social constructions that must be continually
consensually validated in order for them to maintain their effectiveness as anxiety-
buffers. Pyszczynski et al. (1996) interviewed people in front of a funeral home or
100 m away from the funeral home and found that those interviewed in front of the
funeral home made more exaggerated estimates of the proportion of their countrymen
who shared their attitudes. More recently, Schimel, Hayes, Williams and Jahrig (2007)
gave Canadian participants essays that were either strongly pro-Canadian or anti-
Canadian and found that reading the essays contrary to their worldviews increased the
accessibility of death-related but not other aversive thoughts. These findings suggest
that alternative worldviews are threatening because they undermine our protection
from death-related thoughts. The possibility that one’s cultural worldview is incorrect
opens the door to death-related thoughts and anxiety, which lead to efforts to defuse
that threat.
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16  T. Pyszczynski et al.

TMT suggests a variety of strategies that people and groups use to defuse the threat
to their anxiety-buffering worldviews and self-esteem. One common strategy is to try
to convert others to one’s own worldview, as in religious evangelism and missionary
activity, thus increasing the number of fellow believers and therefore one’s faith in the
correctness of one’s own worldview. However, some individuals and groups are resis-
tant to assimilation and conversion. Such recalcitrant others are typically derogated,
viewed as stupid, primitive, evil, biased or brainwashed (Greenberg et al., 1997). By
derogating different others, the validity and virtue of one’s own worldview are
affirmed by implying that it is superior to the “misguided” beliefs of the out-group.
The tendency to view terrorists as insane or psychopathological, brainwashed by
diabolical leaders, or simply evil is a particularly relevant example of this tendency,
just as is the tendency of terrorists to see those they oppose as evil, self-obsessed,
infidels. Finally, some worldviews may be perceived as so threatening that their
adherents feel compelled to kill those who ascribe to them, thus neatly eliminating any
threat posed by these deviant beliefs and values.

Terror management processes and support for terrorist and
counter-terrorist violence

Recent research conducted in Iran, Israel and the United States has provided empirical
evidence for the proposition that existential fear encourages support for both terrorist
and counter-terrorist violence. Pyszczynski et al. (2006b) demonstrated that reminding
Iranian college students of their own mortality increased their support for martyrdom
missions against the United States. These results are displayed in Figure 1. A second
study, displayed in Figure 2, showed a similar pattern among Americans: thoughts of
either death or the 9/11 terrorist attacks increased American conservatives’ support for
using extreme military measures, such as nuclear weapons, to kill members of terrorist
groups, even at the cost of killing thousands of innocent Middle Eastern civilians.

Figure 1. Willingness of Iranian students to consider joining pro- and anti-martyrdom causes
as a function of mortality salience. Higher scores indicate greater willingness to consider
joining the cause.
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Behavioral Sciences of Terrorism and Political Aggression 17

Hirschberger and Ein-Dor (2006) found that reminders of death increase support for
aggressive treatment of Palestinians among both Israeli college students and Gaza
settlers, especially among those who denied the possibility that Gaza would ever be
returned to Palestinian rule; these findings are depicted in Figure 3. Among the citizens
of all three of these major players in the current Middle Eastern conflict, thoughts of
death increases support for violent tactics, suggesting that existential fear is involved
in encouraging support for such tactics, regardless of the specific grievances and
ideologies that led these groups into conflict.
Figure 1. Willingness of Iranian students to consider joining pro- and anti-martyrdom causes as a function of mortality salience. Higher scores indicate greater willingness to consider joining the cause.Figure 2. American support for use of extreme military force as a function of mortality salience and political orientation. Higher scores indicate greater support for use of military force.Figure 3. The impact of mortality salience and denial of the likelihood of disengagement on the legitimacy of violent action ( z-scored).The fact that thoughts of one’s own death produce nearly identical results as
thoughts of terrorist attacks suggests that support for extreme measures to combat
terrorism is not driven by a solely rational consideration of this problem. Participants

Figure 2. American support for use of extreme military force as a function of mortality salience
and political orientation. Higher scores indicate greater support for use of military force.

Figure 3. The impact of mortality salience and denial of the likelihood of disengagement on
the legitimacy of violent action (z-scored).
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18  T. Pyszczynski et al.

in the “own death condition” of these studies never mention anything remotely related
to the problem of terrorism, yet they show results nearly identical to those in the
“terrorism reminder condition”. Other studies show that that being reminded of terror-
ism increases the accessibility of death-related thoughts. For example, Gillespie and
Jessop (in press) showed that reading newspaper accounts of either the September 11,
2001, attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon in the United States or the July
7, 2005, subway and bus bombings in London led participants to make more death-
related responses on an ambiguous word-stem completion task. Landau et al. (2004)
demonstrated that even subliminal presentations of the numerals 911 or the letters
WTC produced similar increases in death thought accessibility. These studies show
that thoughts of terrorism clearly bring death-related thoughts closer to consciousness,
which repeatedly has been shown to lead to greater commitment to one’s own world-
view and hostility toward those with worldviews different from one’s own. The
continuous onslaught of media coverage of terrorist events and military action that
occurs on a near daily basis in the Middle East would thus be expected to fan the
flames of extremism and encourage further violence.

The vicious cycle of terrorist and counter-terrorist violence

The research described above suggests that, despite some obvious differences in the
way these concerns are manifested, many of the same forces that motivate support for
terrorist violence also motivate support for the use of lethal force to suppress terrorism.
TMT suggests that support for violence and hostility toward those who are different
or threaten one’s worldview is ultimately rooted in the deeply rooted existential fear
from which our cultural worldviews function to protect us. Of course one of the side
effects of the use of violent tactics is that thoughts of death are constantly re-activated,
leading to greater need for the protection provided by one’s worldview, which leads
to greater support for hostilities against those who threaten them, leading to an ongoing
cycle of escalating violence.

There is a long history of social psychological research showing that hostility
begets hostility and violence begets violence (e.g. Button, 1973; International Work
Group on Death, Dying, and Bereavement, 2005; Widom, 1989). Aggressive action to
counter violence is traditionally thought of as a rational instrumental response to being
the victim of aggression, intended to restore justice, punish the aggressor and make
further aggression too costly (e.g. Berkowitz, 1988; Geen, 1990). As President Bush
(see Office of the Press Secretary, 2005) has put it: 

We will take the fight to the enemy … There is only one course of action against them:
to defeat them abroad before they attack us at home. The commander in charge of coali-
tion operations in Iraq – who is also senior commander at this base – General John Vines,
put it well the other day. He said: “We either deal with terrorism and this extremism
abroad, or we deal with it when it comes to us”.

This is certainly what most people and their leaders, from both angry radical groups
and powerful countries, think is motivating their actions. We agree that one of the
motives for responding to violence with counter-violence is most certainly that this
could restore justice and deter further attacks, but this is only part of the story.

There is, in fact, some evidence that aggressive retaliation may sometimes be
effective in preventing future attacks (Walters, 2005), but the key to the successful use
of aggression to stop aggression is either overwhelming power that completely
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Behavioral Sciences of Terrorism and Political Aggression 19

destroys the opponents’ capacity to retaliate or a sense that the retaliation was
completely justified and that justice has been restored (Felson, 1982). Unfortunately,
this is rarely, if ever, the case in real life and unlikely to be the case in encounters
between terrorists and nations. The idea that the threat of extreme force will lead to a
reasoned decision to withhold hostilities ignores the role played by emotion, perceived
injustice and a sense of righteous mission. Furthermore, it ignores the role that immor-
tality-granting ideologies, either religious or secular, play in these conflicts. Finally,
even if a nation did have the military might to completely destroy their enemies, such
actions are likely to lead to strong counter-reaction by other nations, those who
sympathize with one’s enemies and one’s own people. As has been oft noted, you
really cannot kill them all. The United States-led operations in Iraq is a prime example
of this dynamic playing out on today’s world stage.

From the perspective of TMT, there are several problems with using lethal force
to prevent further terrorism. First, inflicting casualties provides ongoing reminders of
death, likely to be repeated frequently in both the mainstream media and the propaganda
arms of the “enemy combatants”. Research has shown that reminders of death reliably
increase support for more extreme forms of terrorist and counter-terrorist violence.
Second, given that violent retaliation is likely to produce widespread casualties across
the population of the region, it is likely to provide further evidence of the malevolence
one’s own group holds toward the people the terrorist group seeks to represent. This
increases the sense of injustice, humiliation and cultural threat that combines to
radicalize communities to support and sometimes join terrorist organizations. In many
cases, such violent retaliation is likely to have more personal consequences for innocent
others, killing family members and friends, destroying homes and neighborhoods, and
creating chaos within a society. Stern (2003), Richardson (2006), and many others have
all documented a plethora of cases in which otherwise happy, well-adjusted, successful
and apolitical persons have been radicalized into active participation in terrorism after
observing the loss of loved ones or the destruction of one’s home. Indeed, in explaining
his motives for the 9/11 terrorist attacks in the United States, Osama bin Laden
(Information Clearing House, 2004) remarked: 

The events that made a direct impression on me were during and after 1982, when
America allowed the Israelis to invade Lebanon with the help of its third fleet. They
started bombing, killing, and wounding many, while others fled in terror … It was like
a crocodile devouring a child who could do nothing but scream … In these critical
moments many ideas raged inside me … they unleashed a powerful urge to reject injus-
tice and a strong determination to punish the oppressors.

Thus although retaliation in hopes of preventing further terrorist attacks seems intu-
itively sensible and is a very natural human reaction, it is fraught with dangers and
likely to set psychological forces in motion that ultimately increase support for the
terrorist cause.

We are certainly not arguing that aggressive military and/or police action is never
a good idea in fighting terrorism. Our point is simply that the potential benefits of such
tactics (e.g. punishing those responsible, making them incapable of further attacks,
restoring a sense of justice within one’s own society) should be carefully weighed
against the likely costs. We agree that terrorist violence should not go unpunished, and
we agree that in some cases military campaigns may well be the best way to reduce
the likelihood of future attacks, but we strongly argue that aggressive retaliation
should not be pursued without a careful weighing of the potential costs of such tactics,
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20  T. Pyszczynski et al.

in particular the very real possibility that violent counter-terrorist tactics will actually
strengthen the terrorist organization that one hopes to disable. And we argue that an
understanding of the psychological dynamics of the pursuit of righteous violence is
essential to making such informed decisions. We turn now to a TMT-based analysis
of these forces.

The worm at the core of terrorism

As has been suggested elsewhere, there is no single cause of terrorism, nor a unique
link between terrorism and any particular worldviews (Lifton, 2003; Richardson,
2006; Stern, 2003). Nonetheless, worldviews play an important role in attracting
members to the group and legitimizing violence. It is a dynamic interplay of diverse
forces that lead groups of people to kill innocent others and sometimes themselves in
the process. TMT suggests that much human behavior is motivated by the pursuit of
meaning in life, value in oneself and one’s group, and close connections and attach-
ments to others, and that a major reason that people seek these things is to manage the
potential for anxiety that is inherent in the finitude of the human condition. Clearly,
terrorist movements, whether religious, political, nationalistic or ethnic in nature, have
the potential to provide this much needed meaning, esteem and connectedness. Clearly
the problem of death is never far from awareness in a world plagued by terrorist
attacks and military aggression. In the following section we explore how these
psychological forces can be used to tie together many of the forces that terrorism
experts see as motivating terrorist violence by weaker groups who feel oppressed, and
extreme counter-terrorist responses by stronger groups, usually nations, who feel
threatened by terrorist groups. Central to our analysis are the propositions that: (1) at
a deep level, the same psychological forces that promote terrorist violence also
encourage extreme counter-terrorist use of military might; and (2) the resulting hyper-
awareness of death that both tactics create promotes a self-perpetuating cycle of
escalating hostility, hatred and killing.

Louise Richardson (2006) has recently provided an overview of diverse factors that
promote terrorist violence in her excellent book, What terrorists want. We will build
on her analysis to organize our own consideration of the forces that feed the vicious
cycle of terrorist and counter-terrorist violence. Richardson argues that terrorism
results when aggrieved people are able to find solidarity and hope for a better future
in an organization, often directed by a charismatic leader, that uses a compelling
ideology to elevate the struggle against the perceived oppressor to a “sacred” level that
construes the killing of innocents as justified and even necessary to redress the griev-
ances of the oppressed group. This sacred ideology may be explicitly religious in
nature, as in the case of radical Islam, but may also be secular as in the case of the
Irish Republican Army or Tamil Tigers, or even explicitly atheistic, as in the case of
Stalinist, Maoist or other forms of communism. From the perspective of TMT, an
ideology becomes increasingly sacred – and thus beyond question or rational debate
– the more it serves a terror management function. Because it protects people from
their existential fears, people are so drawn to it that they are reluctant to question it.
The group plays into this by encouraging fervent declarations of one’s faith in it (e.g.
public prayer, shouting of ideological slogans, display of symbols, such as armbands,
insignia or bumper stickers) and slavish adherence to its dictates. Richardson argues
that terrorists hope to achieve revenge for perceived humiliation or injustice, in the
hope of getting attention or reknown for the cause, group or individual, ultimately in
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Behavioral Sciences of Terrorism and Political Aggression 21

order to provoke a reaction from the target of the attack in the form of either conces-
sions that directly address the grievances or an over-reaction that wins the sympathy
of others, radicalizes the community and brings others to the cause.

Humiliation, perceived injustice, and revenge

Juergensmeyer (2000) suggested that terrorism is a way for humiliated groups to
regain some of their lost sense of value in a struggle with a much more powerful
adversary. In Stern’s (2003) ethnographic interviews with members of diverse terror-
ist groups from around the world, virtually all reported that they felt alienated and
humiliated and had a history of conflict with a dominant group, often over a specific
geographic territory, but also over feelings that their culture and people are not held
with the esteem they deserve. Lifton (2003) describes this feeling of humiliation as
among the most painful and indelible of all human emotions. From a TMT perspec-
tive, humiliation is a feeling that one’s self, one’s people or one’s worldview is not
valued by others. Such belittling precludes the humiliated from attaining or maintain-
ing self-esteem and hence undermines the efficacy of their cultural worldviews. As
our research has shown, threats to one’s anxiety buffer bring death-related thoughts
closer to consciousness and lead to various ways of putting the other down to restore
the anxiety-buffering effectiveness of one’s worldview and self-esteem in order to
return oneself to a state of psychological equanimity.

Such humiliation can result from individual encounters in which one has personally
felt insulted, as has often been reported after encounters with military, police or secu-
rity personnel involving checkpoints, searches or more direct insults. Humiliation also
can reflect an empathic response to the travails of other group members, be they family
members, close associates or even strangers. The key here is that the disrespectful
treatment of the other is interpreted as being predicated on that person’s group
membership (being Muslim, Catholic, Palestinian or Irish). When insults are based on
group membership, an insult to one is a humiliation to all because it implies general
disdain for one’s kind. As Richardson (2006) points out, terrorists and their sympa-
thizers share a strong sense of group consciousness and social identification with their
people. This collective group consciousness is part of what makes it possible for the
individual to take on dangerous actions; the ultimate example of which is the martyr-
dom mission in which one’s own death is the means to promote one’s group’s welfare
and affirm the righteousness of one’s cause.

Humiliation is often closely tied to the perception of injustice. Research by Lerner
and Simmons (1966) has shown that people are strongly motivated to believe that the
world is a just place where bad things do not happen to good people. Instances of
injustice are deeply upsetting because they undermine the sense of safety we get by
believing that our goodness and virtue will protect us from the many tragedies that
might befall us. If one is treated badly, either the source of one’s mistreatment must
view one as inferior and thus deserving of such treatment, or there is a fundamental
injustice that must be redressed. As noted above, this injustice is often experienced on
a collective level, when one witnesses the suffering of other members of one’s group.
In either case, injustice leads to a strong desire to restore justice, and seeking revenge
through violent retaliation is often the result.

The ongoing conflict in the Middle East presented a multitude of humiliating inci-
dents on both individual and collective levels. For instance, after World War II, the
Palestinians were evicted from a land they had occupied for nearly two millennia so
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22  T. Pyszczynski et al.

that the then aggrieved Jewish people would have their own homeland. In 1967, Israel
dealt a devastating military defeat to Syria, Jordan and Egypt in just six days, which
called into question the power of these states. In the ensuing decades, Israel gave
Palestinians disjointed plots of land that lacked adequate water supplies and built mili-
tary security posts in the middle of Palestinian neighborhoods, providing an ongoing
reminding to Palestinians of their occupation (Stern, 2003). These are perhaps the
most commonly cited perceived injustices invoked by virtually all radical Islamic
groups, followed closely by the U.S. support of Israel, placement of U.S. military
bases in Arab lands, and the sanctions, blockades and eventual invasion of Iraq.

Although residents of other Middle Eastern countries have had their own conflicts
and disputes with the Palestinians and Iraqis, the fact that it was fellow Arabs or
Muslims who were suffering fed into the shared belief that Israel, the United States
and Europe care little for the larger ethnic and religious group to which many in the
Middle East belong. Thus an insult to or humiliation of any given Palestinian or Iraqi,
which has no concrete effect on most inhabitants of the Middle East, is perceived as a
symbol of the disdain with which all Muslims and all Arabs apparently are viewed by
the West. This tendency to identify with one’s group and over-generalize in drawing
conclusions about the attitudes and intentions of others is well established by a multi-
tude of studies on social identity processes (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), as well as the
tendency to assume that concrete acts directly reflect stable underlying attitudes and
dispositions, referred to by social psychologists as the fundamental attribution error
(Ross, 1977).

The point here is that it is not so much the specific concrete actions of others that
foment anger and violence, but what these actions represent or symbolize. People do
not take dramatic action because of a single instance, but rather because of the deeper
meaning that the symbolic event represents. The international Islamic uproar over the
Danish cartoon of Mohammed with a turban of missiles likely had less to do with
the specific cartoons in question than what they were interpreted as implying about the
way Islam is viewed by the Western world. Social identity research by Ruttenberg,
Zea and Sigelman (1996) has shown that Arabs who shared the belief that out-groups
viewed them as inferior were motivated to engage in ego-defensive behaviors that
include intensified denigration of out-group members. Germanely, the Arabs in this
study responded on the measure of ego-defensiveness following exposure to anti-Arab
jokes and cartoons. In line with terror management theorizing, the Arabs in this study
and those responding to the Danish cartoon are attempting to defend their collective
self-esteem.

Another source of potential humiliation and worldview threat that could increase
the appeal of radical Islamist movements is the ever-increasing globalization, or
perhaps more specifically, Americanization, of world culture. Resentment of those
more wealthy, powerful or influential than oneself is a natural human tendency.
Because there are no absolute standards for what a good person should be like, we
evaluate ourselves by comparing ourselves with others (Festinger, 1955) and our self-
esteem is damaged when we encounter others better off than ourselves (Morse &
Gergen, 1970). It also seems likely that perceptions of American lifestyles and values
in the realms of material goods, leisure, entertainment, sexuality, women’s rights and
general irreverence toward tradition are threatening because they imply a lack of
respect for more traditional worldviews. The stereotype of the materialistic, selfish
and amoral American (Kohut, 2006) is widely shared throughout much of the world
and especially the Middle East. To the extent that aspects of this worldview are at least
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somewhat appealing to many, especially young persons and perhaps to some extent
even to fundamentalists, it becomes an even more dangerous threat to the propagation
of more traditional worldviews. A similar dynamic was documented in Reverend Jerry
Falwell’s provocative statement after the 9/11 terrorist attacks: 

I really believe that the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and
the lesbians who are actively trying make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People
for the American Way – all of them who have tried to secularize America – I point the
finger in their face and say, “You helped this happen”. (Pyszczynski et al., 2003b, p. 156)

Sometimes concrete acts or policies of a powerful nation may pose a symbolic
threat by violating another culture’s sense of the sacred. In his fatwa calling for the
large-scale killings of Americans, bin Laden cited the placement of U.S. military bases
relatively near the sacred Muslim cities of Mecca and Medina as one of many insults
to Islamic sensibilities. No doubt these sites were chosen for their strategic and
economic value rather than as a deliberate affront, but clearly these bases are objec-
tionable to many Muslims and used by groups like al Qaeda to justify their portrayal
of the United States as disrespectful and hostile to Islam (Lifton, 2003). In other cases,
it appears that the desire to humiliate is more conscious and intentional, as in the U.S.
military prisons in Afghanistan, Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay, in which Muslim
detainees were videotaped while being forced to perform fellatio on their fellow
inmates or wear women’s underwear on their heads, or being tormented by German
shepherd dogs, considered unclean and disgusting by many Muslims (Zimbardo,
2007). Since the Abu Ghraib prison scandal came to light, there have been over 400
related military investigations launched, suggesting that such intentional humiliation
may be more widespread than just those cases that have been widely publicized. Of
course the American military is far from unique in their overt attempts to humiliate
prisoners, and similar tactics have been employed by many on all sides of this conflict.
Indeed, some have pointed to the televised decapitations of Western captives, which
is clearly an affront to both Western and more generally shared human values, as
justification for the intentional humiliation of Iraqi prisoners. It also seems likely that
bin Laden and associates chose the World Trade Center and Pentagon for their attacks
as much for their value as symbols of American economic and military power as for
the concrete impact the attacks would have on the American economy and military.
This is yet another illustration of the escalating reciprocal cycle of hostility and
violence discussed earlier in this paper: a mutual war on the symbols of the other.

Large-scale Gallup Polling of 10 Major Muslim countries (Bangladesh, Egypt,
Indonesia, Iran, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and Turkey)
supports the view that humiliation is a strong factor promoting support for terrorist
violence (Gallup, 2006). While only a small minority – 7% of those polled – believed
that the 9/11 terrorist attacks against the United States were justified, those who did
provided valuable insight into the mindset of Middle Easterners who condone terror
attacks. They indicated that the attacks were justified because they feel that the United
States, and the Western world overall, aim to dominate the Islamic world militarily and
politically. These individuals also felt that the Western world disrespects Islam. Overall,
this subset of the population believed that the United States and the West harbored ill
will for the Middle East. Wessells’s (2006) interviews of pro- and anti-Taliban Afghanis
provide converging support for this point. In this study, Afghans overwhelmingly
viewed the United States-led war in Iraq as unjustified and responsible for a surge in
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funding and recruiting for terrorist groups. Further, many of those interviewed said that
the West aims to dominate the Middle East and felt humiliated by the injustice being
committed against them. Wessells’s interviews of Iraqi residents of Baghdad yielded
similar results. The majority of Iraqis viewed the fall of Saddam Hussein as bad because
it further enabled Western dominance in the region. Of those interviewed, nearly all
attributed problems of increased lawlessness, violence and rape as a direct result of the
presence of the United States forces. Frighteningly, many of the boys interviewed
claimed to have joined a jihad because of what the United States has done in Iraq.
Indeed, the “New Poll of the Islamic World” (Gallup, 2006 ) reported that, in the years
since the beginning of the Iraq War (2004–2006), there was a threefold increase in
terrorist acts committed in the Middle East compared with the previous two years, and
the current year seems to be setting an all-time record for terrorist attacks in Iraq (Bergen
& Cruickshank, 2007).

The role of community

Terrorism is a collective social action performed in the service of an aggrieved
community, which may be religious, nationalistic, ideological or ethnic in nature. The
majority of terrorist attacks are planned and executed by formal organizations such as
al Qaeda, the Tamil Tigers, the Shining Path or the IRA. For the most part, the oper-
ations of such organizations are carefully planned, involve the cooperation of many
individuals who play unique roles in the mission, and are heavily funded by members
of the communities these groups aim to represent. A more recent development is the
emergence of smaller informal local groups, sometimes referred to as “homegrown
terrorists”, without formal institutional ties, who have become radicalized through a
combination of informal contacts, internet sites and personal reactions to the news of
the day. It is believed that the 2005 attacks on the London subways and buses were
the product of such a small unconnected group. Yet even in these cases apparently
unconnected to the larger organizations, there is a strong sense of identification with
an aggrieved community and a following of ideologies promoted by these interna-
tional groups. The London bombers called themselves al Qaeda in Europe. In all
cases, terrorists see themselves as part of a shared struggle against perceived oppres-
sors of their group, who are pursuing the collective ideals of their culture, nation,
religion, ethnic group or in some cases, all humankind. Their comrades in arms are
typically referred to as brothers or sisters to emphasize the close interpersonal bonds
they share. From the perspective of TMT, this solidarity of belief and purpose serves
the vital function of enabling the perpetrators to transform what even they would
probably consider an egregiously evil act into one of righteousness.

Most discussions of terrorism emphasize the practical operational function of
terrorist organizations. Clearly, large-scale coordinated groups have access to greater
resources and are capable of inflicting damage on a much grander scale than isolated
groups of individuals. Although only a small number of people are needed to actually
detonate the bombs in a terrorist attack, there are many smaller subsidiary roles
that must be filled, including providing information, passing messages, maintaining
safe-houses and even simply keeping quiet about plans that one may have heard about.
In addition, financial support for the operations is needed. However, as Bakker and
Dunker (as cited in Musharbash, 2007) have recently argued, small home-grown
terrorist groups are also able to inflict serious damage given the ready availability of
weapons, explosives and information about how to use them on the internet. Although
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understanding the organizational dynamics of terrorist organizations is extremely
important (for an overview, see Stern, 2003), our focus here will be on the psycholog-
ical impact of group identification, which exists for both formally organized terrorist
networks and the smaller bands of homegrown terrorists who are inspired by and
identify with them.

One of the core assumptions of TMT, along with most contemporary thinking
about how people understand the world in which they live (e.g. Festinger, 1955;
Swann, 1987), is that our perceptions of reality are socially constructed. Our beliefs
and values are acquired from the broader culture in which we reside, and faith in these
beliefs and values requires that they are shared by others, especially others who are
similar to ourselves, whom we value and respect. If something is true, anyone should
be able to see it, at least anyone who shares our general perspective and is not hope-
lessly biased against seeing it. The more abstract and subjective an object of faith, the
greater the need is for others to share the belief. This is why community support is so
important for terrorist movements. One can hardly have confidence in one’s mission
to free or protect one’s people if the people in question do not share your aims. Thus
winning the “hearts and minds” of the constituent population is extremely important
for terrorist groups. This holds true for any social movement, including those under-
taken by nations.

This is not to say that anything approaching majority approval is needed for an
organization to function. Indeed, al Qaeda is still planning and conducting terrorist
attacks and the United States is still pursuing its military mission in Iraq despite the
general lack of public approval for both shown in recent polls (e.g. approximately 7%
of Muslims support terrorist attacks (Gallup, 2006) and 25% of Americans currently
support continued military presence in Iraq (CBS News/New York Times Poll,
2007)). Those committed to a course of social action typically exaggerate the extent
of support for their objectives and employ a variety of information control strategies
(Kunda, 1987; Pyszczynski & Greenberg, 1987) to maintain the belief that their
constituents support them and that their mission is righteous and just, despite readily
available evidence to the contrary. Terror management research shows that reminders
of death increase this tendency to exaggerate the extent of support for one’s attitudes,
especially among those who hold minority opinions (Pyszczynski et al., 1996). In
addition, those who disagree with one’s cause are typically seen as misinformed,
biased or brain-washed by the opposition. As President Bush has put it, “You’re
either with us or against us”, apparently dismissing the possibility that someone
might share one’s goals but disagree with the tactics used to pursue them. This is why
people in general, and those committed to fringe movements in particular, are so
committed to convincing others of the truth of their position and the righteousness of
their cause. It is also why those who do not share our truth are viewed as apostates,
infidels or lunatics. Converting others to one’s cause not only has the practical value
of adding others to help one achieve one’s goals, it also increases one’s own faith in
the legitimacy of these goals. Recent discussions of the “propaganda war” in the
Middle East attest to the importance of generating as much support among the popu-
lace as possible.

This is also why it is necessary for a social movement to paint its message in bold
strokes of black and white, or good versus evil. If one’s cause is predicated on viewing
one’s group as suffering at the hands of merciless oppressor, that oppressor needs to
be viewed as the incarnation of evil. If one’s cause is led by a virtuous leader who cares
only about the good of his people, that leader needs to be glorified and, if possible,
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seen as being on a mission from God or some other higher power. Our studies have
shown that, in 2003 and 2004, reminders of death increased American’s support for
President Bush and his policies and led to more negative attitudes toward Arabs
(Landau et al., 2004; Motyl, Pyszczynski, Cox, Siedel, & Maxfield, in press; for a more
thorough TMT analysis of the psychology of leaders and followers, see Solomon,
Cohen, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 2008). This is one of many places where tying a
political movement to religious ideology is beneficial to the movement. Having God’s
approval makes it much easier to convince the masses of the righteousness of one’s
cause, even when one’s methods directly conflict with religious teachings.

Communities also play an important role in glorifying the foot soldiers who risk
their lives or intentionally sacrifice themselves for the cause. Posters depicting ideal-
ized images of suicide bombers are commonly displayed, often garlanded in flowers,
in many Middle Eastern communities. There are pop songs about martyrs, commem-
orative cards, websites devoted to telling the stories of martyrs, and even martyr of the
month calendars (Richardson, 2006). Families of suicide bombers often enjoy
increased social status, respect and sometimes financial gain after terrorist missions.
Officially sanctioned “martyrs days” are held annually in some countries on the
anniversary of a particularly significant suicide attack to commemorate and honor all
who have given their lives for the cause, much like the Memorial Day and Veterans
Day holidays in the United States. The very term “martyr” implies a selfless devotion
to a cause. Heroification of those who have died, in either suicide attacks or govern-
ment sanctioned military actions, serves to elevate the righteousness of the mission
and further increase support for it within the community; all of which are necessary to
overcome the normal human social sanctions against the killing of innocents.

One of the most important goals of terrorist attacks is to publicize the cause and
hopefully draw others to support it either tacitly by expressing support for its goals, or
actively by joining the organization. Bloom (2006) suggests that, by emphasizing the
goals of fighting injustice and humiliation, suicide terrorism is a means through which
the humiliated community can obtain a vicarious victory. Although the suicide terror-
ist may not be able to defeat the adversary in a military sense, terrorist attacks gain
victories for their causes in the form of worldwide media coverage and local social
approval. Weinberg (2006) compares the activity of terrorists in Iraq to those of the
Viet Cong in the Tet Offensive. Both offensives were military losses, but greatly
increased support for their causes among the constituent communities. Furthermore,
both the Tet Offensive in Viet Nam and the ongoing terrorist attacks in Palestine kept
the world aware of the massive casualties involved in these conflicts and increased
anti-war sentiment worldwide. Similarly, the near-daily terrorist attacks in Iraq
provide an incessant stream of macabre images covered in the media on a daily basis.

Sacred ideology: religious and secular

Throughout this paper, we have argued that it is the symbolic meaning of specific
concrete actions and historical events – what they imply or mean – that threatens
people’s individual and collective self-esteem and cultural worldviews, thus creating
feelings of humiliation and injustice that motivate them to take arms against an enemy.
Terrorism is a tactic in which innocent civilians with no direct personal responsibility
for these problems are killed as a way of exacting revenge and motivating one’s more
powerful adversary to take action. Yet killing innocent others violates virtually every
moral code known to humankind. This creates a problem for anyone who sees his or
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her struggle as righteous and just. This is where sacred ideologies come into play: they
are used to justify one’s violent acts, to make what would otherwise be unthinkably
reprehensible feel not only justified but in many cases a sacred duty to one’s people,
one’s God, or to all of humanity. Sacred ideologies can be religious, nationalistic,
political, ideological or ethnic in nature. Usually they contain combination of many of
these elements: they typically build on core elements of the cultural worldview that
the aggrieved group has been using to buffer existential anxiety for centuries or
millennia. The grievances and conflict with the more powerful group lead to a radical-
ization of this worldview, which serves as a rallying call and battle plan to direct the
struggle.

Justifying killing in the name of a sacred ideology, religious or secular, requires
that the humiliation, perceived injustice, and other grievances be construed as an
affront to what is good and righteous. In the case of the radicalized forms of Islam
currently being used to justify terrorist killings, the grievances are interpreted as an
insult to Allah. Similarly, Christian activists who bomb abortion clinics and assassi-
nate physicians view abortion as an abomination against God’s protection of the
unborn, and Jewish terrorists who attack Palestinians, or who killed leaders like Ishtak
Rabin, view Israel as the Promised Land that God had given to the Israelites in an
ancient covenant. The various Western European and American communist factions
who bombed buildings and assassinated politicians and innocent bystanders viewed
the capitalist system as an intractable impediment to a coming utopian society based
on Marxist principles. The Serbs who killed countless Bosnians and Kosovars, and the
Tutsis who massacred Hutus in the 1990s, viewed their actions as righteous revenge
for centuries of domination or injustices – some in the distant past – that violated their
fundamental human rights. Research on terror management has documented the role
of sacred symbols in controlling death-related fears. For example, Greenberg, Porteus,
Simon and Pyszczynski, (1995) showed that, when people are reminded of their
mortality they are more distressed at the thought of sacred icons, such as a flag or
crucifix, treated as ordinary objects.

In all cases, the humiliation and injustice is construed as an affront to one’s people,
one’s God or the good of humanity. This affront is viewed as a sign of the intractable
evil of the other, because only such absolute evil could warrant the extreme measures
that are believed necessary to restore justice and restore one’s people to their rightly
place in the world.

When one’s adversary is absolute evil, virtually any means can be justified to
serve the sacred end of bringing the world back into cosmic balance. Terrorists and
counter-terrorists agree that the killing of innocents is regrettable, but when the
enemy is evil incarnate, and one’s God therefore sanctions violence against them,
one must do what must be done, and short-term suffering of the few is seen as a
small price to pay for the long-term welfare of the many. Bushman, Ridge, Das, Key
and Busath (2007) have recently shown that exposure to Old Testament verses that
sanction violence against one’s enemies leads to significant increases in aggressive
behavior. To the extent that one’s value, and therefore one’s psychological equanim-
ity, depends on living up to the dictates of one’s religion, violence is much more
likely when it has been given God’s official stamp of approval, that all is fair when
battling evil.

Furthermore, the more powerful one’s enemy, the more just are extreme tactics in
one’s battle for righteousness. Although evil always must be fought, the more power-
ful the evil other, the more damage he can do, which makes extreme tactics seem all
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the more righteous. This is why al Qaeda emphasizes the vast military and economic
power of the United States, Israel and Europe. It is also why United States, Israeli and
European leaders are invested in keeping their populaces ever-mindful of the threat
posed by terrorist groups and their desire to employ the most destructive means they
can access to carry out their fight with the West.

In addition to justifying violent tactics, sacred ideologies are also extremely valu-
able for recruiting others to join the fight or at least provide the material and social
support necessary for the battle to be waged. Having God (or one’s nation, ancestors
and future progeny, or a liberating ideology) on one’s side greatly increases the appeal
of the fight to the few who actively wage it and the masses who tacitly support it. Just
as insults to one’s anxiety-buffering worldview are more likely to enrage the masses,
when a particular form of behavior is valued within the context of a sacred ideology,
people are especially drawn to such behavior because this is how they establish their
value or self-esteem and control their fears. A large body of experimental work has
shown that, when people are reminded of death, they are more likely to conform to
salient cultural norms. For example, Taubman ben-Ari, Florian and Mikulincer (1999)
found that reminders of death led to riskier driving among Israeli soldiers who used
their driving ability as a source of self-esteem, and Goldenberg, Pyszczynski, Johnson,
Greenberg and Solomon (1999a) demonstrated that reminders of death increased the
importance that women high in body self-esteem place on looking good. More directly
relevant for present purposes, Greenberg et al. (1992) showed that reminders of death
typically lead to more negative attitudes toward those who insult one’s worldview,
but that such reactions are eliminated when people are reminded of a value of their
worldview, such as tolerance for divergent opinions, that mitigates against such nega-
tive reactions.

Furthermore, when prominent religious, national, ideological or ethnic leaders,
who are viewed as knowing more than the rest of us, sanction the fight, those who rely
on these leaders for guidance are likely to follow. The higher the source from which
these leaders draw their authority, the more compelling their dictates become. The
masses need to be continually reminded of the direct link between the leader and his
source of power – thus both terrorist leaders, like Osama bin Laden, and leaders of
powerful nations engaged in counter-terrorist policies like, George Bush, are prone to
reminding their constituents that they were chosen by a higher power for their mission.
On ABC News (1998), bin Laden described his calling thus: 

We are worshipers of Allah and we carry out our duties. Our duty is to call on all nations
to join the light. Our first duty is being people of this religion and to fight for this
religion. It is our duty to lead people to light.

And on Israel News Online (2003), Bush explained his calling: 

God told me to strike at al Qaida and I struck them, and then he instructed me to strike
at Saddam, which I did, and now I am determined to solve the problem in the Middle
East. If you help me I will act, and if not, the elections will come and I will have to focus
on them.

A sacred ideology elevates the struggle from a merely human dispute to a matter
of cosmic significance that stretches far beyond the interests of the individuals doing
battle. Although unfair treatment of human beings is reprehensible, insults to God
cannot be tolerated. Sacred ideologies are widely used by social movements, including
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terrorist and counter-terrorist movements, to confirm the righteousness of one’s
position, to make tactics that would otherwise seem too extreme or even downright
reprehensible seem just and righteous, and to unite one’s desired constituents behind
the cause. Such ideologies can be powerful glue that ties the various components of a
terrorist or counter-terrorist movement together.

It seems that the key to using religion or any other humanistically oriented ideol-
ogy to promote violence is careful selection of the specific teachings and quotes from
holy texts that are used to promote the movement. Clearly many or perhaps most
adherents to the ideologies that are used to justify bloodshed view such use as a
perversion of the central elements of the belief system. In recent years, many
Muslims have argued that using the Koran to justify killing misses the central
message of this holy book. Similarly, many Americans have argued that using the
American value of freedom and liberty as a rallying core for a no-holds-barred war on
terror, which sanctions torture and views legal process as “quaint”, loses touch with
the essential values upon which the United States was built. As many others have
pointed out (e.g. Lifton, 2003), the use of these fundamentally pro-social worldviews
to justify the actions taken in the current conflict requires careful cherry-picking of
doctrines and historical precedents. However, if some elements of sacred ideologies
can be used to justify violence and unite one’s people against a real or perceived
enemy, it may be possible to use these same ideologies to discourage conflict and
promote peace.

A beacon of hope

Recent research has shown that support for violence and conflict thankfully are not
an inevitable response to existential fear. TMT suggests that people cope with their
fear of death by working to maintain faith in their cultural worldviews, attain self-
esteem by living up to the standards of their worldviews and seek close interpersonal
bonds with those who share their worldviews. Those with worldviews different from
our own – especially those who actively derogate, disrespect or challenge our world-
views or personal or collective self-esteem – evoke anger and hostility. This
tendency to reaffirm the rightness of one’s own position by putting down those who
disagree is a strong one, but it is countered by values that discourage such behavior.
Perhaps in part to offset this strong tendency, most modern worldviews contain
values and teachings that promote tolerance and compassion for those who are differ-
ent, and proscriptions against behavior that hurts others, especially violence. Clearly,
all three major religions represented in the current Middle Eastern conflict promote
compassion and kindness to all persons. The secular ideologies of the nations
involved also encourage viewing all humans as equally worthy and deserving the
unencumbered pursuit of life, liberty and happiness. As we have argued above (see
also Hafez, 2006a, 2006b), terrorist and war-mongering leaders and their followers
selectively interpret these teachings to use them to sanction or lionize violence. We
suspect that the vast majority of people alive today would agree that people should be
treated with respect and compassion, that hurting others is wrong, and that killing is
repugnant.

TMT suggests that people’s worldviews consist of a complex array of ideas
and values that reflect the wide diversity of information and experiences that people
have encountered over the course of their lives. Each of us constructs our own world-
view by integrating these diverse experiences into something that is uniquely ours
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(Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Goldenberg, 2003). Sometimes these elements are
consistent with each other and fit together well, and sometimes not. Similarly, the
collective worldviews of a culture or society also reflect a diverse array of influences
over the history of the group. Thus, the Christian Bible teaches that God is both jeal-
ous and thirsty for vengeance and loving and merciful and instructs followers to seek
vengeance by taking “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth”, but to also love one’s
enemy and turn the other cheek. Similarly, the Muslim Koran teaches that Allah is
also vengeful in instructing Muslims to take “a life for a life, an eye for an eye, a nose
for a nose, an ear for an ear, a tooth for a tooth, and a wound for a wound” (Tahrike
Tarsile Qur’an, 1983), but peaceful and loving in calling for Muslims to “do good-
ness to others because Allah loves those who do good” (Imran 3.148; Tahrike Tarsile
Qur’an, 1983). Social psychological theory and research confirms the many conflict-
ing elements that make up individuals’ beliefs and values (Crano & Prislin, 2006) and
documents the power of situational forces in determining which elements of one’s
attitudes will be expressed at any given point in time (Ross & Nisbett, 1991;
Zimbardo, 1969).

Over the last 20 years or so, research has shown that elements of worldviews are
most likely to influence behavior when they are activated or primed. For example,
Snyder and Swann (1976) have shown that attitudes are more likely to determine
behavior when people are first asked to take a minute to think about their attitudes
before acting. In a related vein, Bargh (1996) has shown that subtly activated
concepts, even outside of conscious awareness, lead people to behave in ways that are
consistent with these concepts. For example, after being primed with words related to
aggressiveness, people behave more aggressively in totally new situations (Todorov
& Bargh, 2002); or after being primed with the concept of intelligence, people do
better on a test of general knowledge (Dijksterhuis & van Knippenberg, 1998).
Research on the effects of self-focused attention, which generally leads people to
behave in accord with salient standards for behavior, has shown that self-focus can
lead to diametrically opposed forms of behavior, depending on which standards are
salient at the time (for a review, see Carver & Scheier, 1998). Terror management
research has shown that, although reminders of death seem to make people especially
prone to react negatively to threats to their cultural worldviews, it also leads people to
work harder to live up to standards for valued behavior that are salient in the situation
(for a review, see Pyszczynski et al., 2003b). For example, Walsh and Smith (2007)
have shown that reminders of death increased women’s desire for affiliation and group
identification when primed with thoughts of their gender, but increased their prefer-
ence for uniqueness when primed with thoughts of their selves. Particularly relevant
to present concerns, Greenberg et al. (1992) found that reminders of death led to more
negative evaluations of a person who insulted one’s worldview but that affirming
one’s commitment to the value of tolerance completely eliminated this effect. These
findings raise the possibility that reminding people of the values they hold dear
that run counter to conflict and violence might lead to very different responses to exis-
tential fear.

Compassionate values

Rothschild, Abdollahi and Pyszczynski (under review) recently investigated the effect
of reminding people of the teachings of their religion regarding the virtue of compas-
sion on the way they respond to reminders of mortality. In their first study, conducted
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in the United States, participants’ level of religious fundamentalism was assessed
(Altemeyer & Hunsberger, 1992), and they then responded to questions that reminded
them of either their own mortality or physical pain. They then read and evaluated a
series of quotes that were either well-known Biblical teachings of Christ regarding the
compassionate treatment of others (e.g. loving thy neighbor as thyself, forgiving
others, and doing unto others as you would have them do unto you), neutral quotes
from the Bible that were unrelated to compassion, or neutral quotes from a variety of
non-religious sources. Finally, their support for the use of extreme military force to
fight terrorism (including the use of nuclear and chemical weapons) was assessed.
High levels of religious fundamentalism were associated with support for the use of
extreme military might except under one condition: when participants were reminded
of death and primed with the compassionate teachings of their religion. Furthermore,
reminders of death significantly decreased support for extreme military measures
among fundamentalists who were first primed with compassionate teachings. A
follow-up study replicated these findings in Iran. Reminders of death increased anti-
Western attitudes (e.g. “The US and its European allies’ presence in the Middle East
is threatening to our Islamic being. We should fight against them”, “We cannot trust
the US and its European allies; they are our enemies”) among Iranians when they were
primed with the value of compassion from a secular source. However, this same
reminder of death decreased anti-Western attitudes when they were first primed with
compassionate quotes from the Koran (e.g. “Do goodness to others because Allah
loves those who do good”). These findings suggest that, although existential fear often
does increase hostile intentions toward those with different worldviews, it can also
decrease such intentions when compassionate values central to one’s religion are on
people’s minds.

Secure interpersonal attachment

In another recent series of studies, Weise et al. (in press) tested some ideas derived
from the intersection of Lakoff’s (2002) analysis of moral politics, Mikulincer,
Florian and Hirschberger’s (2003) recent work on attachment theory, and TMT.
Lakoff argues that conservative and fundamentalist ideologies reflect an approach to
life based on the internalized mental model of a “strict father” who views the world as
dangerous and sanctifies the moral absolutes of rewards and punishments, tradition,
hierarchy, opposing “evil”, and the moral supremacy of one’s own belief system.
Lakoff views liberal ideology as rooted in an internalized model of a “nurturing
parent” that emphasizes the moral imperatives of empathy, nurturance, flexibility and
growth. Attachment theory suggests that people become securely attached and trustful
of others as a result of a caring and nurturing relationship with one’s parents, but that
insecure attachment can result from aloof, inconsistent and extremely strict parent–
child relationships. Mikulincer et al. (2003) have provided a convincing body of
evidence that attachment relationships serve as terror management relationships
throughout one’s life.

These lines of reasoning suggest that existential threat is most likely to lead to
shifts in a conservative direction among those with less secure interpersonal attach-
ments. In a study done shortly before the 2004 U.S. presidential election, Weise et al.
(in press, Study 1) showed that, although death reminders increased support for
conservative candidate George Bush among those low in attachment security, they led
to increased support for liberal candidate John Kerry among those high in attachment
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security. This shows that long-standing individual differences in attachment security
are one factor that determines how people cope with their fear of death.

Most attachment theorists acknowledge that the vast majority of people have had
both sorts of experiences with their parents and other attachment figures throughout
their lives, and thus have access to some elements of both mental models (e.g.
Baldwin, 1995: Bowlby, 1969; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005). This led Weise et al. to
conduct a follow-up study investigating the effects of activating memories of a warm
caring person who accepts them “for who they are” on the way death reminders affect
support for extreme military solutions. Death reminders tended to increase support for
military might among those primed with a neutral relationship. However, as predicted,
death reminders significantly decreased support for military might among those
primed with thoughts of a warm caring relationship. Apparently, secure relationships
with others actively encourage compassionate treatment of others, thus making it
more difficult to endorse tactics that would kill.

Common humanity and the value of family

Another approach to encouraging peace is to encourage people to construe all humans
as sharing a common humanity. This view has been advocated by a multitude of
religious, ideological, political and popular leaders over the centuries. For example, in
the Old Testament book of Isaiah (2:4; New International Version), the Jewish people
are implored to, “beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning
hooks: [suggesting that] nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they
learn war any more”. In the New Testament, Jesus instructed his followers that they
should love their neighbors (Mark 12:31; NIV). Similarly, the Koran (5.32; Tahrike
Tarsile Qur’an, 1983) “decreed for the children of Israel that whosoever kills a human
being, except (as punishment) for murder or for spreading corruption in the land, it
shall be like killing all humanity; and whosoever saves a life, saves the entire human
race”. This philosophy is not limited only to the Abrahamic faiths, but traverses many
other cultures, too. For example, Jainists’ make their highest vow to: 

all living beings, irrespective of their size, shape, or different spiritual developments are
equal. No living being has a right to harm, injure, or kill any other living being, including
animals, insects, and plants. Every living being has a right to exist and it is necessary to
live with every other living being in perfect harmony and peace (Jain Study Center of
North Carolina, 2007).

In Africa, Nobel Laureate Archbishop Desmond Tutu is a proponent of the prominent
political and religious philosophy of Ubuntu, which he describes as “essence of being
human. It speaks of the fact that my humanity is caught up and is inextricably bound
up in yours” (Tutu, 2005). Similarly, communist ideologists from Marx to Lenin
emphasized the shared plight of the common man. Even popular music of more recent
history conveys these ageless humanistic ideals. For instance, one of John Lennon’s
most popular pacifist anthems implored people to: 

Imagine there’s no countries
It isn’t hard to do
Nothing to kill or die for
And no religion too
Imagine all the people
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Living life in peace
…
And the world will live as one (Lennon, 1971)

Within social psychology, Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood and Sherif’s (1961) famous
Robber’s Cave Study showed that bitter rivals could be brought closer together by
giving them mutual goals, and more recently, research has supported Gaertner and
Dovidio’s (2000) “Common Ingroup Identity Model” contention that encouraging
either the breaking down of group boundaries through a process they refer to as
decategorization, or creating a new shared identity through a process they refer to as
recategorization, can reduce intergroup hostilities.

Motyl et al. (under review) recently sought to determine if increasing one’s sense
of common humanity could reduce or reverse the effects of thoughts of death or hostil-
ity toward out-groups. Their two experiments built on Weise et al.’s (in press) demon-
stration of the power of attachment relationships and used images or thoughts of family
and childhood to encourage participants to think in terms of these universal aspects of
humanity. In their first study, American college students were reminded of either death
or another aversive topic, and then asked to make judgments about a series of photo-
graphs that depicted families from diverse cultures, American families, or groups of
apparently unrelated people. Participants’ implicit attitudes – non-conscious, difficult
to control associations of Arabs with positive and negative concepts – were assessed
with the widely used Implicit Association Test (Greenwald, Nosek, & Banaji, 2003).
Although reminders of death increased implicit anti-Arab prejudice in the neutral and
American family conditions, they led to a significant reduction in anti-Arab attitudes
when a sense of common humanity had been evoked by viewing pictures of families
from diverse cultures. A conceptual replication of this study was then conducted in
which feelings of common humanity were activated by having people read a collection
of “favorite childhood memories” supposedly written by either Americans or people
from diverse countries. After the same mortality salience manipulation used in the
previous studies, explicit – conscious, self-reported – attitudes toward immigration
were assessed. Whereas mortality salience increased the negativity of attitudes toward
immigration in the American childhood memory control group, this effect was
completely eliminated among participants whose sense of common humanity was acti-
vated by reading and identifying with stories of childhood from diverse cultures.

Group and cultural identification are extremely important for bringing people
together to fight each other. Both terrorist groups and nations use this psychological
fact to rally people behind their cause. Creating a broader sense of common humanity
builds on this same principle, but tries to create a broader more inclusive sense of who
one identifies with as group members. The goal is to use humankind’s common expe-
riences, hopes, dreams, fears, and general plight to create a more universal sense of
“we” and “us”. Perhaps greater emphasis on the very real problems all humans face
could encourage this broader sense of shared humanity; problems like climate change,
poverty, disease and violent conflict itself.

Much of the research discussed above has been confined to laboratory settings and
has tested primarily in college students, albeit college students from numerous coun-
tries, and is hence limited in its generalizability. Recent preliminary research by
Kruglanski (2007), however, suggests that the above-mentioned findings may apply
to non-student populations’ reactions to real-world conflicts. Kruglanski assessed
attitudes toward terrorism in Saudi Arabia and Singapore before, during and after the
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implementation of state-sanctioned programs designed to reduce support for terrorist
violence. In Saudi Arabia, moderate religious leaders were recruited to preach peace-
ful interpretations of the Koran to fundamentalist Muslims in prison. In Singapore,
peace activists have been recruited to promote peaceful action on internet discussion
boards and chatrooms. People encountering these peaceful, compassionate and unify-
ing messages in both of these countries have portrayed diminished levels of support
for terrorist ideologies. Louis (in press) has also presented evidence that the overly-
simplistic, Manichean linguistic frames used when dealing with international conflicts
and terrorism, in general, may be counterproductive. Louis reports that stating you are
either with “us” or against “us” forces peaceful political opponents into a category
with terrorists and prevents those opponents from distancing themselves from terrorist
groups and ideologies. This research suggests that, by avoiding these forced linguistic
frames, we may deter support for terrorism in countries that are not “with us”.
Together, these findings indicate that, while there is still much work to be done in the
area of conflict management, peace and terrorism, preliminary research suggests that
social psychological research can inform our understanding of real-world conflicts
and may be useful in suggesting ways to ameliorate inter-group hostilities.

Summary and conclusion

Violent conflicts that cost hundreds of thousands of human lives are nothing new.
Since the earliest days of humankind, people have fought over not only territory and
resources, but also religion, ideology, ethnicity and justice. TMT provides a way of
thinking about what is at stake in these disputes and shows connections between the
various ideas and values that move people to kill others and sometimes sacrifice their
own lives for a cause. Although religion, ideology, nationalism, ethnicity and abstract
values, like justice, deal with different aspects of the human quest for meaning, value
and freedom from fear, they all reflect a common core element: the hope for immor-
tality and freedom from fear and anxiety that is inherent in the human condition. Social
psychological research illustrates a set of non-conscious processes that link specific
concrete events to abstract meanings and interpretations, which lead people to kill
because of the threat to their psychological equanimity that they pose. It is our hope
that, in combination with insights from many other disciplines, social psychological
research can point us toward ways to reduce and hopefully even reverse these all too
human proclivities. Taken together, the studies of the impact of compassionate reli-
gious values, secure attachment and common humanity provide a ray of hope regard-
ing the impact of existential fear, cultural worldviews, religion and ideologies on the
ongoing conflict between parts of the Western and Islamic worlds. Although both
terrorist and counter-terrorist leaders and organizations play on human fears and use
their culture’s beliefs and values to combat these fears, our hope is that a scientifically
informed understanding of why people “kill for a cause” will enable us to use these
same principles to bring about a reduction, and hopefully some day, an end, to these
hostilities.
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